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FOR BC AND SCOTT



PREFACE

John Aboud

I don’t want to brag or anything, but you are reading this book thanks to me.

The volume you now hold in your hands—edited, managed, and guided by Ms. Meredith Broussard—sprang from the success of her previous anthology, The Dictionary of Failed Relationships: 26 Stories of Love Gone Wrong. This fact won’t surprise you if you are even a casual reader of our country’s finer book-reviewing publications or of this book’s jacket. However, what only the most astute and careful of readers could know is that all of the contributors to The Dictionary of Failed Relationships were writing about their failed relationships with me. Anyone could tell that The Dictionary included work by some of today’s most acclaimed young female authors, but only true insiders could know that it included work by some of today’s most acclaimed young female authors who have loved and lost John Aboud.

None of the contributors were so blatant as to use my name. Believe me, my legal team and I checked. But evidence of a deep longing for John Aboud is everywhere once you read with an eye toward finding it. In decoding the essays and stories in The Dictionary, I’ve had to rely on subtle textual clues, information from the contributors’ biographies, and the principle of logic where you eliminate everyone else a story could be about until the only possible subject left is yourself. If not always ironclad, I think you’ll find my reasoning thought provoking and competently proofread.

         

Contributor Judy Budnitz and I were friends in college, but we were never involved romantically. And if I’m reading her piece in The Dictionary correctly, that fact is killing her. Lazy or slapdash readers might not pick up the signs, but to someone as versed in the workings of the female psyche as I, Judy’s yearning is as obvious on the page as her innovative use of hyphens. (Nice work, Judy! I regret not seducing you, too!)

Heidi Julavits and I have never met, but I was an avid reader of her literary magazine, The Believer, from the day it launched. Alas, you know how things go: I got busy and accidentally missed a few issues, and eventually I stopped looking for it. I read her piece in The Dictionary, and oh my god, is her anger evident. God? She’s really pouring it all out there, completely beside herself that I’m now eight months behind. You might argue that I’m reading too much into it, but honestly, isn’t there enough arguing in this country already?

About two years ago, I spotted a “Missed Connection” ad that read “Ranch 1 Chicken last Thursday. You said you know it’s a good place when the cops eat here, ordered third helping of fries. Would like to book you for being a sexy rebel. Call me.” There was pretty much no one that ad could have been about but me. And based on what I interpret as a love of sexy rebels in her Dictionary contribution, “Berniced,” that ad could only have been placed by Eliza Minot. So essentially, she was writing about me without even knowing me. And that’s so awesome.

My relationship with Dictionary contributor Pam Houston certainly qualifies as “failed.” She and I fought for three straight years and squeezed in a few dates along the way.

Do you like that line? Personally, I’m very proud of it. Technically, though, it’s utterly false. The full truth is our relationship only existed over Yahoo Messenger. We never met face-to-face, let alone genital-to-genital. And the person I exchanged messages with called herself “Pam from Houston.” But come on, what are the chances? And, yes, we only IM’ed over a Labor Day weekend, but we IM’ed with such intensity, it was easily the equivalent of three years. So I will continue to let rueful wit trump truth. And Pam “Houston,” if you’re reading this, could you unblock me from your buddy list? Thank you.

While reading Erika Krouse’s contribution, entitled “Zero,” I was struck by the stark eroticism of her prose, its teasing use of pronouns, and downright salacious employment of the subjunctive tense. I instantly remembered another woman who could use the Mother Tongue (and a tongue stud) to such powerful effect. Admittedly, I connected with the woman in question through a charmingly obscene massage ad in the back of the Village Voice, not from reading the Atlantic Monthly, Ploughshares, or the New Yorker, where Ms. Krouse has apparently published work. Still, I was convinced that Ms. Krouse and the “new in town,” “ready to play” gamine who so comprehensively abused my body were one and the same. And then I realized why Ms. Krouse would consider our relationship a failure: I am a very bad tipper.

Amy Sohn is a fixture of the New York magazine world and of my fantasies. She likes to have sex—lots of sex—and then write about it. I, too, like sex. Writing I could take or leave. To the best of my knowledge, Amy Sohn and I have not had sex. But there are certainly some wild evenings spent with anonymous strangers in my past, and, no, I’m not talking about online gaming. So purely on a statistical basis, I’m confident we have indeed had sex, said sex was really great, and because I haven’t been in touch with her since, Ms. Sohn is mad at me. It’s not rocket science, my friend.

Las Vegas. The Imperial Palace Casino. When a bachelor party meets a bachelorette party, stuff happens. And for me, “stuff” took the form of two bachelorettes named Martha and Mary-Beth who utilized me in a by-the-book threesome they felt a joyless obligation to try. Hey, I’ll take it. During the rote couplings, “Martha” made no mention of winning a 2003 NYFA award for fiction. Nor did “Mary-Beth” in any way hint she’d published in The Georgia Review, Ploughshares, or the St. Ann’s Review. But if those dutiful partiers were not, in fact, Dictionary contributors Martha Southgate and Mary-Beth Hughes, I’ll eat the costume shop tiaras I took from their room as a memento.

Colleen Curran, who wrote a piece entitled “LDR” for The Dictionary, lives in Richmond, Virginia. I grew up in Richmond, so I was thrilled to see a Richmonder make good. Then, I read “LDR.” I might have totally misinterpreted this, but it struck me as a clear rebuke to “certain people” (me) leaving Richmond and not visiting often enough. I get that from my parents, now I have to get it from Colleen Curran, “whose fiction has appeared in JANE and Meridian”? Back off, Colleen Curran. Why did you have to preemptively cause our relationship to fail?

The contributors’ notes in The Dictionary reveal that Anna Maxted lives in London with two cats, Disco and Natascha. Could it be mere coincidence that “Disco” and “Natascha” were two words that came up quite frequently on a special night I experienced in St. Petersburg? Not one of the potential brides corralled for my perusal mentioned publishing a novel called Getting Over It in 2000. But it seems one of them had, and her name was Anna Maxted. Or should I say . . . Maxtedkova? Considering that most men who travel to Russia in search of eligible ladies aren’t of a literary bent, it’s not surprising that the women I met downplayed any ability to navigate the competitive publishing market. Instead, they emphasized such skills as dancing, “cook you the food” and “ride ’em cowgirl with the penis.” Anna, I’m sorry I didn’t bring you to America.

One name among the contributor bios leapt off the page and practically punched me in the face: Leslie Pietrzyk. Her contribution, “Pain,” practically punched me in the junk. There’s simply no other conclusion than that Leslie Pietrzyk is very mad at John Aboud. This probably all started after I wrote a (hilarious, of course) humor piece intended for the New Yorker’s “Shouts and Murmurs” page called “Children’s Letters to University of Nebraska Athletic Director Steve Pederson.” Wow, I chuckled just typing that. One of the letters in the piece was from “Leslie Pietrzyk, age 8. Cozad, NE.” I just thought the name was a product of my infinite creativity. In retrospect, I might have seen a mention or two of Ms. Pietrzyk’s novel Pears on a Willow Tree. So sue me. (No, please do not.) What continues to amaze me is that my piece (inexplicably) never ran in the New Yorker! Obviously, it’s a small literary community out there, and some troublemaking punk at the New Yorker slipped my work to the real, live Leslie Pietrzyk. You may cancel my subscription, Mr. David Remnick. Call off your dogs!

A similar miscalculation must have been what ruined my relationship with contributor Susan Minot. I had no idea she wrote the screenplay for the movie Stealing Beauty, a movie that I once remarked “looked like a total chick flick.” Well, clearly she found out, because her piece in The Dictionary has been called “a literary evisceration of self-proclaimed movie authority John Aboud” (my phrasing).

Rachel Resnick’s brief bio in The Dictionary covers her many travels, her career in film, her many publishing credits, and her 1998 Pushcart Prize Special Mention. But conspicuously absent is any reference to her time as an ace girl reporter . . . and my ex-wife. She was going to turn her back on the ink-stained life—and me—to marry some cloddish oaf. And then it hit me! I’d lure her back to the newspaper biz with the scoop of a lifetime! There was this anarchist, see, a real worker’s champion type, who was sitting on death row an innocent man. No way a gal with a nose for news like Rachel’s could pass that up. Except she did. Totally didn’t work. I assume that anarchist met his end in Old Sparky, I stopped paying attention. But, oh, if you could have heard our banter when she told me to fuck off. Anyway, I assume this is the same Rachel Resnick. I don’t think it’s that common a name, is it?

There are four writers in The Dictionary whom I knew from Brooklyn’s thriving writer scene, if not by face then by reputation. In fact, Maggie Estep, Shelley Jackson, Lucinda Rosenfeld, and Darcey Steinke have downright sterling reputations among the young literati of the Borough of Kings. But none of the four have reputations as sexually insatiable Amazons who deem men fit only for servitude and humiliation. Well, they should, as I found out the hard way. I was enjoying, perhaps a bit too much, an evening at Sunny’s, the bar in Red Hook that’s a favorite of writers and people who say they’re writers. Red Hook once had a reputation as one of the most dangerous neighborhoods in New York, but in this post-Giuliani, Gawker.com era of ours, I felt certain I could stumble home without being seized by muggers, drug dealers, or hot young female authors. All I know is, when I woke up in my apartment it was three days later, and I was naked. Reading that predatory foursome’s contributions triggers fleeting, dreamlike visions of the comely prose stylists working my body in ways that only respected novelists can.

I understand this all sounds absurd, but let me assure you, this is not merely another instance of me getting drunk and fantasizing about Jhumpa Lahiri.

I was new in Los Angeles, lonely and desperate to fit in, so it was only a matter of days before I fell in with a gang—a pocket bike gang. We were the Westside Itty Bitties, all of us addicted to the rush of tearing along at thirty-seven miles per hour, fifteen inches off the ground, our 47cc, two-stroke hogs between our legs. We respected no laws, least of all those of physics. I fell hard for the leader of La Pequeña Unas, a girl gang with which we had an uneasy coexistence. I only knew her by her gang name, “Mini Chopper Minnie.” She was a fiery vixen who lived fast and rode fast, as fast as a non-street-legal pile of fiberglass with a half-gallon tank would allow. When we made love, we did so without helmets. But the day came when I no longer got joy from annoying neighbors with the dull, droning buzz of my nine-horsepower steed. I had to get out, and every Westside Itty Bitty knows the only way out of the pocket bike life is in a pocket hearse. It wouldn’t have been safe to say good-bye to Minnie, so I just drove a doughnut in her yard with my eight-inch tires. That would have to do. Based on her story “Threesome” in The Dictionary, it’s all but certain that my Mini Minnie was Dana Johnson, winner of the Flannery O’Connor Award in Short Fiction in 2000. “Threesome” could only have been written by someone with vast knowledge of both pocket bikes and how I kiss.

Four years ago, I traveled to Paris for a visit to the City of Light’s picturesque cafés and discreet laser penile rejuvenation clinics. And it was in one such clinic that I met “Jennifer,” a nurse whose job it was to hold my hand during the most excruciating phases of the procedure. A cursory reading of her piece, “Islands,” was all I needed to realize that my Jennifer was the story’s author, Jennifer Macaire. Her bio informed me Jennifer was a former model for Elite in Paris. You’re telling me, I thought. I don’t think I’d have made it through my operation without Jennifer’s delicately accented words of encouragement and her soft gray eyes reassuring me from over her surgical mask, the extra-thick mask they use when there’s going to be a lot of smoke. I felt an unmistakable spiritual connection grow between Jennifer and myself in those harrowing minutes as the laser blasted away years from my flesh, giving me the supple cock of a twenty-three-year-old in place of my withered twenty-seven-year-old stump. I made my fatal error a few hours after the procedure was complete and Jennifer visited my recovery room. “You were very brave. Très courageux,” she said. “Thank you,” I replied. “What say we try this puppy out?” Her face, so warm and welcoming before, set into a stony Gallic frown. She stormed from the room. I’d have given anything, except my newly pearlescent manhood, to take back those words.

Now, if this evidence hasn’t convinced you that my romantic escapades inspired The Dictionary of Failed Relationships, and thus made The Encyclopedia of Exes possible, I have one final revelation that should seal the deal. Consider for a moment: What would inspire a young lady to edit, manage, and guide something called The Dictionary of Failed Relationships in the first place? Yes, the talented writer/editrix Ms. Meredith Broussard and I have a history. What baroque circumstances conspired to bring us together and then drive us apart? Sadly, of all my tales of relationships gone wrong, my relationship with Meredith is the most sordid of all. She is a gifted editor, I am an infrequently sober writer who is always making excuses for missing a deadline. We were doomed from the start.

I sincerely hope you will enjoy reading The Encyclopedia of Exes and guessing which of its contributors I’ve made sweet love to. (It’s not Lethem.)



INTRODUCTION

Meredith Broussard

In truth, this book is a direct response to a question I was asked over and over during the summer of 2003, when I was out on the road promoting The Dictionary of Failed Relationships: 26 Stories of Love Gone Wrong. “What about the men?” a radio host asked me during a live interview in Iowa City. I made something up in response—I didn’t have a good answer. You’d think I might, since I’d flubbed the question when it was asked by a television host the week before. But no, I was still unprepared. This is the thing that media trainers tell you never to do, just like career advisers tell you never to go into an interview without a preset answer to the question “Tell me about yourself.”

The truth was that I didn’t know what men thought about relationships or breakups. I was pretty good on what women thought, since I’d been through so many myself and nursed so many girlfriends through breakups. But guys? A big mystery. Most of my guy friends ended up being boyfriends, or we ruined the relationship by sleeping together. I felt like the furthest thing in the world from an expert.

However, the question kept coming—not only from interviewers, but from people I met at readings. Former coworkers whom I ran into at coffee shops. Single relatives. Gradually it became clear that I was expected to know something. So, I turned to the only problem-solving arena I know: literature. I’d encountered what felt like the full spectrum of women’s experiences with failed relationships over the course of doing the first anthology. Putting together another anthology, I reasoned, would put me in touch with the full spectrum of men’s experiences of relationship disasters.

Art seemed to be the only interesting medium through which I’d get any accurate representation of men’s feelings about breakups. Nobody is honest in person. Psychologists have found that people lie in a quarter of their daily social interactions. However, the written word reveals the most bald-faced truths about the psyche. Hence, the collection includes both fiction and personal experiences. Even though the prohibition against confusing the author and the narrator is well known, every reader speculates privately as to what might be true or not true in first-person narratives. Have fun speculating while you read these stories. It’s all fiction. Really.

The methodology for selecting these authors was simple. I asked some of my favorite writers for stories, then asked them to recommend their favorite contemporary or up-and-coming writers. I asked my female friends for recommendations, and a few suggested their ex-boyfriends. I called up writers I’d seen doing readings at bookstores, writers whose work I’d admired in magazines, as well as writers who had bylines in shows and publications that made me laugh. Everyone was presented with the same challenge: send a story or a personal essay that somehow involves a failed relationship. The result is the eclectic collection before you.

For my generation, the earliest expression of affection was making the loved one a mix tape. I tend to think of anthologies as literary mix tapes—and, like most of the mix tapes I’ve ever made, the selection is made of mainstream and indie artists. There’s a little something for everyone, and certain stories will appeal to certain moods.

Over the course of assembling this anthology, I discovered that the literature of contemporary young men’s heartbreak is limited. To my mind, the current crop of “dick lit” and “lad lit” novels don’t plunge deep enough into the psyche to leave me with any lasting impressions—they’re a lot like potato chips, really. In small doses, they’re satisfying. Read too many of them at once, however, and you’ll feel a little ill. I wanted the stories here to be quality literature, but also fun to read.

Men’s heartbreak literature is also plagued by a peculiar role-reversal tradition: from Flaubert’s Emma Bovary to D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley, some of the most eloquent men’s writing about relationships is expressed through female characters. You’ll find that in abundance in this anthology: Jonathan Lethem’s story “Five” takes the case of a woman whose repeated dalliances with a stranger turn the world into a steadily more inhospitable place. Adam Langer’s contribution assumes the narrative voice of an oversexed, underloved teenager who equates sex and love, then pursues both in her favorite rock star. In Darin Strauss’s story, an older woman looks at her teenaged son’s first love affair and hears the siren call of her own first love. In these cases, the authors are not writing about ex-girlfriends—they are taking the position of the ex-girlfriend as an imaginative jumping-off point. It is compelling to imagine what men think when they write about love; I found it just as fascinating to look at how male writers imagine women think about love.

There turned out to be a stunning amount of sex in all the stories—infinitely more than I expected. Ask a man to write about love, and he writes about sex. Not just in an indirect way, as many of the women authors in the first collection did; but dead-on, right-on-the-nose, perfectly frank writing about sex. News flash: guys think about sex all the time. Like everyone else, I’ve heard the urban legend that guys think about sex every six seconds. I also find it amusing that, according to the most recent Chicago Sex Survey data on frequency of sexual intercourse, men average 65.5 times per year and women 57.5 times per year. Because I wanted to present a scrupulously authentic, unmediated rendering of masculine romantic imagination, most of the sex survived the editing process intact. Enjoy.

Women’s curiosity about why men behave like they do—specifically, why they behave so badly in the dating world—is boundless. Women spend hours after a breakup imagining what the former lover is doing, constructing complicated scenarios wherein the ex is pining away, drinking beer and watching football, or chasing after other women. It’s so consuming that it’s easy to forget that the imaginary man doesn’t necessarily correspond to the actual man—the actual man with thoughts, feelings, and a social calendar left achingly empty when a lover departs. Actual men are here, in all their glory and shame, doing the quirky, romantic, comedic, and poignant things that actual men do. And hopefully, these stories will provide some insight into what happens at the end of a relationship. I hope that for you, reader, it provides an answer to the question of what about the men? Because the next time somebody asks me that question, I plan to just shove this book at them and hightail it out of there.
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ANTHONY

Steve Almond

(ăn’tho-nē), saint. a.d. 250?–350? n 1: Egyptian ascetic monk considered to be the founder of Christian monasticism 2: Roman general under Julius Caesar in the Gallic wars; repudiated his wife for the Egyptian queen Cleopatra; they were defeated by Octavian at Actium (83–30 b.c.) [syn: Antony, Mark Antony, Mark Anthony, Marcus Antonius] 3: loutish neighbor responsible for illuminating deficiencies in relationship (2005)

Anthony and his girl were at it again. She was in the backyard, making her awful noises, directing them up at the second floor where Anthony was. We could hear him clunking around up there. She yelled. He clunked. This was their unique talent: to sustain a heated argument without using any actual words.

“Why doesn’t she just knock on his door?” Mona said. She was stirring rice.

“Maybe she’s retarded.”

“I told you: I talked with her.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s not retarded.”

“She’s not retarded,” Mona said. “Stop saying that.”

“You want me to call 911?”

“Please don’t, Timothy.”

The last time I’d called, the cops insisted on taking statements from us, which meant entering our apartment, which meant Mona had to run to the bathroom and flush my stash down the toilet, while I used the word officer several hundred times. And then, also, there was Anthony and his girl. They glared at us as the cops lectured them out on the porch. Every day for the next week, they left little gifts on our doorstep. A strip of rancid bacon. A salted slug. Those kinds of things.

I told Mona I wanted to confront Anthony, but she pleaded with me not to. I was incredibly grateful. Anthony was terrifying. His arms were covered in dark, matted hair. He wore clothes too small for him and his pale gums showed when he grimaced. He made Mona shiver. Shit, he made me shiver.

Anthony’s girl looked like an overstuffed Kewpie doll. Her eyes were blank and sort of sinister. She always smelled strongly of baby oil.

When we first moved in, we’d found Anthony and his girl fascinating, part of the local color. We speculated on how they might have met. (At the Pink Floyd laser light show? Cruising the local flea market?) They didn’t seem violent. It was only her noises that set them apart, these strange, comic wails of grievance. Some nights, drawn close under the sheets, our skin still ripe with the smell of sex, I would lie there in the dark and translate.

Wait, I’d say. She’s telling him he forgot to pick up laundry detergent.

She’s asking him why he isn’t more supportive of her macramé.

She’s saying: Let’s do it with the lights on this time, you big lug.

I can see now that we should have left the house on Mont-ford, moved on to a place where Mona and I could have run our natural course. But I think at that time we wanted most of all to feel solid with each other. And living beneath Anthony and his girl, withstanding their terrible fights, made us feel like paragons of romantic tranquility.

There were other factors. Our place was cheap. Mona liked the afternoon light that cut through the alcove where she wrote poetry. When she wasn’t writing, Mona worked at a Greek diner. She came home smelling like lamb and mentholated cigarettes. I loved that scent, though Mona couldn’t stand it. She jumped in the shower the second she got home. 

I enjoyed proximity to my suppliers. We spoke of the arrangement as temporary. Soon enough, we would make off to some nicer address, one with central air and water that wasn’t brownish.

“I can’t listen to this anymore!” Mona announced. She looked as if she were going to tear at her hair.

“Shall we dine out?” I said. “The Dash, perhaps.”

“How about somewhere else? Somewhere nicer.”

I showed her my wallet, turned it upside down and let the bills, all three of them, flutter to the ground.

“Fine,” she said. “Let’s just go.”

On the way out, I locked the new deadbolt. It had cost more than forty bucks, but it was worth it, just for the feeling of security. We both suspected Anthony was breaking in while we were out.

         

The Dash Inn was a Mexican place in Tempe, across the street from Arizona State University, where Mona was in graduate school. They made about 80 percent of their revenue selling pitchers of Bud Light to the underaged. The food was an afterthought. Jalepeño poppers. Nachos with mountains of government-issue cheddar. Eating out there, amid the college blowhards and their pointless ruckus, made me feel worldly. And another thing: it was easy to make connections at the Dash Inn, to cut the small-time pot deals that served as my income.

As soon as we sat down, my friend Ethan appeared. I figured Ethan would be at the Dash. He was almost always there. We’d been undergrads together at ASU, blood brothers and all that, and we’d both received perfectly useless degrees in sociology. He took Mona’s hand in his own and planted a kiss on her knuckles. He knew Mona didn’t like him much, so he was always overdoing it a little to impress her.

Ethan had been gaining weight these last few months, mostly in the gut. He blamed his metabolism—another way of putting it would be that he was drinking too much. Mona told me I should talk with him about this. And I planned to do so, only it was taking me some time to think of how to approach the issue. Ethan could be pretty touchy that way.

I put my arm around Mona and asked him how it was going.

“Well, you know, okay. Things could be better, I guess. I saw Franny this morning.”

“Where?”

“In front of her place, you know.”

“What were you doing over there?” Mona said.

Ethan shook his head to avoid answering the question. “She looked perfect, man.”

We’d known Franny back in college, before Mona was in the picture. She was a thin girl, sweet, insecure, bad teeth and a heavy hand with the mascara. The Bonesack, I’d called her. Ethan had, too. Then they’d started going out, toward the end of senior year. Ethan had been embarrassed, had played the whole thing down, said they were just fucking, just fuck buddies. Even after it was obvious they were a couple, he refused to acknowledge they were going out. Then she’d gotten tired of his act, grown up a bit I guess, and dumped him. This was six months ago. He’d spoken about her incessantly ever since, long, indignant tributes to his own wounded vanity.

“She’s been getting sun, Timmy.”

“What about a beer?” I said.

“Just perfect,” Mona murmured.

“A pitcher,” I said. “For the three of us.” It was always a balancing act with the two of them. I wanted them to like each other. Secretly, I hoped Mona would regard my concern for Ethan as an indication of my loyalty.

We drank one pitcher, then another, and waited for our enchiladas. Mona and I sipped our beers. We hadn’t eaten much that day, so we were both a bit loopy. She felt for my hand under the table. “Why is it,” Ethan said, “that the good old days never feel so good when you’re in the middle of them?” A sappy song came on the jukebox and Ethan began to sing along.

“Quiet down,” I said.

“I’m twenty-three years old,” Ethan said. “I’m so damn twenty-three it hurts.”

“You should try meeting someone,” I said. “Someone new.”

Ethan swung his big head toward Mona. “What do you think?”

Mona looked at Ethan for a long moment. A complicated glance passed between them, a glance that said a number of things at once. Said: self-pity will get you nowhere. Said: you don’t miss your water till your well runs dry. Said: you should have loved her as a person, not a possession. It was as if Mona were regarding the part of Ethan too wounded to love anyone, or to love them sufficiently, and I might have seen, from the depth of sorrow in her eyes, that her concerns were broader than just Ethan: that she didn’t want to be here, in this crap-ass college dive, with a boyfriend she explained to her folks as “very artistic” and “full of potential,” but who was, in point of fact, dealing pot out of her apartment.

“Maybe you should spend some time on your own,” Mona told Ethan.

But I was missing the connection, of course. I looked at Mona and saw only her beauty and her sadness, which made her more beautiful to me, because it suggested depth of feeling, and the possibility that I might comfort her.

“Easy for you to say,” Ethan said. “The happiest couple on earth.”

“What about that girl from the sandwich place,” I said. “What was her name?”

“The girl from a sandwich place?” Ethan said. “Would you listen to this guy? What are you, the comic relief?”

Mona finished her beer, a final dainty swallow, and excused herself. We watched her sway to the bathroom, her legs making that calm scissoring motion.

“Don’t let that one get away,” Ethan said suddenly. “She’s the real deal.”

“I know,” I said. “I’m working on it.”

Mona returned a few minutes later and Ethan offered to walk us home.

“We’ll be fine,” I said. “Really.”

Ethan shook his head. “That neighborhood you live in, Timmy. Shit.”

Mona looked at me and lifted her chin. “We were supposed to have that talk,” she said to me.

This was true. We were supposed to have That Talk about the future, which meant my plans, whether I was going to apply to graduate school this year or let another deadline slip past. I feared That Talk, as I was fairly certain it presaged a larger, more final Talk, meaning Mona’s exit, stage left.

Ethan looked at his shoes. “Hey, no big deal. If you guys have something heavy on the agenda.”

It was a cheap little guilt trip, horribly obvious, right down to the hangdog grin. But it was also full of loneliness, the brisk hunger not to be alone. And again, I expected that my loyalty might be seen as heroic.

While Ethan waited there on the sidewalk, I whispered to Mona, “He doesn’t have to come inside. We’ll just say our good-byes and we can talk. I promise.”

“Not the point,” Mona said. “Not the point at all.”

         

Anthony’s girl was in the front yard, hunched on the brown grass. Her face was wet and puffy and her miniskirt was bunched around her. This was often how her fights with Anthony ended. It wasn’t that he hit her. He didn’t need to hit her. She did most of the damage with her voice. Such pipes! It was like opera, as sung by a Manson girl.

“What’s with her?” Ethan said.

Mona tugged at my sleeve. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go inside.”

Anthony’s girl glared at us with her yellow eyes.

I turned to Ethan. “Don’t let all this shit with Franny get to you, man. You have to know when to move on. Listen, I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Yeah, hey. I was wondering if I might hang with you guys for a while.”

I felt Mona let go of my sleeve. She hurried across the porch and slipped into our apartment.

Ethan stood on the stairs, the darkness fanning out behind him. His face looked like a desperate little moon. The dog next door, a boxer mix that occasionally bit, began to bark savagely.

“Aren’t you gonna invite your fat friend inside?” Anthony’s girl shouted. “Hey fatso, make a wish.” She held up a dandelion and crushed it in her hand.

“Okay,” I said to Ethan. “Just for a minute. Mona’s tired.”

Inside, Mona was perched before the window unit, letting cool air billow beneath her skirt. Her eyes were closed and she looked, for that moment, content. Then she heard Ethan’s boots and I could see the skin around her eyes bunch.

I walked up behind her. I had this sensational idea that I might rub myself against her, let her know just how sexy she was. But Mona wanted nothing to do with my desire. She slipped away and hurried into her study, pulling shut the curtain she’d rigged for a door.

“One beer,” I whispered, through the curtain. “That’s all.”

From the kitchen, I could hear Ethan pop one beer, then another. I found him plopped on the couch, with a beer in each hand. “Looks like it’s just the two of us, pardner.”

“You should take off,” I said. “Seriously.”

“Come on, now. We’re having an aperitif.”

I could hear Mona scratching at her notebook and I imagined her little golden shoulders hunched and tense. Outside, Anthony’s girl let fly with a round of her signature howling.

“Christ,” Ethan said. “What’s with her?” He marched to the window and pulled it open and stuck his head out into the warm night. “Shut your fucking mouth!” he shouted.

“You’re going to make it worse,” Mona called out.

“She’s right,” I said. “Chill out.”

But Ethan had found his mission. He was not blind to his own imposition and now he took it upon himself to handle this problem for us, the problem of the nutcase on our front lawn. “Nobody wants you around,” he told her. “You’ve overstayed your welcome. Do you understand? Beat it. Scram.”

Anthony’s girl quieted down for a few seconds and for that brief interval I wondered whether I hadn’t taken the wrong tack with her, after all. Then she began howling, louder than before.

Ethan shook his beer at her. It was an idiotic thing to do.

“You’re spilling,” I said. “I want you to go to the kitchen and get a sponge and clean that up. And then I want you to head out. I mean it.”

“Don’t be like that,” Ethan said.

I went to check on Mona. She was staring at the wall, taking long, measured breaths. “I told Ethan to beat it, okay baby?”

She nodded, without turning to face me.

         

When I went back out to the living room, the door to our place was open. Through the open window, I could see Ethan on the lawn with Anthony’s girl. The two were circling one another slowly and muttering the sort of insults that can only end in trouble.

He said, “I got friends in there trying to have a nice, quiet evening, you imbecile.”

“Fuck you, fatboy.”

“Who are you calling fat, you psycho-betty.”

“Wipe my ass and use it as gravy on your hot-fudge-faggot-sundae.”

I shut the window and glanced down at the classified section left open on the coffee table. Mona had circled a bunch of ads with a red pen and placed my initials next to them. I went to the stereo and put on one of her classical CDs. My first instinct was to pop my head in on Mona again. What I really wanted was to curl up next to her and wait for the trouble to pass. But I felt, somehow, that it was my responsibility to keep Ethan from doing something stupid—that joining her was a reward I was going to have to earn. When I looked outside, Ethan and the girl were nose to nose, their jaws red and bunched.

Mona called out my name. Timothy.

I knew what she wanted: she wanted me to forget about Ethan and his self-destructive bullshit. She wanted me to lock the door to our place. She wanted to have that talk about graduate school. It was a perfectly reasonable desire. But I wasn’t ready to be improved just then.

Overhead, we could hear Anthony taking the stairs a couple at a time.

Mona shouted, “Don’t go out there.” At least, I think that’s what she said.

But I was already heading for the porch, down the stairs, onto the front lawn. Anthony was a few paces in front of me. For a tall man, he moved slowly, which implied deliberation. His girl and Ethan were no more than a few inches apart. Their bellies were touching. And then—and this happened with an abruptness no one quite expected—Ethan pushed Anthony’s girl down. It wasn’t much, just a light shove. But it caught her off guard and she toppled onto the dried grass and landed heavily on her backside.

Ethan looked proud of himself, that same dumb, half-embarrassed grin he used to wear on those mornings after he’d first starting sleeping with Franny. But then he saw Anthony—the thick, mottled arms, the slope of his brow—and his grin disappeared. He began to back up immediately, out into the street, and then he simply turned and ran. I figured Anthony might give chase. But he wasn’t that sort of guy. His girl shook and spastically wept, and I wondered if I had been right at first, if perhaps she was mildly retarded.

I walked toward her, hoping to apologize. But Anthony turned on me. He took hold of my arm. “You,” he said. “You.” And then, quite suddenly, I was on the ground and Anthony was stepping over me and seating himself on my chest. He weighed a thousand pounds.

I kept saying things like, “Be cool. I didn’t do anything. Be cool, man.” But he wasn’t hearing any of that. He had a queer look of concentration on his face, of needing to complete a task. He pinned one of my arms beneath his knee and held the other one in his fist.

“Be cool,” I said. “Come on, man. Chill out.”

Then I turned my head, preparing to be punched.

But Anthony did not punch. He turned to his girl. She had quieted some. And now I could hear her crawling toward me, the wet heaving of her breath. Then I saw her face above mine, the spots of angry red acne and smeared lipstick. I watched as she reared back and, with a rattling from her throat, spat on my cheek.

Anthony leaned close. The pores on his nose were tiny black craters and his breath smelled like kerosene. “Do not,” he said, “mess with my girl.” Then he lifted himself off me and lumbered back to the porch with his girl on his arm, perched there almost primly, as if he were escorting her to a cotillion. I looked up and saw Mona staring through the window. Her big green eyes were sad and unsurprised.

         

For years afterward, when I recalled these events, I told myself things would have gone differently if I’d been hurt, bloodied; that Mona would have been given reason, by my injury, to see that I had been, in some misguided way, defending her, defending us. This is the sort of shit I said to myself. It is human nature to say such shit.

What Mona said was this: “You should have locked the door, Timothy.”

We were lying on our mattress, trying to settle in for sleep.

“We’ll laugh about this someday,” I said.

“No,” she said. “We won’t.”

I could feel that something had been broken between us, some bond of trust or indulgence, though I was young enough then to suppose that such breaks, with the proper attention, can be mended.

Upstairs, through the ceiling, Anthony’s girl begin to wail again. Was it ecstasy or grief? I couldn’t tell.

And so I made a joke, just to demonstrate my poise. “She’s saying that she wants to spit on me again, that it turns her on.”

Mona, who felt good beside me, who felt like every good intention I might have held back then, and whose skin glowed with the absurdity of our evanescent joy, who never failed to giggle at my jokes, now sat up in bed and looked at me for long time, with her hair shining under the moon and her sad, green eyes.

“That’s not what’s she saying,” Mona said. “She’s saying: ‘Listen to me, you asshole: I have a name. Listen to me: If you don’t say my name, right now, this minute, you’ll never see my face again.’ ”


THE BREAKUP CEREMONY

Touré

(break’-up ceremony) n 1: a formal act or set of acts performed as prescribed by ritual or custom, marking the termination of a relationship [syn: dissolution, separation, detachment]

“If you don’t have anything bad to say about a relationship, you shouldn’t say anything at all.”

—GEORGE COSTANZA

Coltrane Jones and Amber Sunshower are breaking up today. They’ve been dating for most of three years, living together for two, talking about marriage for one, and, for the last six months, they’ve been breaking up slowly, Chinese water torture slowly. A breakup of this sort, after so much time and so much dreaming and so much pain, is a shift of the tectonic plates of two lives. That’s why today, this warm late June Saturday afternoon, at a borrowed home in Soul City’s ritzy Honeypot Hill, the end of this long, momentous relationship is being marked by a Breakup Ceremony.

This is a relatively new custom in Soul City, but it’s been gaining popularity over the past few years among couples that have been together long enough to have gained that plateau where people are watching and wondering if or when they’ll marry. When a breakup seems inevitable, the couple will pick a date, invite their friends, and hold a public ceremony commemorating their end. The ceremony usually starts just as the sun is beginning to make way for evening. The couples emerge together, though not touching and usually not looking at each other. They are always dressed so as to give off the appearance of doing well in that trying moment, though on many occasions it’s clear that one of the parties had been well dressed and then, consumed by their grief or finality or the grip of chemicals or both, proceeded to paw away at their dress or suit all the way to disheveledness.

They assemble in front of their friends, who are divided by affiliation—his friends on one side of the aisle, hers on the other. This is an important segment of the young ritual, giving members of the community a chance to choose a side, to silently declare their loyalty.

During the ceremony two preselected members from the audience come forward to say a few words about the couple (“I always knew you guys would never make it,” or “I told her to leave you nine months ago”). Then each member of the couple gets one sentence to vow, that is, to publicly state their main gripe with the other. “I vow that you are just too plain selfish” or “I vow that you never really listened to me.” But both must say their vow at the same time so no one can say they didn’t get the last word. Then a photograph of the two is burned and dropped to the ground so the ashes can mix with the dirt and be lost forever. Attendees are invited to stomp on the spot where the ashes fall, symbolically pushing them down farther. Then the group breaks into two parties. The men rumble off to a stripper-clogged rebachelorization party. Women retreat into a bridal shower without a bride, giving the newly single woman gifts she’ll need in her now manless life (maybe a VCR, a health-club membership, a set of tools). The women’s event sometimes includes a black-leather-masked male who is whipped on his bare buttocks with a thick leather strap. This whipping often lasts hours, often draws blood, and, women say, is quite therapeutic.

Some from the outside of Soul City are amazed at these ceremonies, amazed that a volatile separating couple can occupy the same space for the ten minutes it takes to conduct a Breakup Ceremony. But many in Soul City choose to have a Breakup Ceremony because of its cotillion aspect. The ceremony spreads the word that it’s over, freeing the two from many awkward questions, sending a tacit message to anyone who’s maybe been waiting for the relationship to dissolve. Body language speaks volumes, especially when standing beside that other person, and goes a long way toward improving one’s stock within the community and shifting the perception of fault, even though most who’ve attended more than one Breakup Ceremony know that the during-ceremony stoicness of most breaking couples owes much to large quantities of Mr. Valium and Dr. Jack Daniels.

Coltrane and Amber’s ceremony proceeded almost exactly according to plan. Almost. Their friends knew it would be difficult for the tumultuous pair to stand beside each other for those last ten minutes and so they added a few touches to the ceremony in hopes of eliciting their best behavior. Reverend Hallelujah Jones was tapped to officiate, though really there was nothing for him to do besides stand there, barely five foot two and as fragile as a man made of aluminum foil, with a little curly gray hair clinging to the sides of his head and so much curly gray hair bursting from his ears he appeared to have the frayed ends of a Kleenex peeking out of them. He’d baptized nearly everyone in Soul City under thirty-five, including both Coltrane and Amber, and thus commanded a certain amount of respect. But even he was not enough, on this day, to keep a Jerry Springer show from breaking out.

Amber’s friends also added her mother, Peaches, to the program, giving her the job of walking up the aisle toward the couple at the end of the ceremony, taking her daughter’s hand and escorting her down the aisle and away form Coltrane, symbolic of taking her back. Amber has never been married and thus never been given away, meaning the gesture did not really make any symbolic sense at all. The hollow symbol was merely window dressing for the concrete attempt to extract ten minutes of peace from the fiery pair.

At a few minutes to six the couple emerged from the back door of the borrowed country home, each on one side of Reverend Jones. Coltrane was impressively cool in a navy tailored suit with a mint green silk tie, matching shirt, and pricey leather shoes. Amber looked luminous in a red Versace dress with a plunging neckline, her shoes frighteningly high brown Jimmy Choo open-toe slingbacks, her ears twinkling with diamond studs, her hair swept up and laced with miniature pink roses. At Breakup Ceremonies couples dress to arouse jealousy of the other party (as if to say, look at all this you’re gonna miss), and to possibly arouse someone in the crowd because a Breakup Ceremony is always the start of an unspoken race. People in Soul City believe whoever starts the next solid relationship first is proven to be more desirable and less troublesome member of the couple, ergo, the winner.

At the appointed time Coltrane, Amber, and Reverend Jones came out of the house and moved into view at the Reverend’s slow pace and stopped at the top of the stairs. “We are gathered here today,” the Reverend said, “to witness the conclusion of a wonderful relationship between two wonderful people.” Amber leaned away from the Reverend, afraid his lies might earn him a thunderbolt. He offered a few more fabrications intended only to put the best possible bow on a bad situation, but his fictions fooled no one. At every Breakup Ceremony, during the cocktail reception that precedes the main event, people feel compelled to swap the most gory bits of gossip about the relationship and its failure, knowing this is the last chance to spread such information. It’s a sort of going-out-of-business sale on gossip. After his final falsehood the Reverend invited Amber’s best friend, Camilla Clothespony, to come and say a few words. She was supposed to be followed by Coltrane’s friend Huggy Bear Jackson and then Amber’s mom, Peaches, but Camilla already knew she would be the day’s final speaker.

It’s been said far too often that hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. But in so many cases that fury is a wet matchstick compared to the roaring blaze that is the fury of a woman scorned’s best friend. Camilla took her place at the foot of the steps and faced the couple. “If ever there were two people who should not be together it was these two,” she began with an acid voice. “You’re weak, spineless, pathetic, and ya know what, Amber lied: it’s not all about the motion of the ocean!” The Breakup Ceremony is the place to expunge one’s feelings about the breakup and so Camilla had every right to speak publicly of her anger; however, her toast, barely one sentence old, was already evidencing ire well beyond the appropriate. “And you know what she said? Sex with you is like math class! Very boring and filled with mistakes!” She was far beyond control now, eyes soaked, teeth clenched, a momma bear fierce in the face of an attacker. The crowd was paralyzed, torn between stopping her
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