















Praise for Dumped



“This remarkable collection provides an exhilarating range of voices exploring what happens when female friendships falter. Wise, compassionate, and smart, each of these essays is a revelation. Give your best friend a copy along with a warm, thankful hug.”


—Dinty W. Moore, author, The Mindful Writer


“Dumped touches a nerve from page one. It touches on a subject that all women know too well, yet is complicated and painful to articulate: the mourning, and sometimes redemption, that comes from being dumped by a sister-like friend. For every woman who has ever drowned her sorrows in a pint of ice cream over the loss of a close friend—or simply needs to know she is not alone—this book is for her.”


—Elisa Batista, publisher of MotherTalkers.com, a Daily Kos community


“This very honest, very human, and often very hilarious book made me laugh, cry, nod, squirm, and think anew about friendships gone by. Big applause to Nina Gaby, and all the contributors, for crystallizing so finely the inescapable life experience that is the end of a friendship.”


—Suzanne Strempek Shea, author of This Is Paradise: An Irish Mother’s Grief, an African Village’s Plight, and the Medical Clinic That Brought Fresh Hope to Both


“The essays in Dumped are ferocious and loving, devastating and hopeful, insightful and perplexing. A savage, thorny look at friendship … and a rare, uncensored, sometimes terrifying glimpse into the female psyche.”


—Neil White, author of In the Sanctuary of Outcasts and publisher


“What goes on between men and women has been examined in literature for many years. This terrific collection of stories, however, probes the largely unexplored, perhaps sacrosanct, territory of what goes on between women. Lively and astute, candid and wrenching, the pieces reveal the clumsy dismantling not just of friendships but also of our own notions of ourselves as friends, meaning our own capacities—sometimes limited, sometimes capacious—for relationships with other women. An enlightening and long-overdue collection.”


—Barbara Hurd, author of Walking the Wrack Line


“In these essays lie honest portraits of break-ups of the most ancient kind, blood letting stone, an abrupt jolt that equals part orphan, part refugee. We leave our sisters suddenly, without warning or explanation, beside the road of untamed life. Rudderless, without us. Without each other. And therein lies the key, I knew the moment Nina mentioned this collection that she was on to something. A hotspot of not only what ignites us breaks our hearts as well.”


—River Jordan, author of Praying for Strangers


“Dumped is an often revelatory, heart-wrenching compendium, immensely readable, fascinating in its tragic familiarity, and among the best books available on the tenacity of our human desire to connect, and stay connected, even with those with whom the connections were, in the final analysis, ephemeral and fleeting.”


—Burl Barer, author of Man Overboard and Body Count
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To my husband, Craig Smith,
who still hasn’t dumped me.


And my mother, Ruth Gaby, who always
thought I should have known better.




In danger, the holothurian cuts itself in two.
It abandons one self to the hungry world
and with the other self it flees.


It violently divides into doom and salvation,
retribution and reward, what has been and what will be.


An abyss appears in the middle of its body
between what instantly becomes two foreign shores.


From Autonomy, Poems New and Collected 
Wislawa Szymborska


“Bitches be bitches”


Ladies’ room stall, mall, Western New York





Foreword


Victoria Zackheim


Aristotle defined friendship as a “single soul dwelling in two bodies.” 1 In Nina Gaby’s Dumped: Stories of Women Unfriending Women, twenty-five post-Aristotelian writers explore the painful experience of unfriending, a word recently conferred a rather prominent place in our social media–driven lexicon. To fully comprehend the trauma of a friend severing ties with us—or, as Gaby words it, of being unfriended and unceremoniously dumped—we must first understand the importance of friendship.


The friendship between women—whether we harken back to the biblical, historical, literary, or junior high school variety—has ever been an alliance in which we share parts of our selves: secrets, fears, petty gossip. We enter into this relationship with the belief that what we confide will remain private, protected.


We trust friendship, put our faith in it, sometimes forget how precious it is, and occasionally betray it. When it works, when the connection is true and safe and heartfelt, it is magic: a hand that calms, a smile that encourages, a voice that soothes, a text or e-mail that urges us to inhale … and then to exhale. In whatever form, friendship is a presence reminding us that we are never alone.


When a friendship that has sustained us suddenly disappears, we are left emotionally and physically raw … bereft. All the women in this collection have addressed heart-on the meaning of friendship in its many forms, and the consequences of a friendship gone bad.


Anaïs Nin wrote that “each friend represents a world in us, a world possibly not born until they arrive, and it is only by this meeting that a new world is born.” 2 If, as she says, every friend who comes into our lives introduces us to a new (and wonder-filled) way to live in the world, a new way to be, then finding ourselves suddenly without that connection leaves us staring into a chasm so deep as to appear without end. Perhaps reading these very personal stories will be a reminder to all of us that friendship is very often what centers our lives.


Victoria Zackheim is the author of the novel, The Bone Weaver, and editor of six anthologies, the latest being Faith: Essays from Believers, Agnostics, and Atheists (Beyond Words/Atria/Simon & Schuster, 2015). Victoria adapted essays from her first anthology, The Other Woman, and created a play now in development. Another play, Entangled, is in development with Z Space Theater, San Francisco. Victoria wrote the screenplay Maidstone, a feature film in development, and the documentary film Where Birds Never Sang: The Story of Ravensbrück and Sachsenhausen Concentration Camps, which aired nationwide on PBS. She created Women’s Voices, a multi-author program now being presented in the United States and scheduled in the UK in 2015. She teaches “Personal Essay” in the UCLA Extension Writers’ Program, and is a frequent speaker and instructor at writing conferences and for women’s organizations in the U.S., Mexico, Canada, the UK and France. 





Introduction


You picked up this book. If the title resonates for you or for someone you care about, maybe you are one of the more than 160 million women in America today for whom friendships are vitally important. It is this primacy that makes the pain of being dumped by a woman friend so excruciating. We feel abandoned, discarded … betrayed. We expect the occasional workplace disasters, and we learn to survive the end of romantic relationships; after all, we have our chums to prop us up when bad things happen. But when a woman—someone with whom we’ve shared thoughts, feelings, fears—ends a friendship, how do we cope? In this collection, these gifted writers explore that near-universal experience of being unfriended by those from whom we expected more.


It is a somewhat new and very welcome development that the stories of our friendships have become more marketable and even more scientifically relevant. According to the Los Angeles Times, 4.6 million viewers watched the season two finale of Girls on HBO, and the Hollywood Reporter announced an equal number in season three. The successes of Sex and the City, Mean Girls, Bridesmaids, and Orange is the New Black have been huge. Books about us are making best-seller lists. This is “The Age of Girlfriends,” as Anna Holmes, founder of the website Jezebel, wrote in her New Yorker essay of the same name. Suddenly we are no longer trivial; we are hot.


So how does all that play out for us normal women? Is there now a pressure in how we view ourselves and our friendships? It turns out that these relationships are good for our physical and mental health too, and that doesn’t make these breakups any easier. Associate Chair of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences at Stanford University School of Medicine, Professor David Spiegel, said in a March 2010 presentation, “One of the best things that a man could do for his health is to be married to a woman, whereas for a woman one of the best things she could do for her health was to nurture her relationships with her girlfriends.” 3


Spiegel found that women survivors of breast cancer fared better, almost twofold, when they were in social relationships with other women. Our friendships with other women are powerful stuff. Long seen as a buffer against negative experience, the research now suggests that these friendships have the potential to decrease chronically elevated stress hormones such as cortisol, and to increase feel-good and protective neurochemicals such as serotonin, dopamine, and oxytocin. There is an exquisite process in which the midbrain can be protected from damage with enough psychosocial supports, reducing depression and improving quality and quantity of life—an amazing thing. Unless we’re talking about breakups. In which case we must wonder: Are we risking our very mortality when we screw up our friendships?


What happens when these support mechanisms are taken away? The twenty-five essays in Dumped aren’t stories of friendship dying a mutually agreed-upon death, or about falling out of touch and a decade later finding you haven’t missed a beat. These are stories written by both established and emerging writers who, like you, may have found themselves erased, without context, possibly without worth. These kinds of experiences leave you angry, confused, even at times feeling undefined. The stories these women tell are ones that will stay with you, maybe for a lifetime. Dumped, like a good friend, listens, explores, explains. Some of these are stories for a thicker skin; others are stories that speak to larger issues: issues of resilience, alienation, and repair. Community and context. Stories that redefine us.


My own experiences with being dumped—oh yes, many times—provide the inspiration for this book. In my essay, “Simple Geometry: The Art of War for Girls,” I reflect on the loss of my first best-friendship, that earliest of extra-familial bonds: the relationship that first sharpened the lines of definition in the picture of the individual I was about to become. Grieving subsequent losses, often with the ensuing depression and isolation hinted at in the research, I experienced a stark landscape that still confuses me, leaving me to ask these too-universal questions: Why didn’t I see this coming? Is something wrong with me? What do I do now? In my case, repair did not happen in any traditional manner, no final scene of reconciliation. Instead I found an acceptance, and eventually, as I continue to process it even now, a recognition that I am proud to have lived my life with an ability to care deeply and take risks.


As a psychotherapist for the past quarter century, I know these are the fundamental fears for most of us when confronted with rejection: Is something wrong with me? Do I deserve this? It is only through unflinching honesty and self-appraisal that we are able to ask the hard questions and eventually to find solace and meaning.


Each essay in this collection reflects a similar honesty. The ability of these writers to reflect their deepest fears about themselves is what makes their narratives so powerful. This honesty, this lack of distortion, can make the answer to the question Why did this happen to me? that much harder to bear. But also that much more compelling to read.


Sometimes it really has nothing to do with you. Sometimes the shadow self of your friend as she attempts to avoid her own reality is the real problem—the very fact that you know her so well is the death blow. In Carol Cassara’s Keeping Secrets, intimacy becomes intolerable through no fault of the narrator. In All Talk and Trousers, Carrie Kabak is admittedly no match for the lilting bullshit brogue of her philandering boyfriend—but what about her deceptive girlfriend?


Some of the stories are about early desertion; indeed, it is almost as if several of our writers attended the same high school. For them, early adolescence became a battlefield where each one confronted the same sense of helplessness, each taking a different course of action. For others, such as Jessica Handler and Ann Hood, surviving unthinkable losses speaks to holding on even tighter, questioning what it would be like to lose the remaining thread of collective memory.


As we explore what really pulls us together or forces us apart, we often find a murky interface in what appears to us as friendship; we try to understand what we are really searching for. Kristabelle Munson, Penny Guisinger, and Jennifer Lang brilliantly show us what it means to seek affiliation and instead to find the alchemy of blurred boundaries.


When she was ten years old, Alexis Paige thought she had learned everything she needed to know about the nature of women from reading Cosmo on the beach. Other writers come by their insight unwillingly—as Elayne Clift describes in her thoughtful Literary Lessons and a Circle of Crones—through the lens of a fraying support system. And for some, there is no insight to be found: simple acceptance becomes its own reward.


As we explore the fragile and unfathomable nature of lost friendship, we find our own resilience in the stories of others, these wise memes, these templates for redefinition. Lost friendships, betrayal, emptiness, lessons learned—the unthinkable leaves us in that dark place, but only for a while. We rebound because we must, because we are vital. And we rebound because loss, among other things, only serves to make us stronger and to make what remains that much more precious.


Nina Gaby





Part One:


When the Herd Turns


Groups are easily swayed by conflict. For some, the desertion must have felt like a stampede.





The Hate Note


Lindsey Kemp


She told me I had ranch dressing on my chin. I always had something on my chin, or in my teeth, or on my nose, or in my hair. One time, I had bread crumbs sprinkled over one of my eyebrows.


“And you have a piece of chicken stuck right here,” Emma said as she pointed to her own front tooth.


I had eaten a truckload of chicken that day. That’s the kind of thing I remember about April 9, 2007—the chipotle chicken panini, grilled chicken salad, and cream of chicken soup that I shoveled into my mouth during Emma’s thirty-minute lunch break. I don’t recall what either of us wore, or where in the South Jersey deli we sat, but I remember the velvety texture of the soup, the moistness of the farm-raised chicken, the ease of our conversation, and the way I wore my lunch on my face like a toddler.


I wiped my chin and used the straw from my iced coffee to dig out the food from my teeth. I looked down at my cell phone, which sat next to Emma’s tray of salad and more salad. We had fifteen minutes left before Emma had to return to work, and as usual, I was famished from having to sustain all five-foot-four, 165 pounds of me. Like a wolf ready to attack a coop of clucking poultry, I bared my teeth and tore into my sandwich.


“I still hate my job,” Emma said. She shoved a hunk of lettuce into her mouth and played with her side-swept, coffee-colored bangs as she chewed. “I do too much sitting. Why do sales assistants sit so much?”


I assured her that I too hated my job, that working nights made me feel like a zombie, and that I could never pass the standardized tests I scored. I dipped my panini into my cup of soup.


“Chicken on chicken,” Emma said. “Nice.” She stabbed her salad with her fork. “So have you talked to Adam-poo lately?”


Adam and I had dated during my junior and senior years of college, but we’d had trust issues and broken up after graduation.


“Yeah, last week. We had another fight. He thinks that when I say ‘I still care about you’ I really mean, ‘Can we please be boyfriend and girlfriend again?’”


Emma rolled her eyes. Her perfectly sculpted eyebrows rose up into her bangs. “Good God. Adam, what are you thinking? It’s only been eight months,” she said.


“I mean maybe one day, if he can learn what the word honesty means,” I said. I checked my phone for the time. We had five minutes left, and I still had half a sandwich to eat. “I’ll e-mail you the details. But spoiler alert: we slept together anyway.”


“Oh honey, nooooo,” Emma said. She lifted her plastic knife and pretended to impale her heart.


“You know gingers are my weakness. Anyway, what about you? Any sexy time with Scott?”


“Scott’s so damn hot, but no. He’s too busy banging some girl from his grad class,” Emma said. I gasped.


“He’s still telling you about other girls? Stop putting up with this shit!”


Emma smiled. “In other exciting news,” she said, “I just discovered that my roommate’s addicted to stealing silverware and coffee mugs from diners.”


“And why does she do this?”


“For the thrill, I suppose. This morning I caught her in the kitchen, staring into an open drawer of stolen treasures, admiring her loot.” I laughed and threw a used creamer cup at her. She ducked. “I’m harboring a criminal. A-no-ther strike for purg-a-tor-y,” Emma sang. (She had been concerned—yet amused—about purgatory ever since eighth grade, when our CCD teacher, Mr. Jones, told us that’s where our sinning souls suffered punishment, for eternity! Emma enjoyed documenting our rebellious behavior by adding strikes to a mental scoreboard, which may have been a sin itself.)


“I made out with a guy I met at a bar the other night,” I said.


Emma squeaked like a rubber squeeze toy and added a thousand strikes to my score.


“His name is Timmy Wordell. I met him at Kildare’s. He has an accent like Rocky Balboa,” I said, my mouth full. “And he calls himself T-Word.”


“Sounds like a winner,” Emma said. The scent of fresh lemon rose from her tea. She sipped it and smiled. Long-lined dimples framed her mouth like parentheses. A few summers before, when she’d been twenty pounds heavier, she’d had bigger cheeks and a rosier glow. I was glad she was healthier, but sometimes I missed the softer Emma. “Speaking of T-Word, you eat like a T. Rex. You know this, right?” she asked.


“Roar,” I said. A piece of chicken fell out of my sandwich and onto the table. Emma flicked it at me and pretended to gag when it landed on my chest.


“This is my favorite part, but by my favorite part I mean least favorite, as in ‘I want to die,’” I said. Emma leaned in closer. I pulled the lid off my iced coffee and used a spoon to fish for a piece of ice.


“Lindsey,” she said. She had no patience.


“He looks like Flea from the Red Hot Chili Peppers.”


“Oh, sexy.”


“Is it, though? Is it really?”


We finished eating, walked to the parking lot, and hugged, but when I got to my car I realized that I had forgotten to ask her about Hanson.


Emma’s Hanson obsession began in 1996, when the band released its first (to many, their only) hit, “MMMbop.” She traveled the country to see them play live and eventually befriended the band members.


Emma had recently returned from a Hanson concert in California, which was the one thing I was supposed to ask about, the thing which had been our reason for “doing lunch.” Years later this moment would haunt me.


I ran to her car and motioned for her to roll down the window.


“I’m such an idiot,” I said. “How was California?”


Emma checked her car clock.


“I’m going to be late,” she said.


“But I want to know,” I said. “I’m a moron, I’m sorry, I completely forgot to ask.”


Emma laughed and shook her head. “Next time,” she said, and then drove away.


When I got back to work, Emma sent me a MySpace message:


i forget if i said thankssss!!!! for coming all the way out here for lunch, but if i didn’t, then kissy kissy thank you thank you. if i did, then forget the thank you, just kisses. have fun at work… however difficult it may be.


I responded immediately and asked again about Hanson, but it didn’t matter. Emma never answered.


In seventh grade, my best friend from elementary school, Marcy, and her new best friend from our middle school, Crystal, wrote the Hate Note. The Hate Note, written on a piece of notebook paper, contained the following heartwarming message:


Lindsey,


I hate you. I was just pretending to be your friend. Crystal hates you, too. You are really annoying. No one likes you. Here’s a list of all the people who don’t like you:


Fifty kids signed the note. They were kids I had known since I was five, kids I had just met in middle school, and kids I didn’t know knew me.


P.S. Have a great day! Hahahaha!


Love,


Marcy and Crystal


They had a boy from my neighborhood hand me the note during my walk home from school. He laughed as he watched me read it three or four times.


No one liked me? No one?


The sounds of the street—passing cars, lawn mowers, birds singing—became muted, as if I were wearing earmuffs. My eyes blurred with tears, but I blinked them away.


I ran home and showed my mom the note. When Caitlin, my twin sister, came home from band practice, she read it too. Mom called my dad at his house in Pennsylvania, but they were both unsure of what to do. Mom threatened to go to the principal if I didn’t let her call Marcy and Crystal’s mothers, but Dad and I feared that reporting the girls for bullying or confronting their parents would make things worse. I wanted to switch middle schools, but Caitlin said that transferring meant the Haters had won.


I began to obsess over what made me so unlikable. Was it the way I danced at school dances (arms stiff like a robot), the old-lady phrases I used (“That’s a sin!”), or the way I dressed (Mom jeans and baggy polo shirts)? I knew I was dorky (I had unruly sideburns and an overbite), but I had spent so much of seventh grade trying to change my image, to make new friends, to transition smoothly from elementary school to middle school.


Other kids became meaner once they found out I had received the Hate Note. A girl named Tina would prank phone call my house in the middle of the night, a boy named Bobby would flinch and yelp whenever I came near him, and a girl named Priscilla, who sat behind me in social studies, would fart and then blame me.


I tried to act indifferent, but it was difficult not to cry. Having Caitlin in school helped, but we rarely interacted—she was in the “smart” track, which gave us opposite and separate schedules, and she was nerdy too. What more could she have done for me?


Eventually I stopped talking in school, except when a teacher forced me to answer a question or work with a partner, but even then I spoke little.


When seventh grade ended, I spent the first half of summer in my room journaling or listening to the Evita soundtrack, preferring the songs about society’s rejection of Eva Perón. My parents eventually forced me to go outside, to spend time with Caitlin. We went down the shore, got water ice at the strip mall, watched movies at the two-dollar movie theater—we had fun. By the end of the summer, I felt better, but I was far from fixed.


On the first day of eighth grade, I stood in the cafeteria and faced the ultimate first-day dilemma: where to sit during lunch.


Almost everyone hated me, according to the note, so I scanned the cafeteria for the girl with the olive complexion, shoulder-length wavy brown hair, blue braces, and long, slim face. My twin. The cafeteria noise grew, as if a maestro had raised his baton and directed everyone to talk louder, and the room smelled like french fries. My foot was just about to pivot toward the exit sign when I finally found Caitlin sitting at the opposite end of the table.


I walked up and stood behind her. She sat hunched over a fraction worksheet and tapped the tip of her nose with the end of a pencil. For Caitlin, looking at a math problem was like looking at the face of God. Our thirteen years together had taught me that interrupting a math savant would be like sticking my arm into the mouth of an alligator, but she was my closest ally, my saving grace.


“Hey. Can I sit with you?”


“Duh!” Caitlin said. “Hey, can you slide down?” she asked the kids who sat on the same bench as her. Everyone moved closer together until a spot opened up next to Caitlin. I sat down and smiled quickly at her, then dumped all the contents from my brown paper bag onto the table. Caitlin shoved her worksheet into her backpack and patted my back while looking down at her lunch, which was a peanut butter and jelly sandwich cut into four equal pieces. She ate one-fourth of it and leaned in close to me. “Welcome to our table,” she whispered.


I pretended to wipe sleep from my eye to block a tear from falling. Of course she would let me sit with her—although she had a moral, familial obligation to be my friend, I knew we were actual friends, no matter what DNA or womb we shared—but having no other option made me feel like a loser. I thanked her and waited for someone to throw a handful of fries at me or hiss like a grumpy cat, but nothing happened.


While others discussed their summer vacations, I stared at the bleachedblond bangs of the girl in front of me. They were brighter than the sun, but the rest of her hair was brown. Except for the bangs, we looked similar, although my hair—brown like hers—was more knotty than frizzy. We both had round faces, but she had rosy, chubby cheeks, and mine were fat and freckled. I had Elvis sideburns, while hers were short and feminine. She resembled a quirky, chubby chipmunk. By this time I figured I must resemble a Vegas lounge gorilla.


“I’m Emma,” the girl said. She held out her hand. It was the first time in a long time that someone other than Caitlin had reached out—literally or figuratively—to me. The gesture, though small, gave me hope.


“Lindsey,” I said. I shook her hand, and then watched her stuff potato chips into her turkey and cheese sandwich. Genius, I thought.


“Not to be mean, but did you notice the mole on her forehead? I swear it had a heartbeat,” Caitlin said to the girl next to her.


“Are you talking about Madame Saillard?” I asked.


“Señora Saillard,” Caitlin said.


This was the first real conversation I had engaged in since walking through the school’s doors at eight a.m. Maybe it was the comfort Caitlin provided me, Emma’s friendly handshake, or the surge of some nutrition in my body, but I finally found my words.


“She’s the worst!” I said. “I had her second period. She yelled at me in French until I realized she was saying ‘I’m a twin too,’ and I was like, ‘Oh, you must have met Caitlin.’”


“Foreign language teachers shouldn’t be allowed to speak in a foreign language until the second day of school,” Emma said.


“I agree,” Caitlin said. She laughed, shook her head, and finished the remaining three-fourths of her sandwich.


“I was sitting behind you when that happened, and I thought, Oh no, that sucks for her! But you did a good job not freaking out and all,” Emma said.


The bell rang, but I didn’t want to leave. I had to say something to keep our conversation going, but I was rusty.


“What class do you have next?” I asked.


Emma and I compared schedules and realized that we had the same afternoon classes. While we walked to our next class, I wondered: Had she signed the Hate Note too? Her name didn’t sound familiar. Still, I couldn’t be sure.


We walked into English. Emma grabbed my arm and led us to two empty seats. The gesture felt strangely new, and yet it wasn’t. Marcy had done the same thing the year before.


When I got home that day, I searched my room for the Hate Note. Piles of junk littered my bedroom floor. I tossed a bag of old clothes into the hallway, a bald Barbie over my shoulder, and stopped when I found a shoe box under a tower of baby blankets. I opened the lid, pulled out the crinkled notebook paper, skimmed through the list of names, and searched for Emma Germaine. She was nowhere on the list.


We were inseparable for the rest of the year. I learned that she loved Saved by the Bell, dotted her i’s with stars, obsessed over Hanson, suffered from chronic toe cramps, liked to wrestle with her brothers, thought her mom was kind of weird, and considered me one of her best friends.


Because we were best friends, I told her about the Hate Note. She had never heard of it, but called Marcy and Crystal “cowardly” and “cruel” for what they had done. Emma believed that dropping friends was “so dumb.”


I agreed.


Two weeks after our deli date, I sat at my computer and stared at my empty MySpace in-box. Something felt wrong, so I called Emma and left a voice mail. She didn’t call back. I texted—nothing. For the next year, I continued to call, text, and e-mail—I even wrote a four-page letter and delivered it to her mailbox—but Emma remained silent.


Years went by. I quit MySpace, my scoring job, and T-Word and became an English teacher. Adam and I rebuilt our relationship and got married. Although I still felt Emma’s absence, I felt it less as the years passed—until 2012. Our ten-year high school reunion.


On the Friday after Thanksgiving I sat on my bed with a glass of red wine and ran my finger through my curls.


“Stop playing with it,” Danielle said, slapping my hand away from my head. She stood on her tippy toes as she wrapped another strand of my hair around the curling barrel, squirted it with hairspray, and cursed the gods for making her so short.


“No more wine,” Kat said. “You’ve had three glasses. I’ve only had one and I’m already feeling it. You don’t want to be drunk tonight.” She grabbed my glass and left the room.


“Are you nervous?” Danielle asked.


Danielle and Kat were my other best friends – and they had suffered through the Emma drama with me. They even memorized My Multiple Theories for Why Emma Dumped Me:










	






	Theory 1:


	Hanson—no explanation needed.






	Theory 2:


	I said something at lunch that made Emma think less of me. Maybe it was my disregard for Adam’s feelings, how much I talked about myself, or the fact that I kissed someone named T-Word.







	Theory 3:


	Emma squeezed all she could out of our friendship and started to find me irritating. She didn’t know how to walk away from me slowly, so she ran.







	Theory 4:


	Aliens. Aliens abducted Emma.






	Theory 5:


	Too much chicken in my teeth.







The girls knew I had been dreading the reunion, but they also knew I had to go. Emma would be there. She had organized the event.


“I’m just trying to figure out how we pretend like we don’t already know everything there is to know about these people,” I said.


“Thanks for ruining our reunion for us, Facebook,” Danielle said. “Okay, all finished.” She fluffed my hair with her hands and gave it one last spray. Kat said I looked “very Jersey.” I put on a black blouse and red lipstick, which made me feel artsy. Adam walked by the door and whistled at me. I winked and blew a kiss.


“You need heels,” Kat said. I kicked off my black flats and pulled out nude, patent-leather heels from the bottom of my closet. “No, not those,” she said.


I crawled farther into my closet and came out with a pair of black lace platforms, which had a small peacock feather glued to the back of each shoe.


“Perfect,” Kat said.


“They’re a little too tall for me,” I said. I tried to gain my balance as I stood in them, but the six-inch heel and rounded, chunky sole caused me to tilt forward.


“It doesn’t matter. You look hot,” Kat said. “We gotta go.”


I ran into the dining room to grab my purse, tripped twice in my heels, listened to Adam’s brief Emma lecture about character and bravery, kissed him good-bye, and left with the girls.


Danielle drove us to Philadelphia, where Emma had planned for our classmates to meet, despite the fact that we had graduated from a New Jersey high school. Kat talked about how smart we were for leaving the boys at home, and how awkward it would be to see her ex-boyfriends. Danielle told us about her latest baby ultrasound. We reminisced. I don’t know why those things made me think of all the times I had called Emma crying, missing her, begging her to call me back, but they did. I felt ridiculous.


“But you had to keep contacting her,” Kat said. “No one assumes that her best friend has dumped her.”


“You know it’s not your fault, right?” Danielle asked. I shrugged. “You two had your bad times, too. It wasn’t all good,” she said.


I realized that Danielle had a point. Emma and I had never been perfect. She’d made more time for Hanson than she had for me, and her weight loss had made me jealous and insecure. We rarely fought, but we did fight.


We pulled up to the bar, its neon lights blinking. I wondered why this, out of all places, would be the place Emma picked for our reunion. My forehead started to sweat.


“You okay?” Kat asked.


“Yes. I mean no. But yes,” I said.


Danielle put her hand on my leg. “Babe, you’re going to be fine,” she said. “We’re here with you.”


We walked into the bar. Purple balloons hung from the ceiling, and two figures handed out name tags from behind a table. Kat grabbed mine and leaned down, her six-foot-two-inch body shadowing mine as her blond hair brushed my face.


“She’s right there. Look up. Get it over with,” she said.


There stood Emma. She wore a black racer-back tank top, black skinny jeans, and black ankle boots, and she was still slim, but her side-swept bangs were dark brown and the tips of her sleek hair were blond. She looked the opposite of the girl I once knew.


(I wasn’t surprised. Emma didn’t have Facebook, but some of her friends were my Facebook friends, and they occasionally posted photos of her. I often wondered if her friends viewed my page and told her about my life, which was why I posted with caution.)


Emma waved to me and mouthed out, Hey.


Hey, I mouthed back. I smiled a shaky smile and marched past her.


The girls and I mingled. People asked about Caitlin, who hadn’t come because she assumed everyone would act fake. Every couple of minutes I looked for Emma. She stood with Crystal—Hate Note Crystal—whom she had befriended in high school (“She’s nice now!”). While Danielle and Kat were in the photo booth, I ran to the bar, got a drink, and chugged it.


At some point in the night, I walked up to Emma as she chatted with a jock and tapped her on the shoulder.


“Can we talk for a second?” I asked. Wine made me bold.


“Sure, in a minute,” Emma said.


In a minute? I thought. In minute? How about right now? I’ve only waited five goddamn years.


“Yeah, okay, no problem.”


While Emma finished her conversation, I wandered around and ran into Lauren, whose hair looked like a combination of a lion’s mane and a palm tree. She told me I looked much better than I did in high school, and I told her, in my slurred speech, that I heard she was a stripper.


“Kemp,” Emma shouted. “Come here.” She waved me over to her, and as I walked, I thought of all the things I wanted to ask: How are you? What the hell happened? How many purgatory strikes do you have? And how are the fucking Hanson brothers?


According to Kat, who watched us from a few feet away, Emma and I talked for a while, but I only remember parts:


Me: “Why did you stop talking to me?”


Emma: “Oh, Lindsey.”


Me: “I thought we were best friends. I loved you. What did I do? Why do you hate me?”


Emma: “I don’t hate you. Listen, we’ll talk when you’re sober, but I don’t hate you.”


I wanted to punch her for calling me drunk, but wanted to kick my own ass more. I rarely drank like this. How could I, after all these years, not be sober for this moment?


Emma: (Grabbing my left hand and pulling it up to her face) “I want to talk about this. Lindsey! You got married!”


Me: “I know. I married Adam.”


Emma: “I know, I saw on Facebook.”


That’s when Drunk Lindsey said to herself, She must have looked at my Facebook profile from a mutual friend’s account! She must have been curious. She must have cared.


Emma: “You were such a gorgeous bride. I’m so happy for you. Really.” Drunk Lindsey: Should I hug her? I’m going to hug her.


Me: “Thanks. So when I’m not drunk … not that I am … do you think we could talk?”


Drunk Lindsey: She’s hesitating. Abort the hug.


Emma: “… Yeah. Sure.”


She called my phone so that I could have her number, and then blank splotches fill the rest of the night. I do remember that after I talked to Emma, I ran to the bathroom and cried on my knees in the handicapped stall. I kept thinking, You are a moron, you blew it, sober up, stop crying, stop letting her see you upset, let it go, no more questions, be cool, but I couldn’t be cool. Danielle and Kat made me open the stall door and held me as I begged them, in between sobs, to never leave me. They told me I was crazy to think they ever would.


And then, later in the night, I fell. Twice. In front of Emma.


“Oh, Lindsey, no,” I remember Emma saying the first time I fell.


“It’s these goddamn shoes,” I said. She helped me up and Danielle handed me a glass of water.


Two minutes later, I fell again. It was such a slow fall that Emma had time to grab my glass of water out of my hand before I hit the floor.


That’s all I remember.


The next day, I slept until four p.m. When I felt strong enough to sit up, I noticed that Adam had placed a cup of coffee and an egg sandwich next to me. I checked my phone. Sixteen unread text messages waited for me in my in-box, but none from Emma.


I mulled over My Multiple Theories for Why Emma Dumped Me. They were just theories, though. I could never be sure which one, if any, was true. Not unless I asked—again. I grabbed my phone, found Emma’s number on my missed-call list, and sent her a text:


I’m sorry for being such a drunken asshole last night. And for falling. And for blaming my shoes. It was good to see you.


Five minutes later, she shocked me with a response:


Awww ha-ha, don’t worry about it. It was great to see you! And I really mean everything I said. Really, I do.


Except I couldn’t remember everything she had said. Some of it had vanished into the drunken black holes of my mind. I texted back:


I would love to get together and talk about stuff, if you ever want to. If you don’t, that’s fine too. I’ll understand.
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