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Prologue

The rain blurs the world outside the diner, turns it into a mirage that shifts in the wind and the water and the light. He cradles a cup of hot cocoa in his hands and takes a sip. Our eyes meet, and he smiles—a chocolate-lipped smile. This is his favorite place, despite, or maybe because of, the dirty floors and broken jukebox, a modern diner going for the fifties feel, but sticking with modern prices.

I take an envelope from my coat pocket and slide it over to him.

“For graduation,” I say.

“I told you, you didn’t have to get me anything,” he says, stressing the “told,” and setting the cocoa down on the table for emphasis.

“Yes,” I say. “But you didn’t mean it. Everyone likes a gift. It means I was thinking about you.”

He rolls his eyes and I feel old. When I woke up today, my back hurt, and I thought it must be the weather. Then I thought, My God, I’m attributing my back pain to variations in humidity. I’ve turned into a cliché. Was I sleeping when this Kafkaesque transformation took place? I must’ve been, else it would not be properly Kafkaesque. And then I stopped thinking altogether—too much of that particular good thing will leave you a philosopher, and who has the time for such impractical occupations? What do we need philosophy for, when we have airplanes and helicopters, and trains that go 500 miles an hour, or however fast trains go now? I’ve thought to tell him this, to warn him that the market value for Aristotelian Ethics is near nil, but I know he wouldn’t listen.

He insists he wants to study philosophy when he goes off to college, and this, I realize, is largely my fault. Normal fathers do not tell their sons about Socrates and Plato before they can even hold their heads up. What have I led him to? Like Daedalus, I want very much for my son to fly. Like Daedalus, I am afraid he will fall.

“You’re worrying,” he says. Not a question.

I sigh. Before I can reply, the waitress asks us if we’re ready. I order a cheeseburger. He orders a milkshake and fries. Which is ridiculous, the milkshake I mean. It’s freezing out there, all he’s wearing is his paper-thin Class of ’26 T-shirt, and he hasn’t even finished his hot chocolate. I wanted to take him out for a decent meal to celebrate his graduation, yet here we sit, waiting on fries and a cheeseburger at a mediocre diner in the middle of a cyclone.

“Diners have good milkshakes,” he says, as if that explains everything. Maybe it does. He picks up the envelope. “Would you like me to open it now?”

“No,” I say, and mean it. When he sees how much money I’ve given him, he will give me this pitying look, and it will kill me. “It’s just money.”

He shrugs. “That’s what Mom and Dad gave me.”

You’d think I’d be used to it by now. His calling them his parents. But I’m not.

“Just don’t spend it all on alcohol and drugs and—” “Condoms” is the next word I have in mind, but I can’t bring myself to say it. I pick my cocoa up and chug it.

He humors me with a grin, and says, “Cold?”

I nod. Set the cup down. “I have something else for you, too,” I say. “A story.”

“Oh?” he says, and I think he realizes there’s more to my gift than a piece of green paper with a picture of some dead guy on it.

“It’s about something that happened to me when I was around your age,” I add hurriedly. “It has to do with you.”
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Every Quest Begins With a Call—Or Two

My phone rings, but I don’t get up.

In my dream, the teacher hands out frogs, living frogs, and lectures: “Frogs produce smaller air bubbles than humans, who in turn produce smaller air bubbles than llamas. We find this out by drowning the species in question, of course. Please drown your frog and make sure to measure the diameter of its air bubbles, rounding to the nearest significant digit. Tomorrow we’ll measure the bubbles produced by our lab partners, and the day after that, the students that are left will move on to the llamas.” Some people dream of epic heroes’ quests, of saving the universe from a great evil, and I get dreams about the differentiation of air bubbles across species.

Around nine I roll myself into a sitting position, finger the gunk out of my eyes, examine it for a moment, then launch it across the room to where I don’t have to immediately deal with it. My roommate’s snores filter down from the top bunk.

My cell is on my desk. The blinking red light of a missed call flashes across the room. Damn. I missed Bob. I try calling her back, but she doesn’t answer. She’s always losing her phone, misplacing it; broke it a few times from chucking it, because she couldn’t get the idiotskaya electronica to work.

I call my grandma “Bob” because I’m too lazy to bother with the alternatives; namely, “Babushka,” “Baba,” and “starpur,” the Russian version of old fart. Bob has Alzheimer’s, and it’s my birthday, so her call means today’s one of those days, one of those moments, a flash, when she remembers me.

Partly to distract myself from the guilt, but mostly out of habit, I turn on my computer and wait for Windows to load. I don’t capitalize “god” but I always capitalize “Windows.” I spend much of my life in front of a screen, plugged into the matrix, looking through a Window into my virtual life. Still waiting on a black dude with a name that sounds like a drug to show up and teach me kung fu, though.

I log in to Facebook and I’m so depressed I want to laugh. Fifteen Facebook friends have wished me a happy birthday so far. I’ve never really cared about birthdays, honestly—I mean, it’s just another day—but to see all these people, most of whom I don’t know or in a few years won’t remember, wishing me a happy birthday makes me feel like I should care. Like it should be a special day, like it should mean something.

I think I hate Facebook.

I lean back in my chair and stare out the window. When I’m thirty years old, will I still get a bunch of people I don’t know wishing me a happy birthday? Will that number dwindle over the years? Will, year by year, some people who’ve forgotten me remember and some people who’ve remembered me forget? What’s the point of it all, for any of us, if that’s the way it goes—if the way it ends is with me logging in to Facebook at ninety years old, bald and fat and wearing a diaper and not remembering how to get to the toilet, which is why I’m wearing a diaper in the first place, and seeing, what? Fifteen people I don’t know wishing me a happy birthday? And each of my fifteen with fifteen of their own, on and on, a miserable network of Happy Birthday Facebook wishes connecting the entire world, the entire human race, until one day we nuke ourselves and it all goes black and there are no more happy birthdays for anyone.

Sometimes I get like this, depressed I mean, but I’m not one of those crazies, you know, a danger to themselves and others, nothing like that. Never even contemplated suicide, though in a few seconds I will be contemplating jumping out a window. It’s hot—seventy, maybe more, my T-shirt’s wet on my body, it feels more miserable than it has any right to for a March morning in our great moose-infested state of Maine. I wheel over to open the window, slide it all the way up. I have to stand so I can reach the screen, to slide it down into place. Instead I stick my hand out.

What if I jump? What if I jump, now? I don’t want to die, but getting hurt would be kind of nice, you know? Like two years ago, when I got my appendix out. Everyone from class sent Get Well cards and Tommy skipped school to spend a day with me playing video games in the hospital. Yeah, that’s selfish, but remembering your friend because he almost kicked it is just as selfish.

I turn away from the window. The attention would last a couple weeks, max. Then everyone would go back to their own lives, and everything would be the same. But, unlike when I got my appendix out, I might be crippled for life.

I walk on over to my desk, pull open a drawer, shuffle through video game boxes and CDs and pencils and pens and a worn pink eraser I never use but bring to school every quarter anyway. I grab the bottle of pills, sit back down on my chair, and stare at the bottle. Painkillers. From a few months back, when I got into a fight with a fence over the arbitrary authority by which it goes about the supremely arrogant task of delineating space. The fence won the tiff, but, fractured ankle aside, I’d like to think I’ll win the war. I set the painkillers on the desk and check under my bed. That’s where I keep my water. There isn’t any left, so I stuff the pills in my pocket.

“Hey,” comes my roommate Alan’s I’m-still-three-quarters-sleeping voice.

I spin around. “Hey,” I say, too loud.

He frowns at me, head about three inches off the pillow, and says, “Feel like I wanted to say something to you. But I forget. I’ll remember.”

“That’s all right.”

“Jack,” he says, suddenly concerned. “It is a Saturday, right?”

“Yeah,” I say. “No worries.”

“Phew,” he says. His head drops back down. Almost every Saturday Alan groggily asks me if it’s really the weekend—like he can’t quite believe it himself. He’s a nice guy, Alan, as nice a roommate as you could hope for, but we don’t really do anything together aside from, well, sleeping together. It’s just that kind of a relationship.

I have my hand on our doorknob when—voices in the hall. When they’re gone I nudge the door open and head for the bathroom. A guy’s in the shower, singing something about how we’re meant to be together in a voice that he really should keep a firm leash and a choke collar on if he insists on taking it out in public.

I set the bottle of pills on the shelf below the mirror. My reflection has a zit coming up on his forehead. It hurts to touch. He squeezes anyway, and bites at the inside of his lip. It explodes; a bit of yellow-white pus hits him in the eye and slides down, down, like a tear.

How many pills will kill me and how many will almost kill me? That is the question. It’s a fine line, probably. I open the bottle, look inside, frown. Pull the cotton ball out.

I turn on the faucet and hold my hands under the warm water. Close my eyes. Breathe. Breathe. I’m about to down my first pill when my cell rings. Once, twice, three times. The guy in the shower stops singing. I take it out of my pocket.

My breath catches when I see the number.
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The Sage, the Hero, the Road to McDonald’s

Getting to John Bapst’s cramped student parking lot is something of an odyssey even on those days when you didn’t just get a call from your ex-girlfriend saying she’s about to have your kid in some random-ass hospital named after a missionary whose efforts to evangelize the Irish we commemorate once a year by binge-drinking and oh, by the way, Happy Birthday. The parking lot is so far away our student handbook refers to it as being “off campus.”

At a traffic light I run into my history teacher, Mr. Jackson, jogging in place while waiting for the “WALK” signal. He nods at me, red-faced and sweaty, and gasps, “Good morning, Mr. Polovsky.” I say, “Morning, Mr. Jackson.” I could stop him, maybe just talk to him for a few minutes. To give my brain sometime to—I don’t know—process. But I don’t. I don’t like Mr. Jackson much. If only I could take “The World in Antiquity” with Mr. Fox all over again, instead of Jackson’s boring-ass US/local history that makes me want to drink hemlock.

Case in point: last semester, Mr. Jackson made us pick a local event of major historic significance to write a research paper on. This was something of a paradoxical assignment, as nothing of “major historic significance” has ever taken place in Maine, much less Bangor. I thought and thought, and finally decided to do my paper on our first lawsuit, in 1790, in which a Mr. Buswell sued a Mr. Wall after the latter called the former “an old damned gray-headed bugger of Hell.” Mr. Jackson had written “Cute, Mr. Polovsky,” and given me a B-minus. Apparently, you get marked down for cuteness. After all, John Bapst Memorial is a serious academic institution devoted wholeheartedly to the intellectual development of its pupils. Our motto is “Integrity, Achievement, Respect” for Christ’s sake! This is not the sort of place where you can make a joke of your research paper and not get a B-minus. How could I possibly have expected less from the school that produced the wife of Stephen King?

Wait. How can I be thinking about my B-minus last semester WHEN I’M ABOUT TO HAVE A KID? AND WHAT DOES TABITHA KING HAVE TO DO WITH ANYTHING?

At my car I fumble with the keys. Then I’m in, and driving. When I told her she should get an abortion she told me she never wanted to see me or my little pecker again. I thought this was a low blow and said she was acting like it was that special time of the month. She screamed, “No, you idiot, I’m pregnant,” and threw a chair at me. She threw a goddamn chair at me. Did I let that stop me? No. I left a million messages. Showed up, I don’t know, like a dozen times. And what did she do? She told me it was none of my business anymore and threw another chair at me. Now she wants me back. For what? So we can start a jolly old family together? So she can make me watch as she gives my kid away for adoption? Fuck that shit.

Half an hour later, I’m at Jess’s bedside and Doctor Winters, a gray-mustached little man with a brown stain on his coat, is saying, “Young man, you must be the father. What’s your name?”

“No,” Jess says. “No. He’s—its—he’s just Jack. A friend. I guess.”

I smile awkwardly at the doctor and he smiles awkwardly at me. He gives us a nod, clears his throat, and says, “Well. Jack and Jess. I’ll give you two a few minutes alone, then. Call if you need anything.”

Then we’re alone.

“Everyone else I know is either drunk, on vacation, or dead,” she says, and sniffs.

“Oh,” I say, looking at her enormous belly. I did this to her. I . . . did this to her. And then she threw two chairs at me. Not at the same time. Probably a couple months apart. Still. Two chairs. Or rather, the same chair, two times.

“And it’s your birthday, and his birthday—what’re the odds of that?—so I figured maybe—” She leaves the thought unfinished.

“Three-sixty-five times three-sixty-five,” I tell her.

“—what?”

“Three-sixty five times three-sixty-five. Three-sixty-five squared. That’s—those are the odds.”

When she doesn’t respond, I keep talking. I need to fill the space between us with words. “How are you going to, you know, take care of it with school and all?” My thoughts are everywhere: St. Patrick’s? Really? What kind of hospital names itself St. Patrick’s? And if you have half a brain you’ll give the kid up for adoption, and But shouldn’t I get to have a say in that decision? And I’m not sure I want to give it up for adoption, and Does that mean I don’t have half a brain? and . . .

She looks at me, hard. “I’m giving him up for adoption,” she says. “Already met the family. Just have to sign.”

“Him?” I ask.

“Yes.” A tear runs down her face. I turn away.

A long silence follows. I say, “I’m sorry,” in a soft voice. I’m not sure she even hears me. When she finally breaks the silence, it is with a long moan.

Waiting room. The room where we wait. The room where I sit, with my legs crossed, and then uncrossed. Where the lady on one side of me talks loud on her phone, but I can’t get too mad at her—she’s crying, crying to her sister or her mother or whomever. She has the volume of her phone turned up so loud I hear both sides of the conversation, except for the times when her sobs drown out whoever’s on the other end. Why is she here alone? Why is she waiting alone?

The boy to my left—no more than eight years old, his feet don’t even reach the floor—looks warily from me to his mother, to me again, and asks, “You’re waiting for someone too? I’m waiting for my brother.” I open my mouth to explain. Nothing comes out. Finally I say, “I’m waiting for my friend. My friend’s in there, and she’s having a baby. And I’m waiting for her.” Though I don’t want to hear, though I really don’t want to hear, I ask the boy “Is your brother okay?”

“He took too many pills. On accident. Too much medicine is bad for you.”

I nod. Yes. Yes, it is.

I make a list of all the things that could go wrong.


• The baby could be stillborn.

• Jess could have complications. Jess could die.

• The baby could be stillborn.

• Jess could have complications. Jess could die.

• The baby could be stillborn. The baby could be stillborn. And Jess . . .



A nurse passes by, and I get up, ask her, “Do you know where the vending machines are?” She points and says, “Down that hall right there, by the bathrooms.”

What a nice place to keep the food.

I even laugh a little, though it’s not funny.

At the vending machines I stand awhile, and my mind drifts to the party where I met Jess.

I nod at a guy dry-humping the couch a few feet away and say, “Classy party, huh?”

She follows my gaze and shrugs. “Party’s a party. Only thing that varies is the quality of the alcohol.”

“I don’t really even like alcohol,” I say, looking at the drink in my hand. Piss in a cup could probably pass for beer. In terms of appearance and taste.

“Me neither,” she says.

“But being drunk is kinda fun,” I say with a grin.

“I’ll drink to that,” she says, and raises her own cup of piss.

We clink.

A man exits the nearby bathroom and I feel suddenly self-conscious. I get M&Ms and a Coke and return to my seat. The damn M&Ms won’t open, and sometimes, sometimes the umbilical cord strangles a baby before it’s born, the baby gets wrapped up in it and turns blue.

I feel a tap on the shoulder. A nurse. Her smile. She’s smiling.

“Your friend is fine,” she tells me. “She and the baby are fine. They’re resting. We’ll want to keep the mother here awhile, just to make sure everything’s all right. If you’d like, you can follow me and I’ll bring you to them.”

I remain sitting.

“Can you just—I think I need a minute. I—umm, I’d like to finish my M&Ms.”

That’s what I tell her. “I’d like to finish my M&Ms.”

The first M&M is green: Early October. We hadn’t spoken in two weeks. Jess called, asked me to come over.

Brown: I drove to her dorm thinking she’s going to break up with me. Fun was had during the summer, I would know, I was there, after all, but with her friends back on campus, she didn’t need some kid who hadn’t even taken the SATs yet hanging around anymore. People move on. C’est la vie, Jacky-boy. Learn some French for Christ’s sake. All her consensual-age “college” friends probably know French.

Green: Actually, Dan-the-swimmer was a classics major. Taking Advanced Latin that semester, the douche.

Orange: And then there was Carol.

Brown: Carol had a major in prelaw. She intended to go to law school (Columbia, to be precise, the facilities were apparently to her liking) to learn law. Which meant her four years of undergrad would be spent—what—studying the “pre” part of “prelaw”? I just didn’t get it.

Blue: “Jack, sometimes I get the feeling you don’t like my friends.”

Blue: “Jack, sometimes I get the feeling you’re jealous.”

Yellow: “I don’t know what you’re talking about Jess. Your friends are—fabulous.”

“Fabulous?”

“Fabulous.”

“I might believe you if not for the fact that I’ve never heard you call anything fabulous. Ever.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I call things fabulous all the time.”

“And the expression on your face—”

“My dear, that’s the face I make when I’m with you. If you don’t like it—”

“No darling, that’s the face you make when you’re taking shots of cheap vodka with me.”

“I—love—cheap vodka.”

Red: “She’s a prelaw major, Jess. I mean, Christ, not to be judgmental or anything but that’s almost as bad as communications.”

“Not everyone gives a shit about Nietzsche and infinite return, Jack. In fact, it might be just you.”

“Eternal return.”

“What?”

“It’s eternal return.”

“Whatever.”

Brown: We’d called or texted or Facebooked every day during the summer. How had we come to this? First bickering, then a two-week silence complete with imaginary tumbleweeds rolling through the metaphorical desert wasteland of our relationship. Of course she was breaking up with me. I blamed Dan.

Red: When I got to her room, she sat down with me on her bed, wouldn’t meet my eye. She started telling me how in bio lab that day she’d dissected a frog. “Inside the frog, Jack, there were all these—so many—eggs. I talked to the professor after class. Frogs can lay up to thirty thousand eggs at a time. Did you know that?”

Orange: I didn’t know what to say to this. In my head I’d been rehearsing my “Farewell, you bitch” speech, because it hurt, the thought of her breaking up with me. I thought I loved Jess; sometimes when we held hands or plain old talked, nothing big, for no reason I’d feel so excited, so goddamn fucking excited just being close to her. I didn’t know if that was the “love” everybody talks so much about, but I didn’t want to give it up—her, the feeling, love, lust, chemicals doing a jig in my brain, whatever—and so I was going to make our parting of ways as difficult as possible. But instead of breaking up with me she went off and gave me a dissertation on frogs. And proceeded to regard me with such expectation, like it was so painfully obvious to her how I ought to respond.

Yellow: “It’s probably because of the mortality rate,” I managed.

“What?”

“The mortality rate,” I said. “I mean, thirty thousand probably sounds like a lot, but I bet only a tiny percentage of those frogs would have ever grown into adults and gone on to reproduce.”

Silence. Then, “Jack?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re an asshole.”

“What?”

“You’re a fucking asshole. A goddamn fucking asshole. A gigantic—”

“Hey, I mean, I’m not the one who went and killed the frog. You’re the one who—”

“Jack, I’m pregnant.”

“—split her open to draw her small intestine.”

We stared at each other.

“Sorry?” I finally croaked.

Brown: It was like she’d been waiting for the signal and I’d just unwittingly given it. It amazed me how quickly Jess’s voice grew so loud and went so high. I got enough to understand that my insensitivity to the plight of frogkind was only the most recent in a long series of wrongs. “Didn’t I ask you if you put the damn rubber on right? Didn’t I say ‘Jack, that looks a little off?’ Didn’t I say that? Didn’t you tell me it was fine? You’d done it before. Wink wink. Nudge nudge. Ha ha. ‘Not like I haven’t done this before.’ Well I guess it was a little off, Jack—and now I’m a little pregnant, a little knocked up, have a little bun in my little oven—what am I going to do? What am I even going to do? I was waiting for you to call. I’ve been wanting to tell you—two weeks already. And now you’re only here after I called you, practically told you to get your ass over here, but nothing’s changed, nothing’s fixed, surprise fricking surprise,” and finally, she said with a half-sob, “I know it’s superficial, but I don’t want to be fat.”

Green: I looked at her with wide eyes and said the only words that I could think of. “It’s going to be okay.”

Green: She reached over, grasped her pillow with one immaculately manicured hand, and smacked me in the face with it. And again.

Putting my hands up, I said, “Ow—Jess! What the hell! You got me in the eye that time!”

“Oh, did I? Did I get you in your eye? I’m so sorry!” She swung again. “It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay? Easy for you to say! You can just hit and run!”

“What?”

“You heard me. I’m surprised you didn’t run off the second I told you.”

Blue: Her words sank in. She kept it to herself for two weeks, waiting for me . . .

“You didn’t tell anyone? Anyone else?”

The arm holding the pillow relaxed a bit. “No.”

Red: “I don’t know how you did it, Jess,” I said, and gave her a weak smile. “If I got pregnant and had to keep quiet about it for two weeks—I would—I don’t know.”

Orange: Jess let the pillow drop. “You pregnant would be a nightmare. You’re already so needy.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I am not needy.”

“Oh, yeah, you are.”

“No, I’m not.”

Brown: “Admit it, Jack. It was your wounded sense of masculine pride that kept you from picking up the damn phone.”

“My masculine pride has nothing to do with anything. Though I’m not going to lie, I’m of the opinion that a girlfriend shouldn’t laugh when her boyfriend loses in an arm-wrestling match—”

“I knew it—”

“And besides, Dan cheated.”

“How is that, Jack? How does one cheat at arm-wrestling?”

“By having like fifty pounds on me—”

“You were arm-wrestling, Jack, not sumo-wrestling—”

“Yeah, well, his arm weighs more than mine, and why are we even
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