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To Tom Geier, who taught me I could, and Michael Bourret, who told me I should





Present Day


I DON’T WANT THEM TO go.


I know I will forget them if they leave now.


I think about running down the 86 flights of stairs of the Empire State Building to the street so I can hold up my hands, block their way, scream, “Don’t go!”


But if I do, I’m certain one of them will eat me—probably the T. rex. It’ll lift my body with its furious hands, crunch my bones with its massive jaws, chew my tendons with its sharp incisors.


I can’t stop them: The dinosaurs are leaving New York City.


Hundreds and hundreds of them in all shapes and sizes, radiating out from the doors of the American Museum of Natural History, walking into the Holland Tunnel, crossing the Brooklyn Bridge, wading through the Hudson River.


They are in groups and alone:


A family of triceratops, the mother nudging a young one with her nose, an impatient stomp of her front foot.


A T. rex angrily swiping its tiny arms at abandoned cars.


A pterodactyl swooping down Broadway.


I watch them from the observation deck of the Empire State Building, popping quarters into the tourist telescope so I can see them up close: the beautiful metallic green-gray glint of scales, the way their chests heave oxygen in and out, the casually powerful swat of a tail.


They take my breath away.


They bump cars and break windows.


Eph was right. They are real.


For a second, I wonder if I should tell my dad that the dinosaurs are leaving. But I can’t move, and even though there’s no way all those dinosaurs could come from one building, it makes perfect sense to me, and I know then that I’m dreaming.


I still don’t wake up.


They’re endless and unstoppable, piling up in awkward clumps, spilling against the museum doors in waves, pushing past one another, roaring ferociously, wings beating heavily in the air.


Some of them have luggage strapped around their middles—suitcases piled up in precariously wobbling towers. Others are beasts and beasts only, snarling at one another, at the cloudless sky.


A brontosaurus ducks its long neck, trying not to get caught in telephone cables.


A brachiosaurus splashes into the river, its head bobbing well above the water line.


A giganotosaurus ducks to fit into the Holland Tunnel, scrunching its head down.


They are caravanning on highways away from the city. They leave behind footprints in the melting asphalt, broken-down trees, smashed taxis. Their weight displaces the familiar world: Pylons snap on the Brooklyn Bridge. The Hudson River sloshes past its shoreline. The aforementioned giganotosaurus creates a bottleneck in the Holland Tunnel. (A stegosaurus screams at the delay.)


They fight and growl, plod and stomp, but they are leaving.


And in that moment, I wake with a jolt—a cold sweat in the backs of my knees, my sheets tangled around me, my pillow wet from crying—and feel the familiar empty ache around my heart.


It’s 4:13 a.m.


My hand flies to my neck. My necklace is just where it should be, rising and falling against my skin with each slowing breath.


Maybe in real life there aren’t happy endings.


Maybe that’s the point.


I breathe in and out.


I know what I need to do.


I hop up, click on a lamp. From the end of the bed my cat, Ford, squints unhappily at the introduction of light.


I dig through my desk for a notebook and pencil, then get back into bed, pulling up the covers, a fleece blanket around my shoulders. Ford closes his eyes contentedly, happy to go back to his cat dreams.


I chew on my pen cap, then start writing.


Welcome to the Museum of Heartbreak . . .





Welcome to the
Museum of Heartbreak


IN HER JUNIOR YEAR OF high school, Penelope Madeira marx, age sixteen going on seventeen, experienced for the first time in her young life the devastating, lonely-making, ass-kicking phenomenon known as heartbreak.


It happened like this:


She fell in love.


Everything changed.


And just like the extinction event that wiped out the dinosaurs, heartbreak came hurtling at Penelope Marx with the fury of one thousand meteors.


The Museum of Heartbreak (MoH) is the United States’ national institution for the documentation, study, and interpretation of that particular heartbreak. It also strives to identify and understand the phenomenon in general, in hopes of preventing and avoiding it in the future.


Founded in New York City, and through the leadership of its curator and staff (the eminent seventeen-year-old feline Ford the Cat), the MoH is committed to encouraging an even deeper understanding of a broken heart by establishing, preserving, and documenting a permanent collection of artifacts and memories related to all aspects of heartbreak.


To achieve its goals, the MoH recognizes:


• That heartbreak is defined by absence: that is, something you love (e.g., a person, place, or thing; your favorite stuffed animal; a firefly-filled summer vacation; the restaurant with the amazing pancakes and fruit butter) is gone.


• That heartbreak is defined by loneliness: that is, not having that thing brings about crippling feelings of sadness and despair.


• That while largely emotional, heartbreak is also a physical phenomenon: that is, it’s accompanied by an actual hollow pain in your chest any time you remember what you lost.


• That heartbreak heightens nostalgia: that is, you will suddenly be confronted with remembered sounds, tastes, and memories that will bring you to your knees.


• That heartbreak comes in all shapes and sizes: big, sweeping devastations that leave you reeling; tiny, particular sadnesses that make your bones ache.


• That sometimes the biggest heartbreak of all is letting go of the time before you knew things could ever be broken.


By educating and enlightening the viewing public, the MoH seeks to remind visitors to be vigilant. Because just like a hapless old dinosaur innocently eating leaves or gleefully munching on the bones of its prey, if you have a heart, you too can be flattened by the metaphoric meteor known as heartbreak.


Enjoy your time at the museum.


Sincerely,


The Curator and Ford the Cat
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Watchmen, book


Watchmen, liber


Copyright 1987


New York, New York


Cat. No. 201X-1


On loan from Ephraim O’Connor





ON THE FIRST DAY OF my junior year, in the first two minutes of open assembly, the most handsome boy I had ever seen in all my sixteen never-been-kissed years sat down and raised an eyebrow right at me.


He had gray-green eyes, cool like a round stone in your hand.


He was wearing a Catcher in the Rye T-shirt and a navy corduroy blazer with elbow patches.


He smelled like cinnamon.


If I could have conjured the perfect boy, I couldn’t have done better than this.


“Hey,” he said, tipping his head my way. “How are you liking it?”


Without thinking, I checked the seat next to me, but no, Eph was sprawled out, doodling intricately on the back cover of a notebook. I checked in front of me, but Audrey was talking to Cherisse, her back to us.


The boy was talking to me.


The boy with the thick eyebrows and the beautiful head of curly brown hair was talking to me.


“Ohhhh?” I said, and the sound came out like someone had stepped on a mouse, and I couldn’t help it, I was so flustered: I poked my finger at my chest. Me?


He nodded, a wry smile. “Yeah, you, Scout.”


My heart shot up and through my ribs to the tip of my tongue, paused for one breath, then plummeted back down even faster.


Like I’d stuck my finger in a socket.


Like I’d been hit by lightning.


Something inside me started, something with fierce, gnashing teeth and adrenaline and bone.


“How am I liking what?” I wiped my palms on my lap, willing myself to be cool, to calm down.


“Your comic book,” he said, pointing to the copy of Watchmen poking out of my bag. “Do you like it?”


The cute boy across the aisle was, for no apparent reason, striking up a conversation with me, and I had this giddy, fleeting thought: Wow, maybe it is finally happening. Also: Thank you, Baby Jesus, for making Eph lend me his copy of  Watchmen.


And then I opened my mouth.


“Oh, the graphic novel? It’s not mine; my friend is loaning it to me. . . .” I nodded in Eph’s general direction, afraid to take my eyes off the boy. “Which is cool, because it’s a first edition and he’s a megafan, probably because he’s going to be a graphic artist someday. . . .” The beautiful boy gave an amused nod, so I pushed forward. “Have you read it? I haven’t finished it yet, but I saw the movie and it was all right, though Eph said the movie messed a lot of stuff up. . . .”


The boy started to say something, but words were haphazardly tumbling out of my mouth on top of his. “Though I have a hard time following the graphic novel stuff, like do I read the dialogue up to down or left to right . . .” I zoomed my hands in crazy directions like the comic was in front of me. “Or maybe it doesn’t matter—I don’t know? But I like reading so much.”


I stuttered to a stop because I had lost my breath, but also because the boy had this inscrutable look on his face that I could only imagine meant he was trying to figure out the nearest escape route without having to interact with me again.


I winced. “Oh God, I’m sorry.”


He shrugged. “I was only making conversation. . . .”


He was only making conversation. He was only trying to be polite.


My neck flushed hot, and a large part of me wanted to get up and scream, I am terrible at talking to boys! I am terrible at life! and then run away as far as I could, to some solitary research station at the North or South Pole (whichever one has penguins), where I would never have to interact with another human being for the rest of my life.


(Another part of me—one so very small—wanted desperately to rewind to a minute ago, before I opened my mouth, before I knew he was only being polite, when my heart was all hopeful and electric.)


“Sometimes I talk too much . . . ,” I started to explain right as Cherisse—one of my top ten least favorite people in the world (and that list included dictators and people who ran dog fights)—gasped: “Oh my God, Keats!”


The beautiful boy—Keats, evidently—flushed and raised his eyebrows. “Hey, Cherisse. I was wondering when I’d see you.”


He pushed his jacket sleeves up and leaned over to give Cherisse a cheek kiss, and I saw one red-and-white-striped sock peeking out from under his cords. The other was a navy blue one with giraffes on it.


Cherisse blushed and flicked her hair over her shoulder, playfully toying with the charm on her gold necklace, leaning close to Audrey, effectively using her back to block me from the conversation.


“Aud, this is the guy I was telling you about! His dad and my dad have known each other for forever.”


“Wow, that’s forever,” Audrey murmured politely, meeting my eyes and smiling apologetically.


I shrugged, looking back down at my notebook.


“I’ve known Keats since before we could even talk,” Cherisse continued, smiling coyly at him, and I felt disappointment settle over me like a weary sigh. Even if I hadn’t blown it with my epic monologue on Watchmen, if Cherisse and her shiny hair and smooth conversational skills were in the picture, I didn’t stand a chance.


Cherisse pointed at Audrey. “Keats, this is my bestie, Audrey. You will love her.”


I wanted to say, Audrey’s my best friend, but I wasn’t seven years old, so I bit down on my lip instead, watching the introductions.


“Nice to meet you,” Keats said, reaching across the aisle to shake Audrey’s hand, which seemed really gentleman-like and polite, and she shook his hand back and said, “Charmed,” and not for the first time I wished I had half the conversational grace Audrey did.


Cherisse pointed at Eph. “And the tall, handsome hottie over there is our friend Eph.”


Tall, handsome hottie? Who talks like that?


Eph glanced up from his drawing. “Hey, man,” he said, jerking his chin up at Keats, then leaned back over his picture.


Cherisse smiled, evidently done with introductions, and I felt that familiar mix of embarrassment and general badness I got every time it was clear she was merely putting up with me because my presence was a side effect of being friends with Audrey. Why did I care what Cherisse thought? I didn’t, right?


I was turning red on the outside and cringing on the inside, because it is terrible to be purposefully overlooked when there is a cute boy in the vicinity, and that, coupled with the previous epic flirt fail—scratch that, epic life fail—was making fleeing to the solitary research station at the penguin-friendly pole seem better and better.


But then Audrey placed her hand on his arm and gestured toward me. “Keats, you have to meet my friend Penelope.”


If I could have nominated Audrey for high school sainthood right that second, I would have.


Cherisse batted a dismissive glance over her shoulder, so quick I was sure I was the only one who saw it.


I smiled weakly at Keats. “Yeah, we met already,” I said.


Audrey raised her eyebrow appraisingly at me, like, Well, what’s this? and Keats’s eyes rested on mine, and my heart fluttered, like it was waking up from an enchanted sleep.


He started to say something to me—so maybe all wasn’t lost after all?—but Cherisse interrupted him. “What classes do you have? You’re in AP, right?”


His eyes lingered on mine a second longer as he gave a rueful shrug and turned to Cherisse. “Carroll for chemistry.”


I started to say, “I have her too,” but Cherisse squealed dramatically. “She is cray! Audrey, didn’t she freak out on your biology class last year?”


I shifted back as Audrey started to relay Mrs. Carroll’s historic meltdown, one complete with tears and abandoning her classroom after someone sang out the lyrics to “Tiny Bubbles” during an experiment.


There was a nudge on my shoulder.


“You like?” Eph asked, sliding his notebook onto my lap and pushing his hair behind his ear.


He had sketched himself, gangly and knobby, bangs in his eyes, chin-length hair, with a name tag saying HI, MY NAME IS TALL HANDSOME HOTTIE, wearing a clearly bored expression while picking his nose.


At the bottom he’d written, in all capital letters and minus any proper punctuation or actual hashtag symbol, HASHTAG TALL HANDSOME HOTTIE ALERT.


Sometimes the sheer fact of simply knowing Ephraim O’Connor makes me feel like the luckiest girl in the whole Milky Way.


“Fuckin’ rad, yeah?” He stretched back in his chair, folding his arms behind his head.


“Language, Ephraim.” I took the drawing in, admiring how in such a quick sketch he’d managed to capture the rattiness of his Superman T-shirt and the inked-in bubble tags on the rubber rims of his checkered Vans. “It’s pretty frakking rad.”


Eph ignored my f-bomb substitution. “Pretty rad? Come on, Pen. It’s completely fucking rad.” He leaned closer, grinning. “You know I’m a tall, handsome hottie. Say it.”


I stifled a laugh, which turned into a snort, which tragically morphed into the sound I imagined a seriously constipated (and angry about it) wild boar would make.


No.


My face went cherry red. I couldn’t bear to turn around to see if the new boy had heard it.


Eph stared at me, mouth twisting. “What was that?”


I decided to pretend that that sound had not come from me. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I can’t confirm your tall, handsome hottie status. That’s Summer’s job.”


“Her name is Autumn.”


“I get all your girls mixed up,” I said, trying to remember if Autumn was the one with the dreadlocks or the one with the nose ring.


Something neon pink shifted in the corner of my vision, and I saw Cherisse taking off her sweater and stretching like a cat in the tiny white T-shirt underneath. She giggled, then leaned over to squeeze Keats’s knee and whisper in his ear.


I could never flirt like that. Keats was smiling at whatever Cherisse was saying—and his grin was sly and handsome, like a fox, or a character from a Wes Anderson movie, or that fox character from that Wes Anderson movie, and at that moment, I would have given all my future birthday and four-leaf-clover and stray-eyelash and falling-star wishes to get someone like him to smile like that at me.


I would have given anything to finally be the one someone liked back.


I chewed on my lip—my worst, grossest habit—and glanced at Eph.


He was studying me, his eyes darting between Keats and me, like he knew something I didn’t. He raised an eyebrow.


“Nothing,” I said, digging in my bag for lip balm, trying to sound all casual and easy-breezy. “It’s nothing at all.”
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Dark chocolate Kit Kat involucrum


New York, New York


Cat. No. 201X-2


Gift of Ephraim O’Connor





THAT AFTERNOON, I WAS EMERGING from the front doors of school, hugging my backpack straps against my chest, scanning the crowd for Keats, hoping to “bump into” him, when someone came up from behind me and belched loudly right in my ear.


I smelled Doritos.


Eph stood next to me, his favorite navy-blue knit hat on, straight brown hair tufting out underneath, cheesy orange residue around the corners of his shit-eating grin.


“Did you seriously just burp in my ear?”


He smiled bigger, shrugged, and purposefully chewed Doritos with his mouth open.


“Why would you do that to me? You’re disgusting. Apologize.”


“Come to the park with me.”


“Apologize.”


“Come to the park with me.”


I turned and started walking down the steps, not in the mood.


“Come on, Pen. It’s a perfect day to go to the park with a tall, handsome hottie. . . .”


His skateboard clattered against the concrete, and I heard the wheels whirring right behind me.


I ignored him, pointedly marching ahead.


“So what was up with you this morning? Your neck was kind of splotchy.”


Great.


Hands on my hips, I spun around. He jerked his board to the side to avoid running into me, skidded to a stop.


“Apologize.”


“Come to the park,” he said, giving me his winningest smile.


I frowned, and started walking up Central Park West again.


“I heard Joss is going to be more involved with the next run of the Buffy comics,” he said.


He was right over my shoulder—I smelled the Doritos and the sweaty-guy stink and, underneath, the other parts of Eph: mint, fresh-cut grass, the ocean.


He needed to apologize.


“I think maybe one of the actors is involved too? And get this: The guy at the comic-book store said he heard a rumor that they’re finally bringing back Marcy, the invisible girl. Awesome, yeah?”


I resisted the urge to point out that while Marcy was fine, they should have been bringing back the witch Tara. Now that would have been awesome.


Eph continued to talk while I waited to cross Sixty-Ninth, watching a curly-haired woman talking to a bald man, her small black-and-white dog eagerly running circles around his giant gray Muppety one, making me dizzy. Ford would have stood for absolutely zero percent of any of that.


“. . . and I’m thinking that now is maybe when they’ll finally end the Angel and Buffy crap once and forever.”


WHAT?


Eph knew how I felt about Buffy and Angel’s cosmic destiny, how they were meant to be. He was 110 percent picking a fight.


I bit my tongue, forced my gaze forward, refused to be baited, and watched the dogs run into the park.


“Because Angel? The worst. Mr. Existential Crisis. I’m glad she shoved him into the fucking Hellmouth. Now, Spike? He’s her real friend. That’s who Buffy should be boning.”


I whirled around to shoot Eph the stink eye. He kicked the skateboard to his hand, and I could tell he was being all purposefully tall, looking down at me with the sun shining behind him so it was right in my eyes and making me feel like I needed to squint.


I refused to grant him the satisfaction.


My index finger was pointy against his ribs. “Buffy shoved Angel into the Hellmouth to save the world. And don’t be vulgar. It’s frakking.”


He stood one foot on his board again, rolling it back and forth. “She wouldn’t have had to save the world if he hadn’t turned all evil, thanks to her sleeping with him.”


His figure was dark in front of me, and the sun spots floating all around him made me dizzy. He was ruining my afternoon. “Stop slut-shaming Buffy,” I said, pushing against his chest for emphasis.


I pushed harder than I planned.


With a look of surprise on his face, he toppled backward, the board shooting out from under his foot, and crashed hard on the sidewalk, his elbows slamming against the concrete, his half-zipped backpack spilling open.


“Eph!”


I dropped to my knees and leaned forward, too anxious to touch him in case something was broken.


“I’m so sorry,” I said under my breath, mentally counting the three freckles across the bridge of his nose, his Orion’s belt, scanning his arms and legs for anything that seemed jagged and broken, counting his freckles again, the bridge of his nose crooked from when I punched him in fourth grade for lifting up my skirt on the playground.


What if he’d broken something?


“Are you okay? I didn’t mean to push that hard, I . . . I’m sorry.”


His eyelashes fluttered, like he was dreaming, but the rest of him was dead still.


What if he had a concussion?


“Eph . . .”


He slowly opened one eye; the other one stayed scrunched, shut tight.


“Pen,” he whispered. “Do you . . .”


I leaned closer, so I could hear him.


“Do you admit you’re wrong about Buffy’s one true love now?”


Wait. WHAT? I straightened as he opened both eyes and pulled himself up, examined his elbows (both skinned), and smiled his infuriating cocky smile.


A few of the onlookers (because we had onlookers plural now, as if the whole thing weren’t embarrassing enough) started clapping, while a short, dowdy, disapproving woman murmured loudly to her friend, “She pushed him.”


Right then a super-tall, thin, strawberry-blond-haired, willowy girl, who probably had traveled on a unicorn straight from some mystical elven city to this particular moment, kneeled down next to Eph, handing him his skateboard like she was paying tribute to some king, and I barfed a little in my mouth.


“Are you okay?” she asked; even her high cheekbones were all concerned. “I’m Mia.”


“Ephraim,” he replied. “And I am now.”


“Oh, for God’s sake,” I muttered.


She smiled, all eyelash batting and lip puckering, and I felt my hackles rise in protest, full of self-righteous indignation. She was hitting on him right in front of me. What if Eph and I were together? Was that so hard to imagine? I was of dateable age, wasn’t carrying around a stuffed cat in my purse, didn’t have a third arm growing out of my forehead.


She held out her hand—I swore I had seen the elf queen do the same move in Lord of the Rings—and he took it, smiling his stupidest, charmingest Eph smile, and stood up, one perfect inch taller than her.


Several of the old ladies watching actually cooed.


Whatever.


I scooted around on my knees and began gathering the papers and crap that had spilled from his bag: his old copy of The Hobbit—the one he brought everywhere—a brand-new calculus textbook, a jumble of keys on a skiing carabiner, a Moleskine journal . . .


Without giving it a second thought, I opened the journal, expecting to see more comics like the ones he’d always drawn: crass and cartoony, plenty of fart jokes, with renderings of his favorite comic-book villains thrown in for good measure.


But these pages were different.


These were pages and pages of intricate city scenes: tiny metropolises, blue-inked lines intersecting at sharp angles, with small people moving their way through the world.


I recognized major cities—London with Big Ben and the Eye, Paris with Notre Dame and the Eiffel Tower. And then there were cities that defied logic: skyscrapers sprouting from clouds, waterfalls pouring under streets.


I snuck a glance over my shoulder. Eph was deep in conversation with Elf Queen Girl.


I rested back on my knees, flipped to the next page of Eph’s sketchbook.


The scene was Times Square, frantic and chaotic, a giant Phantom of the Opera sign, stock-exchange prices rolling by on an electronic ticker, the discount TKTS booth with a winding line, a little Naked Cowboy in the corner eating a hot dog, an Elmo impersonator scowling at the world around him.


I peered closer. There, in the corner of the page, waiting at a traffic light, was a stegosaurus wearing an I [image: Images] NYC T-shirt. Tiny spines poked through the back of the shirt.


It was so weird and incongruous, but so absolutely perfect at the same time, that I felt goose bumps rise up and down my arms. I met Eph the year I started first grade, right when my family moved to New York City for my dad’s new job at the American Museum of Natural History. Eph’s dad worked there too, and our parents introduced us in the lobby, a looming T. rex next to us. Despite Eph’s parents’ objections, at the time he only answered to Superman (and constantly wore the cape to prove it). He also swore that there was a real live dinosaur, a T. rex, living in the museum and that it wandered the halls at night.


The cape was long gone now, but it seemed like the fascination with dinosaurs and Superman had stuck around.


On a hunch I flipped back to a previous spread: Paris. I scanned the page, and there, wrapped around the base of the Eiffel Tower, was a brontosaurus, its long neck winding up but not high enough, trying to get a glimpse of the top.


In a roller-rink scene, crowded with people skating under a disco light—couples with linked arms, children sandwiched between parents, a small boy clutching the railing—there, in the middle of it all, a triceratops with oversize skates hunched down for balance or maybe to fit in better with the crowd.


At the Delacorte Theater in Central Park, actors participated in the Romeo and Juliet balcony scene, and behind the stage, by the turtle pond, a little T. rex pressed against a tree, its face pure longing.


They were the most magnificent things I’d ever seen.


“Did you find your surprise?” Eph asked.


Startled, I twisted around.


The Elf Queen was gone, but he was grinning, pleased with himself despite the presence of two skinned elbows, and I figured he must have ended up with her number.


“These?” I asked, holding up his notebook. “Eph, these are phenomenal. How long have you been drawing them?”


He looked up, a blush spreading from his neck to his cheeks. If I didn’t know better, I almost would have thought he was embarrassed.


He yanked the notebook out of my hands (I immediately felt the loss of its magic, my palms left open and empty). I watched wordlessly as he snatched his bag up and shoved the notebook deep in there, followed by the books I’d stacked neatly on the sidewalk.


“I’ve never seen anything like that. . . .” I stood up, brushed off my knees, tried to straighten. I was three degrees off balance, the whole world tilting slightly. Eph never kept stuff from me. “It’s amazing. You’re so good.”


“That’s what she said,” he replied, so automatically and smugly and insufferably that I remembered why I had just, albeit accidentally, pushed him over.


“You are the worst, Ephraim O’Connor.”


“I’m not the one who tried to kill me.” He zipped and shouldered his bag, effectively ending the dinosaur conversation.


“Hardly.”


He squinted, pushing his hair off his face and back under his hat. “Come to the park with me.”


“Apologize.”


He let out this long, aggrieved sigh, dug in the outside pocket of his bag, and tossed me a small, red-orange-wrapped square.


“Your surprise.”


I barely caught it.


“Holy cow, where did you get this?” I breathed, holding it reverently in both hands.


Dark chocolate Kit Kats were my favorite candy in the entire world, nectar of perfection, the candy of the gods, rarely found in stores in the US and usually enjoyed only when my dad brought them back through customs at Heathrow. Finding them in person in New York City was like finding the holy grail.


“Bodega in the West Village. Now come to the park with me?”


I thought of the tiny dinosaurs I’d seen in his notebook, imagined them standing on his shoulders, protecting the secret parts of him, the parts that still believed in dinosaurs.


“Okay, apology accepted,” I said, turning toward the park. “For now.”
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Gift of Jane Marx





“SO FRENCH CLUB IS SPONSORING a monthlong trip to Paris this summer,” Audrey said, sitting cross-legged at the end of my bed.


“That’s cool.” I tossed her the giant bag of M&M’S we’d grabbed at the bodega and dropped my book bag on the floor.


“I have to go. My dad said if I can save half, he’ll chip in the rest. I figure an August spent immersed in everything French will be killer on my college applications. Besides, it’ll help take my mind off not being at Gram’s.”


I sighed, flopping down next to her. After Audrey’s grandfather passed away peacefully last year, her grandma Mary had decided she’d spend one more summer at their house on Lake George before moving to a retirement community in Pleasantville, making the past August that Audrey, Eph, and I had spent there with her our last.


“What am I going to do without you for a whole month?” I asked.


“You’ll survive.” She opened up the bag and leaned over it, inhaling deeply. “Oh man, never disappoints.”


She handed it to me, and I sighed, smelling the chocolate too. Her grandmother had taught us the trick during one of our summer trips—how smelling an entire jumbo bag of M&M’S was almost better than eating the candy itself.


“Or better yet, why don’t you come with me to Paris?” Her face brightened as the idea started to take shape. “You and me and Cherisse can share a triple. All you have to do is join French Club. And start saving.”


“Aud, I take Spanish,” I said, not mentioning that if Cherisse was going to Paris, I’d rather spend next August on NYC garbage patrol. I hugged a pillow against my chest. “French Club no es bueno.”


“But you don’t have to speak French to join French Club. It’s more about the culture and food and movies—next week we’re watching this classic black-and-white French film about a girl who drives all around Paris on a Vespa with her cat in a shoulder bag. Doesn’t that sound fun?” She flopped down on her stomach next to me, propping an elbow up. “Besides, it’s a good way to meet cool people.”


Like Cherisse, I thought with an inner grimace.


“Like Cherisse!” Audrey said brightly.


“I don’t need to meet new people. I have you and Eph,” I reminded her.


She started to say something, thought better of it, and started again. “It can’t be the three of us forever, Pen.”


“Sure it can!” I narrowed my eyes at her. “Wait a minute. Are you telling me we’re breaking up?” I folded my arms in a mock huff.


“No, I’m trying to say—” she began earnestly.


“It’s been great getting to know me, but you want to spend time with other people?”


She ignored me. “That expanding our social circle is really important, and I—”


“Our social triangle isn’t fulfilling all your needs?”


“I love you and Eph, but sometimes—”


“It’s you, not us?”


“Shut up!” she yelled, scooping up Barnaby, my favorite stuffed animal of indeterminate species origin (Dog? Bear? Unknown) and winging him right at my head.


“Ow,” I said. “I would have thought by now you’d have learned firsthand the dangers of toys around heads, young lady.”


She grimaced. “Tom and George ran that Tonka truck up in my hair. They didn’t throw it at me. Besides, if they’d never done that, you and Eph might not have been my friends,” she said.


She was right. When Audrey joined our class in third grade, she was immediately known for four things: her sparkly silver shoes, her crazy-good double-Dutch jump-rope skills, the fact that she owned four American Girl dolls, and her beautiful, long, shining hair. None of which interested Eph or me very much. That is, until week two, when two boys in our class ran the spinning wheels of a battery-powered Tonka truck into her hair. Her sobbing was what brought Eph and me over to the crowd of gathering students. But it was the fact that she seemed so lonely, standing there in the center of the circle, that made me go over and say hi and, with Eph’s help, lead her to the school nurse (who made short work of Audrey’s long locks, hacking out the truck with blunt scissors).


Even though Eph and I thought dinosaurs trumped dolls, Audrey fit with us somehow, or maybe it was more that she stuck with us, and had ever since.


“Okay, I know you don’t speak French. But listen for a second, okay?”


I nodded, resting my head in my hands in mock excitement. She ignored me.


“It’s just that at French Club . . .” Her voice lowered. “There are guys there too, Pen. Hot, dateable guys.”


Oh.


Oh.


“Yeah?” I tried to tiptoe casually around the elephant suddenly sitting in the middle of my heart. “Is Cherisse’s friend, that new guy, in French Club too?”


Audrey wrinkled up her pert little nose, a gesture I, owner of a “nose with character,” was desperately envious of.


“Wait, who? Keats? No. But there are other guys. . . . Come on, say you’ll at least try it.”


I folded my arms against my chest. “You know peer pressure doesn’t work on me, mi amiga. Besides, do you remember what I’m like with new people in general? I’m socially inept.”


“Pen.”


“I’m like the personality equivalent of . . .” I racked my brain. “Of crusted Norwegian scabies.”


Audrey groaned, hiding her head in her hands. “We should have never looked at my dad’s issues of Journal of Dermatology.”


“Worst. Dare. Ever.”


“Worst. Dare. Everest.”


I reached over to hook pinkies with her.


“Seriously, though, Pen. You are not crusted Norwegian scabies, not even close. It’s never as bad as you make it out to be.”


“It’s always as bad as I make it out to be,” I said.


“Such as . . . ?”


“Me trying to start a conversation with the coffee guy at Grey Dog who was all greasy-dirty hot, the one I had been crushing on, oh, for no less than a year, only to discover I had a booger on the outside of my nose in the middle of asking him what music was playing?”


(I was so mortified that I ran outside, leaving my purse behind, but then Audrey found me and made me cry-laugh by insisting that boogers were in the new issue of Vogue as the fall accessory, and I decided I wouldn’t run away forever after all.)


She flapped her hand. “No changing the subject. Think about French Club.”


“I will,” I lied, mentally crossing my fingers. “But before I forget, I was going to see if you and Eph wanted to come over tomorrow for a David Lynch marathon?”


She wrinkled her nose again. “Um, David Lynch? Please tell me you’re not talking about the guy who did that movie we watched last month, the one that gave me nightmares for four straight nights after? I hate that movie more than goatees or mashed potatoes or men wearing sandals.”


“Mandals,” we groaned together, before I added, “I still can’t believe you hate mashed potatoes.”


“They’re like big piles of tasteless mush. Disgusting.”


“Sometimes I wonder how we’re friends.”


“You know you love me,” Audrey said, giving a charming, beaming smile.


I snorted. “I was thinking we could do a Twin Peaks Season One marathon. It’s totally the best season, and it’s only eight episodes, so if we start early, I think we can do the whole thing in one night. It’s the same director, but I swear it isn’t as terrifying. The main guy, Agent Cooper, is crazy hot, I promise,” I said, crossing my heart.
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