
 

 

Breaking 

by Tessa Rudolph 

I.   

 Jonah brings you to the beach to tell you, as if this will somehow ease the pain, although 

you hate the beach like Jonah hates trigonometry and he should probably know this after two 

years. He’s wearing board shorts, sandals, dark glasses. He doesn’t take your hand when you 

step out of the car, which is the first sign. You let him buy you a soda at the kiosk, and then he 

walks with you along the bike path—a wide strip of cement that spirals around the shore, 

fractured in places by errant plant roots. 

 He must have rehearsed it beforehand, because he doesn’t pause until he’s finished 

talking. “Do you understand what I’m saying?” he asks, and you stay quiet. All around you, 

bicycles flit past, soundless splotches against the pavement. You follow them with your eyes 

because you don’t want to meet his, but they’re moving fast enough that the figures bleed into 

each other like ink. Jonah tries again: “Eliza?” 

 You ignore him. You watch the bicycles and remember that time only months ago, when 

you and Jonah had gone cycling together—not at the beach, but on the grassy hill behind your 

apartment, where a dirt path had been cleared for hikers. Jonah’s tire had caught on a chink in the 

ground, and he’d been thrown over his handlebars, rocks cutting into his knees like glass. 

Alarmed at the blood, you knelt to examine his wounds—they weren’t as bad as they looked, just 

shallow gashes above his shins. You pressed the hem of your T-shirt to the cuts; he was still as 

you cleaned, carefully extracting the rock fragments, the dregs of sediment. When the blood 

stopped, you traced a finger along the cuts and said, “These are going to scar.” You don’t 



 

 

remember him saying anything, not even “thank you,” but he slipped his hand into yours and you 

loved how his skin felt against your own: strong and solid and alive. 

 Now you wonder if Jonah still has those scars. He’s saying things like, Move On, Try 

New People, Stay Friends, but you’re just staring at his legs, at the marks etched across his 

knees—long and thin and white, crossing over each other like segments in a plane. “I have to 

go,” you tell him. 

 “Let me drive you home at least.” He places a wary hand on your shoulder, but you flinch 

and he returns it to his side.  

 “I have to—” 

 “Please Liza,” he says, cutting you off. “Where else are you going to go?” 

  

II.  

 You were five when your dad started taking you to Montauk to see the ocean. Two, three 

times a year, until you were old enough to argue with him about it. Even then you hated the 

beach, hated the winding drive up to the cove, the rags of seaweed that clung to your knees and 

the clumps of sand that plastered your feet. At five thirty, before either of you had properly 

shaken the sleep from your eyes, he’d set out along the highway in his dilapidated Camaro, the 

engine wheezing and the trunk empty except for a couple of sandwiches wrapped in plastic. He 

always went in November, when all the tourists had deserted the place—with good reason, too, 

because by then the water was cold enough to leave the skin on your toes tender and aching. 

Your mom told him he was crazy. But he didn’t seem to care, just laughed with his chest and 

said he couldn’t have his only daughter turning out a city-slicker. 



 

 

 The worst part was the waves. As soon as the car pulled up to the craggy overpass above 

the water, you were jerked awake by the sound of them churning and frothing below you. The 

tide was always too high for your dad to set the towels out on the sand, so you sat on a rock 

embankment by the parking lot instead. Even there, the waves still reached you, collecting in 

pools around your feet and seeping into the spaces between your toes. Your dad liked to wade up 

to his waist in the surf, but you never accompanied him, not in all the times he took you there. 

“We didn’t come here for nothing Eliza,” he’d said once, lifting you up by the armpits and 

depositing you in front of the shore. “Can’t you try it at least?” But you preferred to stay by the 

towels, to flip through movie magazines beneath the umbrella.   

 Some days, men from the nearby town tried to fish off the pier. They usually left empty-

handed, and you’d only ever seen them make one catch—a bass the size of a basketball. When 

the man removed it from his hook, you watched the fish squirming around on the dock, its thick 

body twisted into a comma shape. The other men gathered around, admiring. “You gonna keep 

it?” one asked.  

 “Nah,” the man said. And then, “What would I do with it?”  

 The bass was still now. He took it in his hands, examined the white of its belly. He 

looked out towards the ocean, and then back at the fish, like he was making a decision. Finally, 

he grabbed it by the tail, flung it back into the sea.  

 You sat there for a while, watching the water. You thought you saw the fish resurface for 

a second—a head, the tip of a fin—but when you looked again it had disappeared. This scared 

you a little—thinking about the currents and shoals and colonies: all the things you couldn’t see. 

How the waves fanned out across the beach and swallowed everything in their path, left the sand 

naked and empty. You wondered what else was down there.  



 

 

 

III.  

 Jonah parks in front of your apartment and cuts the engine. You move to open the door, 

but he says, “Wait,” and so you do. He keeps his eyes down. Silence swells thick and heavy 

between you. “Eliza—” he starts. 

 “You don’t have to apologize, Jonah.” 

 “I wasn’t going to apologize.” 

 “What then?” you ask him, more caustically than you’d intended. 

 He exhales long. “It doesn’t have to be like this,” he says. 

 You don’t respond. You run your fingers over the arm rest, pick at the particles of dirt 

encrusted in the leather. When his parents had first bought him the car, he’d sworn to keep it 

spotless. Now the seats are grimy and stained, plastered with mud, food residue, tattered scraps 

of paper. 

 “I have to go,” you say. 

 “Eliza,” Jonah says, and he keeps his mouth open like he might say something more. But 

you’re already pushing the door open and stepping out into the street.  

 

IV. 

 The day your dad moved to Manhattan, two years ago, Jonah had appeared uninvited at 

your door. “Hey Liza,” he’d said, and held out a plastic shopping bag like an offering. “I got you 

a present.” You had just started dating then—a couple of weeks, maybe a month, into it—and 

Jonah still liked to do things like this: startle you, try to shake you from your bearings. In the 

doorway, he looked the same as he always had: thin shoulders, dark hair cut severely at the ears. 



 

 

Something in your face must have betrayed you, because he fixed you with concerned eyes. 

“Eliza—what’s wrong?” 

 You motioned for him to follow you up the stairs. He hung back, newly awkward, 

examining the tips of his fingers in a way you’d never seen before. “You can come in,” you said, 

and felt a strange pleasure at the curtness in your voice.   

 You led him up to your bedroom, where he set the bag down on your desk. “It’s just a 

little thing,” he said. “Something I found at the mall.” 

 You reached a hand gingerly into the bag, lifting out a red linen scarf. For a moment, you 

stared at it numbly. Then you raised your eyes to meet Jonah’s. “Thank you.” You crossed the 

room and sat down on the edge of your bed. “Really. Thank you.”  

 Jonah sank down beside you. “Liza, I can always tell when something is up with you.” 

 “Can you?” you snapped, and immediately felt guilty. This had nothing to do with him. 

 “Yes.” His eyebrows knitted together the way they did when he wanted to say something 

but couldn’t force it out. You felt a sudden tenderness, remembering all the times he’d looked at 

you like this. “If you want me to go, I will.”  

 “No, Jonah, I—” You paused and searched his face. Neither of you spoke for a while, 

just listened to the snow beating on the rafters. Jonah’s gaze drifted from your face over to your 

dad’s boxes, which were lined up in the hallway, their flaps sealed with masking tape. They were 

books, mostly; your dad hadn’t been able to fit them all in his car, along with the clothes, the 

television set. Earlier that morning, you had helped him pile boxes into the trunk. The snow had 

just started falling then, spiraling down in wisps, and through the sheet of white you thought you 

saw your mom, watching from behind the screen door. But when you turned to look she was 

gone.  



 

 

 “The movers are taking them to Manhattan on Saturday,” you said to Jonah. 

 “What?” 

 “The boxes. They’re going to Manhattan on Saturday.” 

 “You’re moving to Manhattan?” 

 “My dad is.”  

 Jonah looked at you, and then back at the boxes. He understood. “Oh,” he said. “Wow. I-

I didn’t—”  

 “You didn’t what?” you demanded. You felt yourself getting mad. “What do you mean, 

Jonah?” 

 He didn’t respond. When you looked up his face hung close to yours, his lips parted 

slightly, his eyes wide and unblinking. This was something you loved about him—how 

sometimes he just kept quiet, let you catch your breath. 

 “Jonah…” You exhaled. “I’m sorry, okay? I’ve been dealing with a lot of shit recently. 

But I’m trying to work through it. I’m going to work through it.” 

 “You aren’t going to do anything alone,” Jonah said.  You felt his knee brush yours—

deliberately or not, you didn’t know—and right then you wanted nothing more than to believe 

him. 

      — — — 

 Later, after he had left, you slipped on your coat and Jonah’s scarf and went outside. 

Started to walk. You walked past the pharmacy, the gym, your old elementary school with the 

flagpole out front. You didn’t know where you were going, but you kept walking anyway, the 

faces around you smearing into each other like charcoal. You whispered the street names as you 

passed them, savoring the feel of the consonants on your tongue, their metallic click. It was 



 

 

darker now—the snow was only getting worse. Your feet started to ache, so you sat down on the 

stoop of a brick, pressed your hands to your eyes.  

 “Hey kid, you okay?”  

 You looked up. A man stood above you—long hair, dark eyes; he was young, you 

thought, younger than your dad at least. A woman stood beside him, pretty in a woolen coat, 

holding a baby swaddled with blankets. “I’m fine,” you said to him. “Thanks.” 

 The woman gave you a concerned look. “Are you sure? You’re not lost?” You hesitated, 

and so she pressed on. “Do you have someone you can call?” She rummaged in her coat, 

removed a battered cell phone, and held it out to you. 

 You remembered how, when you were younger, your dad had used to call home from his 

business trips, to Chicago or Boston or LA. You had never understood exactly what his job was, 

or why it meant he had to board a plane every other week, fly thousands of miles away. Media 

consultant, he’d explained to you once, vaguely, and you pictured him haggling with men in dark 

suits, poring over papers stacked like bricks. If you picked up the phone, he’d ask, “Is Mom 

there?” before saying anything else, even “Hello” or “How are you?” You’d say yes, hand your 

mom the phone, and when she took it from you there would be this secret smile on her face, like 

she was seeing something no one else could. You hadn’t seen that smile in months—years 

even—and you thought that maybe if she just smiled that way again, everything would fit back 

together. Now, when your dad called home from his trips, he never asked for your mom, talking 

to you instead about your homework, television shows, books he recommended you read. 

 You touched Jonah’s scarf around your neck, felt its cool weight against your skin. 

“Yeah,” you said to the woman. “I do.”  

 

V.  



 

 

 Now, through your bedroom window, you watch Jonah’s car disappear into the darkness.  

 Your mom is late at work, so you sit on your bed and spoon chicken out of a paper 

carton. You think about calling your dad, but remember that he’s flying to Los Angeles tonight, 

that he won’t be able to check his phone until the morning. Instead, you switch on the TV, 

whipping through homework problems with your feet propped against the pillows.  

 Some nights you love living in Brooklyn. Love the blare of activity outside your window, 

the way streets whir. But you feel constrained tonight. Boxed in. Your head still hurts, so you 

pull an aspirin out of the bathroom cabinet, force it down with water from the faucet. 

 At ten, the Friends marathon ends, and at eleven, you hear your mom’s footsteps on the 

staircase. Your apartment, wedged into the third floor of a large brownstone, has obtrusively 

inappropriate flooring—hardwood that amplifies the slightest movement. You can tell she’s in 

your room without looking up, her shoes slapping like blocks against the floor. “Hi Eliza,” your 

mom says. “Why aren’t you in bed? It’s nearly midnight.” 

 “It’s 11:16, Mom,” you say, penciling in the last of your homework problems. 

 “Does it matter? You need sleep.” She almost sounds angry, but you realize it’s probably 

just fatigue. You reach for your backpack, stuffing papers haphazardly into the pocket. When 

you move to pull out the light, she continues, satisfied, down the hall to her bedroom, dropping 

her bag on the floor with another loud thud.  

 Your mom is the kind of person with a schedule. She keeps little moleskin calendar 

books in her purse for this exact purpose—a page for every day of the month, black lines for 

each hour. In them, she records her various commitments, her lunch meetings and tennis dates, 

your school activities. Friday: office party. Monday: yoga lesson. Ten o’clock: Eliza’s bed time. 

Not at all like you, who often forget to practice before your piano lessons or turn in your 



 

 

schoolwork on time. Maybe that’s why, in spite of everything, you’ve always gotten along better 

with your dad—your dad, with his fleeting clients, his spontaneous business trips.  

 Your mom reappears in your room wearing her nightgown. “Good night Eliza,” she says, 

loud enough that you can tell she knows you’re not asleep.  

 “‘Night.”  

 “Wait Eliza—” 

 You sit up under the covers, wish she would leave. “What’s up?” you ask her.  

 “I forgot to ask. How was your day today?” 

 “Fine. I kinda just hung around.” 

 “Did you see Jonah?” 

 “No,” you say, and your mom lifts her eyebrows imperceptibly. You’re a terrible liar. 

“Yesterday,” you correct. “We went to the beach.” 

 She looks at you like she doesn’t entirely believe you, but doesn’t press any further. 

Neither of you moves; your mom just stands there in the middle of your room, her arms twisted 

awkwardly in front of her chest. Finally, she says, “Pretty uneventful, huh?” and walks back out 

into the hall.  

 You nod into your pillow. 

 

VI.   

 Soon after your dad left, once everything had started to settle back into place, you visited 

his apartment in Manhattan. You had to ring a bell before entering the building, and when the 

concierge’s voice rang through the intercom—Who would you like to visit today?—you just said, 

“Goulding,” like you were his business partner or something. You didn’t have a key to operate 



 

 

the elevator, so you had to make the trek up to the sixth story by foot. Your dad’s apartment was 

tucked into a corner by the vending machine, almost out of sight. He opened the door before you 

even had a chance to knock. “Hey Lizzie,” he said, stepping out into the hall. “Come in. Please. 

Make yourself at home.” 

 You followed him into the living room, which was cramped and shrunken, shriveled, like 

dried fruit. Your dad had taken some furniture from the Brooklyn apartment—the stand-up desk, 

the oriental rug from the den—but he hadn’t arranged it the way it had used to be, had just 

shoved it all into the living room. Now he sank into an arm chair, motioned for you to do the 

same. “So?” he asked, smiling with the side of his mouth. “What do you think?” 

 “I don’t know.” You tried to smile back, but didn’t sit down. 

 Your dad stood and crossed over to the window, which had been left open despite the 

cold. “You don’t know,” he repeated. “I guess I can understand that.” It was January and still 

snowy, so the horde of cars outside had thinned to a narrow strip. You listened to them moving, 

to their wheels grappling and sputtering on the ice, and thought about the subway you’d take 

back to Brooklyn later that day—the serpentine curve of the track, the silver benches lining the 

walls like pews. You thought about the metro route tucked beneath the street: about circuits, 

synapses, the way the trains were always by and through and in Brooklyn but never of it. You 

wondered if that was how it would feel for your dad now, if that was all Brooklyn would be to 

him—a halfway station, a brief stop on the way to a conference or lunch meeting, maybe a light 

and a sign before the conductor blew his whistle and moved on.  

 Your dad turned away from the window. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll show you the rest of 

the apartment.” 

 



 

 

VII.  

 For weeks after the breakup, you avoid Jonah like a ghost. You take a new route to 

school, one that cuts a wide berth around his apartment. On Saturdays, which you’d normally 

reserved for him, you go out with your friends: to movies, stores, restaurants. When you see him 

at school, you keep your head down—you know his face is full of questions, you can feel the 

pressure of his eyes on your neck, but if you don’t look up you can convince yourself nothing is 

there.  

 One morning, your dad calls your cell phone, asks if you have anything planned for the 

weekend. “I’m not sure Dad,” you say, although you have absolutely nothing planned. “Why do 

you ask?” 

 “I was wondering if you’d be up for a beach trip this Saturday. To Montauk. Just the two 

of us, you know, like old times.”  

 “I hate the beach,” you remind him.  

 “Yes,” your dad says, “but we haven’t been there in ages. And I really want to see you.” 

 “Can’t you just see me at Pizza Hut or something?” 

 “Eliza.”  

 He sighs through the receiver, and you feel something hollow in your chest. “Fine,” you 

hear yourself saying. “I’ll come.” 

— — — 

 Your dad pulls up to the beach around one. He gets out of the car and starts to unpack the 

trunk: folding chairs, towels, three containers of sun block. You split the equipment between 

yourselves and head down the rocky path to the sand, careful to step around the patchwork of 

weeds pushing up through the dirt. Forsythias bloom along the edges of the path, and you 



 

 

remember walking past these same flowers almost ten years before, a sullen shadow behind your 

father. They were always bare back then, stripped to dusty stalks, but it’s summer now and their 

blossoms emerge in acrylic colors. You know this happens every year, but you still feel a little 

twinge of sadness: that things grow and change and die, whether you’re watching them or not.  

 The path tapers off into the main beach, where your dad stops and motions for you to set 

the chairs down. Slipping out of his shorts, he says, “I’m going to check out the water for a bit. 

Don’t have too much fun, okay?” 

 You smile. You watch him make his way down to the shore, wading into the current with 

his arms out like propellors. When the water reaches up to his chest, he stops, turns to give you a 

mocking glance. “Aw, c’mon Lizzie,” he calls. “It isn’t that cold.”  

 He steps back closer to the beach, so that when the tide surges forward only his feet are 

submersed in water. You watch him for a little longer. The waves retreat again, leave his skin 

bare, exposed. Clean. 

 Maybe you’ll join him.  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 


