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one







LUKE: Joey






LUKE: come on babe







LUKE: I’m sorry







LUKE: ok?







LUKE: you win







LUKE: helloooo







LUKE: stop icing me out







LUKE: you’re being crazy!!!







LUKE: this is a complex situation







I should have known it would end like this. Luke was nothing if not a carbon copy of every other hypermasculine asshole I’ve swiped right on over the past four years. The only difference is that he’s the first one who didn’t run screaming the second I slipped the word boyfriend into a post-hookup conversation.


“I never liked that prick,” Mom says. I’m pretty sure it’s a lie, but I appreciate the gesture. “He was always so cocky.”


“It’s my fault.” I toss my phone across our ratty pleather couch so she can analyze the texts for me. She’s wearing a black spaghetti-strap tank top, and her shiny gold GIA necklace bounces against her Jergens Natural Glowy skin as she reaches over to pick it up. “I ignored all the red flags.”


The earliest one appeared in flirty conversation more than ten months ago, when he told me his childhood hero was Tiger Woods. A stone-faced athlete with a known fidelity problem! What the hell did I expect? Meanwhile, my childhood hero was Monica Lewinsky.


“Hmmm.” Mom stares into the dim light of my phone. Watching her absorb Luke’s empty words makes me picture them all over again in my head. Which makes me want to scream and/or sob and/or get violently drunk. I’m sure all three will happen in time. Probably within the next hour or so.


I pour myself a glass of the cheap red wine we popped open a few minutes ago. “What do you think?”


“I think he’s out of his goddamn mind.” Her voice drips with trademark New Jersey sass. “‘A complex situation.’ Really? Like keeping it in his pants is the Riddle of the fuckin’ Sphinx.”


I knew she’d be furious for me. Emotions aren’t something Mom and I are capable of experiencing separately. They’re always shared.


“And then he has the nerve to call you crazy.” She pours a glass for herself and shoots me a look of caution. “Promise me you won’t justify that with a response.”


Of course I won’t. If there’s anything I’ve learned from being on the other side of this couch all my life, it’s that “crazy” is a word shitty men use to deflect attention from their own shitty behavior. It calls the validity of your pain into question and pivots the fight into a new direction by forcing you to defend your sanity. Before you know it, an entire hour of screaming and crying and dish-throwing has somehow just passed. Wait, you finally stop to ask yourself. Why is my sanity even a topic of discussion right now? He’s the sociopath who’s been lying to me every day for the past year. But now you’ve already screamed and cried and thrown dishes, so your entire argument falls apart faster than the porcelain shards of a freshly hurled salad plate. It’s textbook gaslighting. And I’m not gonna fall for it!


“Don’t worry.” I tug at my navy-blue Rutgers sweatpants. “I would never.”


Luke gave me these pants after I got my acceptance letter last month. I didn’t want to apply anywhere — being a stand-up comic doesn’t exactly require a formal education — but my Nonna is desperate for me to be the first in the family with a college degree. So I figured I might as well just pick the school my boyfriend goes to. You know! Like a real dumbass.


“‘You win.’” Mom’s still going at it with the text analysis. “What kind of bullshit is that? Acting like his half-assed apology is some kind of prize.” Her shiny espresso hair flutters as she shakes her head in disgust. “This bitch.”


Her insult of choice triggers a bittersweet Luke-memory from just a few weeks ago.


“You guys would love Joey’s mom,” he told a few of his buddies over chicken wings. It was a Saturday and I was spending the weekend with him on campus. “She’s dope. Her name is Gia and she’s, like, young and hot. And she calls everyone ‘bitch.’”


I laughed so hard I almost spit out my Diet Coke. He was so right. To Mom, everyone falls into one of two distinct categories: this bitch or that bitch. The former is a razor-sharp insult; the latter is a God-level compliment.


“She’s never called you a bitch,” I replied.


“Not to my face,” Luke answered with a grin.


The sweetness of this memory burns to a crisp as I realize how prescient it was. I have to rub my eyes to ward off a threatening wave of tears.


“Do you think it was me?” I ask. Mom is obviously going to answer with an emphatic no, but I can’t help posing the question. I’ve never felt good enough for Luke. Which is probably why I loved him so much. “Am I too young? Too low-key fat? Is my voice too gay? Maybe it’s because I don’t know anything about golf.”


“Joey!” She hits my arm with her perfectly manicured hand. “You’re eighteen. You’re literally a twig — not that it should matter if you weren’t.” Her throat catches for a second, but she quickly composes herself. “And who cares if you don’t like golf? There’s nothing wrong with you. Or your voice. Okay? He’s the one with the problem here.”


“Yeah, yeah.” It’s just that Luke and Joshua (that’s his “straight” roommate) both have these manly voices. The kinds of voices that are never not sure of themselves. You know what I mean? Whereas mine is basically an audible question mark. I could literally be robbing a bank and it would still sound like I was asking for permission. Put the money in the bag, motherfucker! I mean… if you want to. No? Okay. Yeah, no. That’s fine. This was a stupid idea. Sorry. Please don’t hate me.


“So walk me through it,” Mom says. “How did you find out?”


“Joshua’s girlfriend messaged me on Instagram.” I guzzle the remaining contents of my wineglass. This wouldn’t be my first choice of alcoholic beverage for an occasion of this magnitude — I’d rather have a shot of tequila or maybe an IV of vodka — but Mom always keeps Luna di Luna in stock at home. It’s basically like water for us. What? We’re Italian. “She walked in on them while they were going down on each other.”


“No! Seriously?” she asks. “While they were —”


“Yup.”


“At the same ti —”


“It was an active sixty-nine situation, yes.”


“How do you know?”


“Obviously I grilled her. She gave me all the details.”


“Oh, babe.” Mom curls up under our Christmas-themed throw blanket (please note that it’s currently April) and sighs. “I’m so sorry.”


“I just can’t believe this is even happening to me,” I say. “I thought I knew Luke. You know? This is something one of your boyfriends would pull, not —” Oh. Damn. That came out way judgier than I meant it to. “Sorry. I’m not saying Richard would ever… you know.” Awkward silence. “How are things going with you guys, anyway?”


“We’re fine.” She graciously doesn’t acknowledge the fact that I just clocked her as a hopeless asshole-addict. “He’s out of town for work again ’til next Tuesday.”


See what I mean, though? Richard is exactly the type of guy you’d expect to be a cheating scumbag! Always traveling for “work.” And don’t even get me started on his marital situation. He’s separated but not divorced from his wife, because somehow he can’t find the time or money to close the deal. Meanwhile, he owns several businesses and drives a brand-new Tesla. But every time Mom brings it up, he gets mad at her for picking a fight. So she never brings it up. I’ve tried telling her how fishy this is — especially since it’s been almost two years at this point — but she insists I just don’t get it. Her connection with Richard is special, marriage is complicated, and other assorted bullshit justifications.


“Where is he now?” I ask.


“San Francisco.” Mom bites her glossy lip and wipes a strand of hair behind her ear. “I mean, yeah, it’s still frustrating. Sometimes I feel like I’ve been waiting forever.” She pauses for a second before continuing. “But we’re in the home stretch. He knows I’m dying to move into that house.”


That’s the other thing. Richard owns this HGTV-ass McMansion out in Short Hills, but he wants to wait until his career calms down and I go to college before he and Mom start living together. Short Hills! That’s basically the capital of rich-people New Jersey. Meanwhile, Mom and I live in Bayonne — the exact opposite of rich-people New Jersey — and we still struggle to get by on her hairdresser tips and the money I get from my part-time job stuffing cannolis at Mozzicato’s Bakery. Richard knows the move would be a huge life upgrade for her. Why won’t he just let it happen already?


Sometimes I worry it’s because he doesn’t want it to happen ever. Like he’s just keeping Mom on the back burner until he finds someone more wifeable. You know: hot, basic, chill, dumb. Not that Mom isn’t gorgeous — I’ve always said she looks like a brunette Lady Gaga — but “basic” and “chill” are entirely foreign concepts to her. And she’s definitely not dumb. Nonna’s always telling me about what an amazing student she was in high school. At least until junior year, when I decided to set up shop in her uterus.


“You really don’t think he’s lying to you about anything?” I ask.


I know I shouldn’t be pissing in her Richard Cheerios just because my boyfriend ended up being a dishonest douche canoe. But I can’t help it. I don’t want to see her get hurt again. Especially now that I know firsthand how horrible it feels.


“Don’t start with that shit.” Mom rolls her perfectly done smoky eyes. “I’ve told you a million times. Richard is different.”


Luke was supposed to be different, I think but don’t say out loud. So what do either of us really know?


“Sorry.” I take another swig of wine. “I’m just all messed up from the Luke thing.”


Speaking of Luke, my phone is buzzing.


“I don’t even wanna look,” I tell Mom. She grabs it from my hand as it buzzes again. And again and again. “You read them.”


“You sure you don’t wanna?” she asks. Bzzz. I nod and drink. Bzzz. She soaks up the new messages and her face instantly goes all grim. Damn. This must be worse than the first batch. “Honestly, Joey? Fuck him. You’re done with him, right?” Bzzz. “I’m deleting the conversation.”


“Wait!” I kind-of-maybe shriek. “Don’t delete anything.”


She jumps off the couch and holds the phone out of my reach. “Joey, listen! You’re better off keeping his ass on mute.”


“I will!” It’s obviously now imperative that I read these texts. “I just wanna see what he wrote first.”


“Joey.” She skips across the living room and almost knocks over our chintzy Walmart floor lamp in the process. “Trust me.”


“Mom, seriously.”


“I am serious,” she snaps back.


“Come on,” I whine.


I know! I’m pathetic. But the past ten months are now flashing before my eyes. A hundred identical visions of Luke in the driver’s seat of his tricked-out Subaru: his perfect jawline accommodating a smirk, messy black hair peeking out from under his New Jersey Devils hat, strong hands gripping the steering wheel like he’s in full control of not just his car but every other car on the road as well. There was something so safe about being his passenger. Can I really afford to lose that?


And who knows? Maybe these new texts have some kind of surprise explanation that will magically fix everything once I see it. Bzzz. Or maybe they’re just as bad as Mom is making them out to be — in which case I should also definitely see them. Right? For closure. Bzzz.


“Just give me the phone!” I wail. “Please?”


“Joey —”


“Mom.”


It’s like a game of one-on-one basketball as I chase her around the living room and she expertly blocks me from getting even the slightest grip.


“Joey…”


“MOM!”


We finally just collapse on the floor at the foot of the couch, exhausted and drunk. But I have to admit the whole scuffle was weirdly therapeutic. We’re even giggling a little bit.


“Fine,” she says. “Here.”


“Thank you.”


“Just remember what I said.” She rubs my arm like I’m going in for surgery or something. “Fuck. Him.”


I look down and immediately notice that almost every text starts with the word “you.” Probably not a great sign.






LUKE: you wanna be like this, fine







LUKE: you’re always the victim







LUKE: Poor Joey







LUKE: it’s pathetic







LUKE: you always say I don’t care about your feelings lol but that’s because you ONLY care about your own feelings







LUKE: you’ve been accusing me of cheating since day one anyway, so screw it, you got what you wanted







LUKE:


you have no idea how unattractive your constant insecurity is







LUKE: you and your mom deserve each other







“Joey…” Mom starts.


“It’s fine,” I say, but of course it’s not. I feel hollow and heavy at the same time — like I’ve just suffered multiple gunshot wounds and my body doesn’t know which one should start bleeding first. I ignored Luke for a total of — what? Six hours? And that’s all it took for him to completely give up on me. Not just give up, but unleash. “Whatever.”


“He always lashes out like this when you fight,” she says. “Don’t even worry about it. In an hour he’ll be texting you, ‘I’m so sorry, my temper got the best of me —’”


“I’m the one who should have a temper right now.” My voice cracks. How many dishes can we afford to lose? I would love to smash a few right now. “This isn’t just another fight, Mom. He cheated. And he’s never said this kind of shit to me.”


“I hope you know how wrong he is.” She pours herself another glass and squeezes my wrist. “There’s nothing wrong with you. Or us. He’s just a prick.”


He’s just a prick. Funny. That’s exactly what she used to say about Brooks White when he and his friends would terrorize me every day back in middle school. Actually? Luke always kinda reminded me of Brooks. How fucked up is that? It’s probably why getting him to be my boyfriend always felt like such an achievement. It was like a delayed seal of approval from every popular jock who’s ever called me a fag before.


And now it’s been ripped away.


“Oh, my God, Joey. Don’t cry.” Mom places her glass down and wipes a streak of eyeliner from her cheek. “Now you’re making me cry.”


Shit. I didn’t even realize I’d let myself go. I look down at Luke’s texts again in an attempt to transmute my sadness back into anger. It’s not that hard to do, actually — I just stare at the word pathetic until a current of rage begins to crackle in my bones.


“Remember the Leo incident?” I ask her.


“Joey…” she ominously warns. “Don’t even think about —”


“Why not? I have to do something to get back at Luke! This is just” — I catch my breath before it gets away from me and I melt back into a puddle — “it hurts so much.”


“I know it does.” Mom’s hand oozes pity as it rubs my back. “But we don’t do stuff like that anymore. Remember? It was stupid. I could have gotten us into so much trouble. We’re lucky Leo let it go the way he did.”


Leo is one of Mom’s exes from… like seven years ago, I guess. He cheated on her and we got him back by trashing the hell out of his luxury condo one night when he was out of town. It was epic. We took two baseball bats and four cans of spray paint and exorcised our anger from wall to wall to wall. Mom even burned a few of his precious Giants jerseys in his bathtub. I honestly thought the building might burn down, but she turned the shower on and somehow prevented the fire alarm from making even a single bleep. A professional!


I didn’t understand the gravity of Mom’s pain at the time, but the experience moved me nonetheless. All these years later, I can still see the flames — flickering, waving, dancing through a pile of charred menswear in the middle of the marble bathtub — so vividly in my mind. I would kill to create some new ones right now.


“I’m supposed to just let Luke get away with this?”


“Trust me,” Mom says. “Trashing his place won’t make you feel any better. It won’t fix anything.”


“I really think it will.”


“Let’s be realistic.” Mom sits up and tosses the blanket aside. “The kid lives on a college campus, for Christ’s sake.”


She has a point there. We’d never make it past the RA in the lobby.


Damnit.


“Then maybe we can egg his car,” I say. “Or slash his tires.” I drop my shoulders in desperation. “We have to do something.”


“Jesus.” Mom lets out a sad little laugh. “I’ve created a monster.”















two



It’s Monday — the first official weekday of spring break. I was supposed to spend this week with Luke on campus for a laid-back staycation kind of thing. Instead I’m sitting on Nonna’s outdated kitchen counter, nibbling on a Stella D’oro biscotti and trying to cure my hangover with a giant mug of dark roast coffee. “Volare” by Dean Martin wafts out from her ancient kitchen radio. I usually love when she plays this song, but right now it’s a little too cheery for me.


“You look like you’ve aged ten years since last week,” Nonna says to me as she hovers over a pot of lukewarm water on the stove. She’s dressed like the anti-Mom, which is to say in loose-fitting pastels. “Please don’t tell me you stayed up all night crying over that stunad.”


“Of course I didn’t,” I lie. “I just had a bad night’s sleep.”


I wish I could blame my haggard appearance on an all-nighter spent bashing Luke’s headlights in, but Mom stood firm in her conviction that it was a bad idea. So instead I retreated to my room and made a half-hearted attempt at writing some new material for my hypothetical stand-up act. My plan was to add a page or two to the running list of jokes I’ve got going in my Notes app, but I couldn’t come up with a single word. One of the reasons I love comedy so much is because it’s a way to avoid pain and choose laughter instead — but this pain refuses to be avoided.


At least I restrained myself from answering his texts. What was left to say after his vile tirade against me, anyway? It was almost like he’d been saving that outburst in Drafts for months, waiting for the right time to hit Send. Maybe he and Joshua got caught on purpose. Maybe they’re in love. Maybe he’s been wanting to break up with me all this time and just didn’t know how to go about it. I guess we had been fighting a lot. Maybe I missed something? Maybe — 


“It’s all your mother’s fault,” Nonna says, as if she knows I’m searching for answers in my head. Not that this one is at all helpful. According to her, every problem I’ve ever had is Mom’s fault. “You look scrawny.” She flicks a pinch of salt into the pot. “When’s the last time she fed you?”


“I don’t know.” Which is probably why it’s past noon and I’m still hungover. In the midst of all the drama last night, Mom and I never had the chance to incorporate any solid foods into our wine-a-thon. “How is this Mom’s fault, though? Luke is the one who cheated on me. She had nothing to do with it.”


“She’s the reason you’re like this!” Nonna says. “For the past year all I’ve heard is Luke, Luke, Luke.” She lightly slaps my arm. “What about Joey?”


“What about me?”


“You give these boys too much power — and you learned it from her.” She delicately stuffs the pot with a bundle of uncooked linguine. “You don’t need a man. Look at me. I’ve been alone for eighteen years. You don’t see me crying.”


“That’s different,” I say. “You just refuse to get over Nonno.”


Nonno had a sudden heart attack and died when I was a baby.


“Because he was a good man.” She side-eyes me while adding more linguine to the boiling pot. “Not like these chadrools you and your mother go for. I swear, you think any dummy walking down the street with a pisello dangling between his legs is God himself. And you.” She points at me with a piece of raw pasta. “You have a pisello of your own! What do you need another one for?”


“Nonna, ew.” I almost choke on my coffee. “I really don’t need to hear you talking about my… pisello.”


“Oh, please. Who do you think was changing your diapers while Gianna was off at beauty school? Anyway. All I’m saying is you should learn from your mother’s mistakes. Otherwise you won’t know how to keep a good man once you find him.” She stirs the pot. “Let’s not forget about poor Marco. I could’ve strangled your mother for what she did to him.”


As if I could ever forget about Marco. He’s the closest thing Mom’s ever had to a healthy relationship. And the closest thing I’ve ever had to a father. Up until I was in fourth grade, the three of us lived together in a cute little townhouse on Franklin Avenue. It had an upstairs and everything! We played Scrabble as a family on Friday nights and even went grocery shopping on a semi-weekly basis. Can you imagine? It was all so wholesome I could puke. Mom tried really hard to be happy with him, but she eventually broke it off because he was “too boring.” I was furious with her at the time — especially because the guy she dated after him was Leo, of all people — but I like to think I’m mostly over it. Nonna, not so much.


“She didn’t do anything to him.” I shift my weight on the counter. “There just wasn’t a spark.”


“You two and your ‘spark.’ You know what a spark gets you? Burned.” She makes one of her over-the-top hand gestures. “Marco would have been a good husband.”


That’s probably true. But here’s the thing I’ve come to realize about Marco. He was a total Nice Guy. He didn’t have any of that Asshole Mystique™ Mom and I find so irresistible. Getting a Nice Guy to fall for you is kinda like getting into community college. Probably a safe choice, but not exactly a self-esteem boost.


Luke? He was like getting into Harvard for me. Which I guess means that last night was the admissions office officially rescinding their offer. And then pissing all over my application just to rub it in. You know what? This metaphor sucks. I don’t even care about college! All I’m saying is that ever since I started dating, I have been able to better understand why it didn’t work out between Mom and Marco. Anyway, moving on…


“It’s not like Marco ever proposed,” I respond. “And even if he had, would you really want your daughter to be trapped in a loveless marriage for the rest of her life?”


“Of course I would!” Nonna says. “Then at least you would still have a father.”


“You’re so dramatic,” I say. “Marco’s not my father.”


One of the only things I do know about my father is that he was nothing like Marco. And everything like Leo. Same shit, different dick is how Mom would put it. The only difference is that Leo didn’t refuse to wear a condom and then try to assault her into a miscarriage after her egg said “sure, whatever” to his unrelenting sperm. (Is that not how conception works? Listen, I’m gay.) I think she had to get an actual restraining order at one point — it was such a toxic situation. We don’t really talk about it.


Nonna turns her kitchen faucet on. “You know what I mean. Marco is a good Italian man. Not like that disrespectful medigan she’s been wasting her time on.”


“She says she’s happy with Richard.”


“I’m her mother and I’ve never even met him.” Nonna rinses her hands in the sink. “You trust him? I don’t trust him. I’ve seen pictures. He looks like he’s full of merda.”


Richard is handsome in a middle-aged suburban kind of way — like a guy in a Supercuts ad or something — but his face definitely has a shady vibe. You know those moments when you’re crying and/or vomiting on the bathroom floor (as one does) and you randomly look over at the toilet from a certain angle and the seat looks like it’s giving you a smug grin? That’s Richard’s mouth, basically.


“Aren’t you at least excited for when she moves to Short Hills?” I ask. “It’s gonna be like a whole new life! Who knows, maybe I’ll live there, too… now that I’m not going to Rutgers.”


Nonna straightens her posture and gives me the facial expression equivalent of a bitch-slap. I guess this answers the question of how she’ll react to the news that I’m thinking about forgoing my college education to ensure I never have to be within a hundred yards of Luke ever again.


“I hope you’re kidding,” she says. “I’ve already cosigned on the loans —”


“Sorry.” I shouldn’t have brought it up. I really don’t wanna have this conversation right now. “It was a dumb joke.”


“Oh, Joey.” She narrows her deep-brown eyes at me. They look just like Mom’s — if Mom were thirty years older and spent a little less money at Sephora. “You’ve got to be stronger than this.”


“That was why I had Luke.” I can’t believe I’m even saying this out loud. I really am hopeless. “He was strong so I didn’t have to be.”


“You think he was strong?” She scoffs. “You think men are strong? Men are weak.” She scoffs again. “They’re just better at not admitting it.”


“Uh-huh.”


Nonna puts the finishing touches on her linguine with clam sauce and forces me to eat three heaping bowls of it before she leaves for her part-time florist job. I’m just heartbroken enough to not care about carbs, so I oblige without resistance.


Know what I think is the worst part about getting cheated on? The humiliation. It’s like the whole world gets to see how bad you are at being loved. I wonder how many of Luke’s friends knew before I did. Probably all of them. As much as Luke tried to incorporate me into his life, I never really felt like I fit into it. They probably all laughed at what a gullible dumbass I was behind my back. How did they manage to look me in the face every weekend for almost a year? They can all go choke on dicks. Especially Joshua.


I remember this one time the three of us went out to Topgolf — a restaurant-slash-driving-range where you can reserve a small section with friends and take turns hitting golf balls.


“You gotta keep your left arm straight on the backswing,” Luke gently instructed me after my first attempt resulted in a complete whiff. “And focus your eyes on the ball.”


“Thanks, babe!” I fakely chirped back through my teeth, wondering why I agreed to participate in the first place. I’m generally less coordinated than an inflatable tube man outside a car dealership. “Got it.”


But I didn’t get it. I just whiffed again and then gave up.


“This is brutal,” Joshua quipped as he took my place at the tee. It took him about five seconds to execute a perfect shot. “Boom! Thank you. Next.”


And then it was Luke’s turn.


“Just watch me,” he proclaimed as he stepped onto the artificial green turf. He looked so hot in his Rutgers hoodie and athletic shorts. If he were a guy at my school, he’d have definitely been straight and popular. I always had to pinch myself to remember that he was both gay and mine. “This is how it’s done.”


A crisp pop reverberated in the air as his club hit the ball. His shot was even more perfect than Joshua’s — the ball lifted and soared all the way to the back of the stadium-lit driving range like it had just shot out of a tiny little cannon.


“You make it look so eas —” I started.


“My man!” Joshua interrupted before I could finish my sentence.


He jumped over to Luke and gave him an obnoxious high five. Then they bumped chests like only two bros can, their respective pairs of arms protruding behind them as their fit bodies enjoyed a microsecond of direct contact. Once their feet landed back on the ground, Joshua grabbed Luke’s left shoulder in that way straight guys grab each other’s shoulders. You know? That quick grab — almost like a mini-massage — that says, Way to go, man. Or something. I don’t know. That’s a language I’ve never been able to speak. So I just rolled my eyes and scrolled through my Notes app from the sidelines.


Looking back, it was all so poetic I could fucking scream.
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I was fifteen when I lost my virginity to a sketchy-hot Wall Street guy in downtown Jersey City — an experience fueled not by teenage love but instead by shame, fear, and a perilous thirst for male attention. You know! The usual.


It was so fucked up. He was probably in his late thirties, (older than Mom, which, in retrospect: ew) and even though I lied about it on Grindr, I’m sure he knew I was underage (which, also, in retrospect: ew). Second thoughts swirled through my mind for the duration of my Light Rail ride to his neighborhood, but I swallowed them all down like some kind of nasty medicine. In the end my nerves were outweighed by desperation and horniness. I mean, he answered the door wearing nothing but a pair of Under Armour gym shorts.


His sleek condo smelled of teakwood designer candles and weed. I hoped the latter meant he would be mellow and easy to talk to, but alas, not so much. He started aggressively kissing me — my first kiss! — before I even had a chance to ask him for his real name. Then he got his teeth involved, which caused my bottom lip to bleed. I tried to be chill, wiped the blood on my sleeve like I was Brad Pitt in Fight Club or something.


Honestly? I didn’t hate it. I was kissing a real, live man. It was a dream! Like I was starring in my own movie. Granted, Fight Club is a violent meditation on American angst and I would have ideally preferred more of a Hallmark-y situation. But what are you gonna do? He kept kissing me. I closed my eyes and pretended we knew (and maybe even cared about) each other.


Things escalated quickly from there. His energy was wolflike — strong and hungry and full of this weird sexual anger. I held my breath and stared at the burning candle on his cherrywood nightstand as his hands gripped me. The words wait and stop banged around the walls of my mouth but never made their way out. I figured he had already made his mind up, you know? And I wasn’t stupid. I knew what I was getting into by going there. I just hoped it might’ve played out more romantically. Like maybe he’d open the door and it would be an instant-soulmate situation. We’d cuddle and talk and he’d tell me he loved me and then we’d move on to the sex. Wow — okay — you know what? I take back what I said just now about not being stupid. I was a total dumbass.


So basically I just kept staring at his nightstand until it was over, at which point he wiped a bead of sweat off his forehead and rushed me out immediately. Something about work the next morning. (It was a Saturday.)


My lower lip was still numb as I made my way home that night, which was fitting because so was everything else about me. I checked Grindr to see if Old Man Wall Street had sent me any messages in the half hour since I left his place — maybe something that could make me feel better about what had just happened — but his profile had completely disappeared. I’d been blocked.


Mom was off from work the next day, so naturally I broke down and told her everything. Or — not exactly everything. I lied and said he was a kid from Saint Peter’s Prep, because I knew if I told her I had hooked up with an actual adult she’d either murder him or try to get him arrested.


But I told her the important stuff. Like how I felt this strange mix of disgust and worthlessness from his rejection, tinged with a kind of pathetic comfort from the fact that he had at least found me fuckable in the first place. She admonished me for not seeking her advice before I threw myself into such an emotionally combustible situation, but then she hugged me and told me it would be okay. We drove down to the Shore later that day (even though it was late winter) and ate fast food on the cold, empty beach.


“I was so relieved when I found out I was having a boy,” she told me, stretching out her yoga-pant-covered legs on the tattered blanket beneath us. “I figured it would mean you could never make the same mistakes I did. Not that you were a mistake — but, you know.” She paused for a moment and steadied her voice. “I guess I should have realized that just because you can’t get pregnant, doesn’t mean you can’t get hurt. I hate that I couldn’t protect you from getting hurt yesterday.”


“Yeah.” It occurred to me that I was only a few months away from the age she was when she had given birth to me. This seemed impossible. “Me, too.”


“You aren’t cut out for these hookup apps,” she said. “And that’s a good thing. You deserve a guy who will love you, Joey. This world is full of pricks who will use and abuse you if you let them. But you don’t have to let them, okay? Don’t let them.”


So naturally I proceeded to spend the next two years letting them.


I know! But I truly believed that each new guy who crossed my smartphone screen was just one hookup away from falling in love with me. You have to blow a lot of frogs before you find a prince, right? So that’s what I did — except replace frogs with noncommittal douchebags and closeted straight guys. But then I met Luke last summer. Finally! Someone who didn’t kick me out of bed at the end of our first time together. Instead, he kept his arm around me and let me play with his chest hair until we both fell asleep. I immediately claimed that space — his Rutgers dorm room, his squeaky old mattress, his Old Spice–y armpit — as my own. He said I love you three weeks later. The Hallmark prince I deserved.


And now look at me. I’m right back where I started — literally. Mom wanted to cheer me up after she got off work earlier, so we’ve returned to that same beach. It’s a little warmer than it was that day three years ago, but it’s still the offseason. The sand, ocean, and sky all have a sad emptiness about them.


“Did you hear from Luke today?” Mom asks between bites of dollar menu fries. “Did you text him?”


“Nope and nope.” I feel just as numb — in a different and worse way — as I did the last time we did this. “I was at Nonna’s earlier, so she distracted me for a while.”


“What’d she have to say about it?”


“Just the usual.” I force a half-chuckle. “It’s all your fault —”


“You know what?” Mom puts a hand up to cut me off. “I don’t know why I asked.”


“I have a random question.” I pop a fry in my mouth and wash it down with some watery Diet Coke. Mom hates the topic I’m about to bring up, which is why I normally wouldn’t. But a tiny plus side of being heartbroken is that I know she feels too bad for me to get truly annoyed by anything I could say right now. “What was Nonno like? I was thinking today about how I’ve only ever heard Nonna talk about him.”


“Oh.” Mom sighs and looks the other way as a light gust of wind blows her hair halfway across her face. “I don’t want to ruin whatever perception of your grandfather she’s given you. Especially since I know it’s a positive one.”


“So you’re saying he was an asshole?”


“To me? Kinda.”


“What did he do?”


“He just wasn’t always the nicest person.” Her tone has a very I’m-not-talking-about-this quality to it. “That’s all.”


“Nonna loved him,” I offer. “So there’s that.”


“If you wanna know the truth, I don’t think she was happy with him. Her entire life revolved around taking care of his entitled ass. Cooking for him, cleaning up after him, shopping for him. It was sad to watch. He did whatever he wanted and she didn’t say boo. If he had been caught cheating on her? Forget about it. She wouldn’t have even confronted him. It was like she didn’t have a voice.”


“Okay — wow.” The thought of Nonna not having a voice doesn’t compute for me. I’ve always viewed her as one of the most outspoken people in New Jersey. Which says a lot! Jersey is kinda known for its ridiculously outspoken people. “Are you saying that Nonno cheated?”


“I’m just saying he didn’t respect her. It wasn’t until after he died that she canonized his memory like he was some kind of saint.” She scoffs. “Anyway. I always swore I wouldn’t settle for that kind of relationship. I promised myself I’d have a voice. If a guy pissed me off, I’d let him know about it.”


“I’d say you’ve kept good on that promise.”


We share a laugh over this, probably both thinking about all the melodramatic fight scenes she’s engaged in over the years. But then I think about Richard and how Mom has been quietly waiting around for him to get a divorce before their real life together can start. Maybe she’s a little more like Nonna than she realizes.


I breathe in the crisp ocean air and dig my greasy fry fingers into the sand behind me. The sun is starting to set over the water in the distance — all pink and orange and blurry. It would be a perfect Instagram post, but I can’t go on there because then I’d have to scrub Luke from my grid to make the breakup official. Not that I have any followers outside of Mom and a few coworkers from Mozzicato’s. Oh God. Work. I took the week off for spring break, but I’m gonna have to go back eventually. All I ever did behind that stupid pastry counter was gush about Luke.


“I think the hardest part of this whole thing is knowing that it’s over-over,” I tell Mom. “With past fights, there’s always been that underlying knowledge that we’ll make up and it’ll be fine.”


“You don’t want it to be fine with a guy like him,” Mom answers. “You’re still young. You don’t need to make all of my mistakes, okay?”


“Would it be a mistake to —”


She throws a fry at me. “Don’t text him.”


“Who said anything about texting him?” I ask.


“That’s where you were headed,” she says. “I know you.”


I huff because she’s right. “I just don’t get how easy it was for him to snap at me like that. And then to not text me all day today. It’s like the entire past ten months were wiped out instantly, you know? Am I seriously that easy to stop loving?”


“Don’t talk like that!” She squeezes my shoulder. “This isn’t about you. It’s about him being too stupid to realize what he has.” She corrects herself. “Had.”


I’m back in that aching space between pissed off and sad. Fifty-fifty on whether I wanna sob or scream. I consider punching the sand, but then I think of that dumb expression Go pound sand — which is something Luke used to always say — and great! An involuntary tear has now fallen. I jerk my hand up to wipe it off, and — oh, awesome! Now I have sand in my eye.


“You all right?” Mom pouts her lips at me in pity. “Let it out.”


“No, it’s just… sand…” I dig my wrists into my eyeballs until I’ve released enough tears to wash it out. “I’m fine.”


“I promise this will get easier in time,” she continues. “You’ll come out of it smarter and stronger. And the next time you’re talking to a guy and you see those red flags, you won’t ignore them. You’ll get out quick and trust that you can do better.” She pauses. “The worst thing you can do is know a guy is bad for you but still jump in and try to make it work anyway.”


That last part hangs in the salty air for a few seconds too many.


I wish I was better at taking her advice.


I wish she was better at taking her advice.















four





Notes App / Stand-Up Ideas:


Growing up, adults always loved to ask me why I didn’t have any friends. As if it were a deliberate choice — I just woke up one day and decided to be a loser. It was demoralizing to always have to be like, “Nope. This is me trying!”


* * *


I just couldn’t relate to other boys my age. They used to ask me stuff like, “What’s your favorite toy to play with?” and I’d be all, “Ummm… my mom’s hair?”





Here’s a question. Will I ever be able to put together an act that doesn’t make me cringe so hard my dick shrivels up into a sad little piece of tortellini? All my jokes suck! Nobody wants to hear an awkwardly tall gay guy whine about what it’s like to grow up without any friends.


I throw my phone across the bed in a fit of frustration. I have such a love–hate relationship with my Notes app. Sometimes the jokes flow so easily my fingers can barely keep up. Other times the screen taunts me, a backlit reminder that I’ll never be good enough. I’ll never get to live out my fantasy of writing an act so good that I get up on stage one day and just kill it. You know? An act so funny and perfectly delivered that everyone in the audience has no choice but to love and respect me.


I know, I know. It’s an idiotic thing to fantasize about. I’ve seen enough comic interviews on YouTube to know that everyone bombs in the beginning. But maybe I’ll be the exception! (Did you think my delusional expectations were limited to romance? Listen, I contain multitudes.)


Anyway. It’s almost ten and Mom’s still not home. Should I be worried? I’m kinda worried. We got back from the Shore more than two hours ago, and then she ran back out for a quick CVS run. That should have been a thirty-minute situation at most. Especially on our budget.


Just as I’m about to reach across the bed to retrieve my phone, I hear the front door open and slam shut. The sound is followed by the smell of… cigarette smoke?


Shit. Something bad must have happened. Mom hasn’t smoked in years. I creep out of my room and see her attempting to open a new bottle of Luna di Luna at the edge of our peeling Formica countertop. Her hands shake, her cigarette dangles. She can’t get a good grip. Jesus. This is an entirely different woman than the one I had a heart-to-heart with on the beach a few hours ago.


“Mom! What’s going on?” I leap toward her and grab the bottle before it falls and creates a bloodbath on the linoleum. Those magnum bottles are like sixteen dollars, you know. “What happened?”


My gut tells me it’s Richard and his bullshit. I really hope I’m wrong.


“It’s Richard and his bullshit.” Mom takes a final drag of her cig and places it in a half-full mug of dirty water in the sink. “I don’t even know where to begin. I just feel so” — and now they’re coming — “extremely” — yep, she’s crying — “ugh” — aaaand I’m crying — “stupid.”


Having such easily triggered tear ducts is exhausting. Like, really? We’re about to have another night of bawling? This is getting to be ridiculous.


Maybe I should add it to my act. My mom and I cry so much, it’s amazing either of us ever has to pee.


I finish opening the wine, pour us a couple of glasses, and guide her to the couch so we can sit down and discuss. It’s a déjà vu moment for sure. “Here.”


“This is bad.” Her voice is steady and grim. “Like, really bad.”


“I never liked that prick.” I take a sip of wine and center my breath. “So what happened?”


“You were right is what happened,” she says. “He’s been living a double life. He was never gonna finalize the divorce. He was never gonna settle down here. He —”
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