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For Ariel




4 Conflicting Parts of Himself Darren Jacobs Attempts to Ignore as He Tries to Ask a Particular Eleventh-Grade Girl for a Really Big Favor on Friday, April 25, at 10:38 a.m.


1. His reluctance to become a screwup/stoner/delinquent. Because he might be taking a step closer to turning into any or all of those things if he asks her this favor (and she agrees to do it). Or even just deals with someone like this particular girl, who (based on the cigarette and the all-black outfit and the piercings) is pretty clearly a screwup and/or stoner, but probably not an actual delinquent. At least, Darren hopes she’s not, but who knows anything for sure at this point? Certainly not Darren, who keeps finding out that people aren’t who he thought they were.


2. His curiosity to see what would happen if he did something that a screwup/stoner/delinquent would do. Just this once. Because overall he’s been a pretty well-behaved kid his whole life, so then what’s the big deal, seriously, with doing something maybe not so smart just this one time?


3. His desire to kiss her, and have her kiss him back, right here and right now. There’s no way that’s going to happen, even though all it would take is the two of them wanting it to. Because you see kids kissing and even totally making out at North High pretty much every day, so it’s not like he’s fantasizing about walking on the moon or anything here. And it’s not even such a big deal that Darren has thought about kissing this particular girl once or twice, because (if he’s going to be totally honest about it) he’s probably thought about kissing fifty or sixty different girls at North High. Maybe even more actually. He’s pretty sure he hasn’t thought about kissing any guys, but he wouldn’t swear on it, because these kinds of thoughts just sort of pop up whether you want them to or not.


Like you’re getting a drink from the fountain outside the cafeteria, and the next thing you know, you’re wondering what it would be like to make out with Christie Banks, who isn’t even that cute in the first place, and not only because of that thing on her nose. She just happened to be waiting to get a drink, that’s all it took. This kind of stuff happens so much that if Darren is going to be really and truly 100 percent honest about it, then he’d have to admit that once or twice (okay, about fourteen times) he’s thought about kissing Ms. Gleason. Who just so happens to be his English teacher. She’s maybe his youngest teacher and has perfect skin, but still, what’s up with that?


4. His failure to convince himself that this is just about him. Because he kind of feels it in the very center of his presently quivering gut: The whole thing might also be about this particular eleventh-grade girl standing about four feet away from him and giving him a half-curious, half-annoyed look, like, Uh, can I help you? Or, more precisely, it might be about him and her most of all, as in the two of them as some kind of unit, some kind of thing. Not a couple, necessarily, but a thing of some sort. A him and a her. A them.


Because right now she is just this entirely separate person standing four feet away from him and waiting for him to stop standing there like a paralyzed idiot, but once he asks her this favor and she agrees to do it, then, even for just a little while, there’s going to be a new “them.” And who knows, “them” might only last like a half hour, but maybe for reasons beyond his control, this “them” will take on a life of its own. And so this “them” might be good, but it might be bad. It might even be very bad. Or very, very, very good. Which somehow freaks Darren out most of all.


Because Darren’s had enough lately of the grief that being in a “them” can cause you. And so, in order to cut his future losses, maybe he should not do what he’s actually doing right this very instant, which might bring about the creation of another “them” that he’s a part of:


“Hey,” he says. “Uh. Yeah. Look, could you maybe drive me to the El so I can get downtown to Union Station and then get on this bus to go visit my brother in Ann Arbor? Because . . .”


Oh well, too late.




1. THURSDAY, APRIL 24




6 Words His Mom Sounds Like She’s Saying as Her Voice Travels through Walls and up Stairs Until It Reaches Darren, Who Wonders Why His Mother Is on the Phone at—What the?—5:24 a.m.


1. Malah


2. Snaff


3. Thuhn


4. Bechah


5. Inham


6. Geraflab




10 Sentences or Sentence Fragments Darren Has Heard Her Say through Walls and up Stairs So Many Times over the Past Two Years That He’s Positive She’s Saying Them Right Now, Even Though It Still Kind of Sounds Like She’s Saying Stuff Like “Antfurlm” and “Waflevah”


1. Tell me why.


2. That’s all I’m asking.


3. Ugh, you’ve got to be kidding.


4. Spare me.


5. Just this once.


6. Oh, give me a break.


7. Bull. Shit.


8. Whatever, Howard.


9. Whatever.


10. You’re so full of shit.




3 Arguably More Accurate Ways Howard Could Be Described


1. Darren’s father


2. Darren’s mother’s ex-husband


3. The person who used to live in and own this house but doesn’t as of about twenty months ago. Though actually, he may still own half of the house. Darren’s not totally sure what they finally settled on, because by the time they finally settled on whatever it was they settled on, he was so sick of hearing about it (sometimes through walls and up stairs, etc.) that he just tried to ignore whatever they told him they finally settled on.




4 Emotions Darren Identifies in the Sound of His Mother’s Footsteps, Which Are Clearly Approaching


1. Anger


2. Contempt


3. Remorse


4. Sorrow




3 Names She Calls Him in Quick Succession as She Sits Down on the Edge of His Bed and Softly Pats His Shoulder to Wake Him, Even Though He’s Pretty Much Totally Awake by Now


1. Honey


2. Sweetie


3. Darren




9 Names Darren Thinks Would Be Better Names for Him Than “Darren”


1. Gabe


2. Max


3. Sam


4. Noah


5. Adam


6. Jordan


7. Nate, if it wasn’t taken


8. Mo, maybe


9. Jacob, if his last name wasn’t Jacobs




6 Imminent Events, According to His Mother


1. Her cab’s arrival, any minute now


2. His dad entering the house at around seven thirty


3. His dad making him breakfast and packing his lunch


4. His dad talking to Darren about something important


5. His dad taking him to school


6. Her cab’s arrival, if the thing’s on time for once




7 Reasons Darren Doesn’t Do the Obvious Thing and Ask Her to Elaborate a Bit about Item #4 from the Previous List


1. He really doesn’t want to know.


2. She might not know, which she’d be annoyed about.


3. She knows but has agreed not to say anything, which she’s already annoyed about, so why make her get more annoyed and bitch about his dad?


4. He really doesn’t feel like having a conversation with anyone right now.


5. The less he says, the faster she leaves.


6. Because maybe he can still fall asleep again.


7. And who knows, maybe this is all a dream, which it would be really good if it is; in fact, he wouldn’t be that bummed if all of the past two years have been one big dream, though that seems extremely unlikely unless Darren is having an unusually long and vivid dream that isn’t exactly a nightmare but does kind of suck about five times more than regular awake life should.




2 Additional and Unfortunate Facts Relevant to Understanding How Darren Got the Name “Darren”


1. It was some sort of compromise between his parents.


2. Meaning that “Darren” was nobody’s first choice.




2 Objects Some Faint and Unclear Light Source Reflects Off of in the Moment Before His Mother Leaves Darren’s Room


1. Her left boot, which is dark brown, leather, and fancy. She wears them a ton these days, especially on days she travels, and she travels a ton these days. She actually looks pretty good in them, especially when she tucks her expensive jeans into them. But more than anything, these boots remind Darren that his parents, around the time they got separated and later divorced, each just sort of quickly evolved into kind of different people, because she only wore fancy boots like three times throughout the first fourteen or so years of his life.


2. Her right boot.




3 Thoughts Darren Has as She Closes His Door Softly


1. In a couple of minutes I’ll be the only one in the house.


2. Which still always feels weird whenever it happens.


3. But I guess it’s just as well at this point, especially if there’s no way Nate could be here right now.




7 Arguably Optional Activities Darren’s Mom Spent the Most Time on during Each of the Previous Seven Years


1. ZUMBA


Which is some kind of extremely strange dance fitness program.


2. RESEARCHING GRADUATE PROGRAMS


Because she wanted to get a job but couldn’t get any of the ones she wanted without going back to school.


3. AGONIZING OVER WHETHER OR NOT TO ATTEND GRADUATE SCHOOL


Though it was clear that if she did, it would be in computers or marketing. Or computers and marketing. Whatever that means.


4. ACCUMULATING A GIANT LIBRARY ON WEB DESIGN AND E-COMMERCE


So she decided not to go to school at all, since she somehow decided that she could get a good job without it.


5. LAUNCHING N.D. DESIGN


As in “Nate and Darren Design.” It was some sort of computer marketing company she ran out of the guest room.


6. SELLING N.D. DESIGN


Apparently, some people with a lot of money really liked her company. The whole family went to the Caribbean for ten days afterward.


7. PACKING AND UNPACKING BEFORE AND AFTER TRIPS TO CALIFORNIA


Such as last night. And actually, this one has been going on for two years now.




12 Basic Bits of Information about Darren Jacobs


1. Fifteen years old


2. Five feet six and a half inches


3. 181 pounds


4. White


5. Brown curly hair


6. Brown eyes


7. November 29


8. 20/25 right eye, 20/20 left eye


9. Right-handed


10. Youngest of two boys


11. Jewish


12. Virgin




1 Fantasy That Darren First Had All of a Sudden One Night When He Couldn’t Sleep but That He Now Thinks about a Lot on Purpose, Especially When He’s Trying to Fall Asleep


1. Darren is lying down on the floor and takes a knife, or somehow there is just this knife moving through the air, and the knife pierces his skin right in the center of his forehead. It hurts, because the knife is cutting into his skin, but it doesn’t hurt as much as you’d think, more like a very big pinprick, plus it doesn’t bleed a whole lot either. Sort of like how a paper cut bleeds. And then the knife slowly starts moving straight down his forehead, cutting along the length of his nose and then over his mouth and his chin, cutting about a half inch into him. The knife is incredibly sharp, so sharp that the skin falls open without any real effort, which somehow makes it hurt a lot less, plus it turns out that right below his skin there isn’t really anything, just air really, so the knife can keep going easily, down past his neck and straight through his gigantic chest.


By the time the knife gets to just below the level of his heart, he can feel the cut-open skin starting to fall away, or fall open. Like the way the travel bag his mom uses—the one with the zipper running right down the middle—folds open. This doesn’t hurt at all; it actually feels incredibly good, like he can now breathe for the first time in two or three years, and by the time the knife is cutting down below his belly button, Darren begins to sit up. He pulls his new skinny arms out from inside his old flabby arms and then removes himself from his old self. Like the way you get out of a sleeping bag. He stands up and looks down at the skin and all that fat still connected to it. New Darren stands there and looks down at old Darren motionless on the floor.




3 Pieces of Evidence Darren Quickly Gathers After Waking Up That Prove He Wasn’t Dreaming Before


1. Someone is downstairs in the kitchen


2. Humming what sounds like “The Girl from Ipanema,” which would mean it’s his dad


3. Whose dark blue Morris Minor Darren can see parked in the driveway. It’s kind of a sweet car, but there’s something about the combination of it and his dad that embarrasses Darren but doesn’t exactly surprise him, which only embarrasses him more.




6 Reasons Darren’s Parents Got Divorced, If Darren Had to Guess


1. His dad got really weird and started talking differently until his mom just couldn’t take it anymore.


2. Around the time his mom sold N.D. Design and started going to California a bunch, her work definitely became the most important thing in her life.


3. His mom probably hooked up with some guys out in California, because his parents probably weren’t doing it together anymore, because that’s what Nate told him, though Darren isn’t sure if she probably hooked up with all those guys because his parents weren’t doing it anymore, or the other way around.


4. Nate went off to college, so Darren was the only kid in the house, which made it really easy for his parents to see that pretty soon there wouldn’t be any kids in the house, even though Darren was still only in ninth grade. And since he’s pretty quiet and doesn’t cause much trouble, it was already kind of easy for them to see what it would be like to have no kids in the house, and they could tell that they weren’t going to want to be married anymore once that happened, so why wait?


5. One day his mom suddenly said they should all move to California. His dad said he didn’t want to. His mom asked his dad to think about it, to please consider it. So he tried to, but in the end he said he didn’t think he could. His mom wasn’t satisfied with that response, meaning they kept talking about it on and off, for weeks and maybe even months. But not talking, actually, at least not when it got into months. It was more like arguing then. They argued about California and his dad’s work and what would be best for Darren and Nate and the whole family until Darren started wondering if the pros of being deaf might actually outweigh the cons.


6. Their cats, Chick and Dell, got old and started peeing on everything and ruined the couch in the den and most of his mom’s shoes and the rug by the entrance, until one day his mom said, “I swear to God, if they piss on one more thing I’m going to put them down.”


To which his dad said, “You’ll do nothing of the sort.”


So Darren and his dad took Chick and Dell to the vet the next day, where for about three hundred dollars the vet gave them all sorts of medications and ideas that she said should help. And she was right, because for about three months nothing happened, until one night Darren heard his mom screaming about an outfit she left on the floor of the closet that cost her a fortune, and then there was a lot more screaming, his dad yelling, “You will not!” and his mom yelling back, “Try and stop me!” and they kept arguing for what seemed like forever.


When Darren came home from school the next day, he noticed that Dell didn’t come to the front door, which he usually did when Darren got home, so Darren checked the whole house but couldn’t find him or Chick anywhere, which, even if his mom totally meant what she had said the night before was weird, because she flew to California early that morning. She was packing for her trip and that was why she found the ruined outfit, which she couldn’t have worn anyway, since even if it hadn’t been peed on would still have had to go to the cleaner.


But none of that really mattered now, because the last room Darren thought to check was his parents’ bedroom. When he opened the door he found his dad lying on the bed, awake, his face red because he was still crying a little bit. He was just lying there with a glass of wine in his hand and an empty bottle on the nightstand next to him.


Even though Darren still would have found out eventually, he suddenly wished with all his might that he had gone over to Nicky Smith’s house after school, because then at least maybe when he did get home his dad wouldn’t have been drunk and crying and saying over and over, “I’m sorry, Darren, I’m so sorry,” while Darren just stood there wondering how two cats, two parents, and one brother had so quickly become just one parent and him, despite the fact that he never really thought that much about the cats most of the time, though he did sort of like how Dell used to greet him at the front door whenever he came home.




1 Nickname Based on His Initials That Darren Tried Halfheartedly to Get People to Use Instead of “Darren” but That Even Nate Wouldn’t Call Him Because It Might Be a Very Cool Nickname, but It Doesn’t Fit Darren at All


1. DJ




7 Standard Ingredients in Darren’s Daily Wardrobe


1. Dark blue low-top Chuck Taylor All Stars (size 101/2)


2. White sweat socks with either one or two blue or green or red stripes near the top


3. Blue jeans (36W, 30L)


4. No belt


5. Boxers, typically with plaid pattern but sometimes they’re just one color (38–40)


6. Gray or black XL T-shirt, usually with something on it, like the name of a place or a design, but he doesn’t really care


7. Gray zip-up hoodie




4 Features, Mostly Weird, of the Scene Waiting for Darren in the Kitchen


1. His dad is standing there, placing a glazed doughnut on a plate. Which shouldn’t be weird, since his dad has probably spent as much time as anyone in this kitchen from the time Darren was a baby up until a couple of years ago. Darren’s probably even seen his dad put this kind of doughnut on this kind of plate in this very kitchen before.


2. But it is weird, because not only does his dad not live here, he’s also kind of officially not even supposed to be in the house anymore.


3. And because it’s his dad, the weirdness doesn’t end there. This reappearing dad-who-isn’t-supposed-to-reappear-here has a different appearance than the one he had back when he was allowed to appear here. Bald head and kind of fashionable outfit: expensive and pretty tight jeans; nice button-down shirt, but not the kind you’d wear with a suit; and dark black leather shoes that never seem even a tiny bit scuffed. The shoes are to Darren’s dad like the boots are to his mom. And maybe the jeans and shirt are like her new hairdo and shiny lip gloss.


4. The feeling in Darren’s stomach. In other words, the whole scene isn’t exactly doing wonders for Darren’s appetite. But still, this is a chocolate glazed doughnut we’re talking about.




6 Unexpected and Fairly Odd Speeches Darren’s Dad Has Delivered to Darren (or Just Said in His Presence) Since His Parents Got Divorced, Which Darren Is Thinking about Because He’s Got This Feeling That #7 Is on Its Way


1. You would think people ought to give compassion more attention when they’re discussing virtues. We hear so much about courage and honor and determination, but we have too much of those, if you ask me. Sometimes you’d think compassion belongs on the endangered species list.


2. I shaved it, Darren, because I had struggled for years with balding. But now I’ve taken ownership of the situation. My hair seemed intent on falling out, so I thought I’d save it the trouble.


3. If you are ever interested in smoking marijuana—pot, dope, weed, whatever you young people call it these days—you should feel free to do it here. If you’d like, you and a couple friends could smoke here one weekend. I’d strongly prefer that your first time be in a safe environment. I could even leave the house for a few hours if that’s what you want. If you’re interested.


4. It is a rotten world in many ways. In too many ways. But the world isn’t only rotten, even if it’s actively rotting right this very instant. Yes, I am quite certain there are still some perfectly good spots, some terrific people, some things utterly unrotted. They’re out there, I know it.


5. Your mother is doing her best, Darren, I’m sure of it. As am I. Oh, you know what I mean. We all are. Even if, well, even if our best has been so mediocre lately.


6. I love you, Darren. I love you more than you can possibly know. I love you for being exactly who you are. And I will always love you, no matter what. You are a much more wonderful person than I think you realize, and I am confident that in time you will be endlessly grateful to be Darren Jacobs and no one else.




5 Contributions Darren’s Dad Makes to This Morning’s Conversation Before Darren Makes Any Himself


1. Good morning, Captain America.


2. Wait, don’t move. My God, I swear you grew since Sunday.


3. Fresh-squeezed OJ?


4. Isn’t it delicious? It was still warm when I picked it up from Bennison’s.


5. Oh, forty percent chance of light rain this afternoon. FYI.




2 Features of Tomorrow, Also Known as Friday, That Have Helped Darren Make It through a Kind of Lame Week, Which, Despite This Most Perfect Doughnut, Is Probably About to Get Lamer Yet


1. Driving to Ann Arbor (even if it will be with his dad)


2. Visiting Nate at U of M




12 Best Things about College, According to Nate


1. Girls.


2. Sleeping in every day of the week except Tuesday and Thursday, when he has Econ at nine thirty, which he actually has already missed a few times, because you get pretty used to sleeping in until noon, plus you can just watch all the lectures online anyway.


3. No parents, and definitely no divorced parents.


4. His roommate, Kyle, whose parents are totally loaded, so he and Nate have a giant plasma-screen TV and a sweet stereo.


5. Beer.


6. Parties, some of them anyway. Most of them. Actually, just about all of them.


7. Football games, even though U of M isn’t as good as they used to be.


8. Going to the supermarket late at night and buying peanut butter crackers and then just walking around campus eating them and drinking Dr Pepper and checking everything out.


9. This Intro to Film Studies class, where they talk about The Godfather and Taxi Driver and cool shit like that.


10. Having around six bowls of Cap’n Crunch for breakfast every morning, or at least on those mornings you wake up in time to have breakfast.


11. No one gives a shit if you’re cool or popular.


12. Girls, because they deserve to be mentioned twice. Trust me.




4 Physical Distances Separating Darren and His Dad during the Three Minutes Immediately Before, during, and After the Moment in Which Darren Finally Learns Why His Dad Is Here This Morning


1. ELEVEN FEET


About three bites into his doughnut Darren can tell something very weird is up with his dad, who has been so weird so often since his parents split up that his dad must be acting extremely weird right now for Darren to even notice. The obvious thing for his dad to do would be to sit down at the table with Darren, but instead he’s just standing there in the middle of the kitchen, kind of frozen. Plus he hasn’t said a word since his pointless comment about the weather.


He’s got this expression on his face, Darren’s dad does, that is maybe him realizing how weird it is for him to be in this particular kitchen at this particular moment, only there’s some little glint in his eyes that might mean his dad thinks it’s good weird and not bad weird. Who the hell knows anymore. His dad’s silence suddenly seems like the silence of a monk who has taken an oath of silence, like his dad isn’t even close to talking. Plus he keeps raising his fist to his mouth and softly tapping it against his lips. But he’s not avoiding Darren; in fact, right now he’s looking straight at him and actually smiling, too.


2. ONE YARD


When Darren is about three-quarters of the way through the doughnut, which he has to admit is crazily delicious, his dad comes over and sits down across from Darren at the table.


He suddenly speaks. “Darren.”


But then doesn’t say anything else.


So Darren, still chewing, finally speaks his first word of the day. “Yeah?” He tries to keep his mouth mostly closed when he says it.


“There’s something I need to tell you,” his dad says, “something I’ve been wanting to tell you for many months, for nearly a year, in fact.” Darren tries to listen and tries to keep chewing, but the doughnut and OJ now feel like paste in his mouth. “Darren,” his dad says, “this may not be easy for you to hear. But it is something I absolutely must tell you.”


Darren forces himself to swallow the newly disgusting chocolatey-orangey lump of paste and for a moment almost convinces himself that because he recently has had a lot of practice at hearing things that aren’t easy to hear that maybe this one won’t be so hard, whatever it is. Still, he wishes there had been some way for him to have known to get out of bed and go downstairs at 5:24, so he could have taken the phone out of his mom’s hand and told his dad, without too obviously taking sides with his mom or anything, that this morning would be a bad time for him to come over and tell Darren something that won’t be easy for him to hear.


“I am gay, Darren,” his dad says. “Gay.” He says the word again.


Darren slowly reaches out for the last bite and a half of doughnut and notices how the whole world seems to briefly shift its coloring, like everything blue turns to red and then to green and then back to blue again. Or it might be instead that the world instantly turns all the way upside down and then back around just as fast, and is now right-side up again. Though Darren can’t be sure any of this actually happens, since whatever happens happens unbelievably fast. Meaning everything seems exactly the same as it seemed before, only it somehow seems different, too.


Darren puts the doughnut down and notices his thumbprint in the chocolate. He looks up from his breakfast and sees his dad, whose eyes are sort of glassy, trying to smile at him. His dad starts to say what sounds like “I still love you, Darren” or something along those lines, but Darren gets up quickly from his chair in order to cut him off, quicker even than he planned to get up, though maybe he didn’t plan it at all. His dad stops talking, while Darren walks around the table toward him.


3. ZERO INCHES


Darren bends over and gives his dad a hug. He might be hearing in his head the words “I am hugging my gay dad” as he hugs him. His dad puts his arms around Darren, at first so feebly that Darren is reminded of what it felt like, eight years ago, to hug him immediately after his dad had his wisdom teeth removed. But then his dad hugs him more firmly, quite firmly, in fact. There’s considerable strength and muscle mass in his dad’s shoulders and upper arms. His dad has probably been lifting weights lately, something, Darren supposes, a gay dad might do on a pretty regular basis.


4. ONE TWO-HUNDRETHS OF A MILE AND GROWING


Once Darren retracts himself from their hug, he heads upstairs to his room, this being the extent of his present plan for absorbing his dad’s announcement. At the top of the stairs Darren stops and notices some chocolate on the tip of his thumb, which he therefore inserts into his mouth, but only for a moment or two, as Darren was never a thumb-sucker, not even as a much younger child.




3 People Darren Has an Urge to Text but Can’t. So He Just Texts Himself, What the Fuck? Which He First Did, a Little Bit as a Joke, around Two Years Ago


1. His old friend Bugs, who moved away the summer before high school started and now lives in the Pacific Time Zone, where it’s not even six in the morning yet, meaning he’s not awake unless his parents (who are still married and both straight, as far as Darren knows) are having an argument in the kitchen over whether or not today would be a good day for Bugs’s dad to come on over and tell Bugs he’s gay


2. Nate, also asleep


3. His mom, on a plane




1 Additional and Perhaps Actually Main Reason His Parents Got Divorced


1. Duh




16 Freestanding Messages on Darren’s Phone That Together Add Up to the Closest Thing Darren Has to a Diary


1. Me: What the fuck. Sent: February 4


2. Me: What the fuck. Received: February 4


3. Me: What the fuck? Sent: March 26


4. Me: What the fuck? Received: March 26


5. Me: What the fuck. Sent: May 14


6. Me: What the fuck. Received: May 14


7. Me: WTF. Sent: July 4


8. Me: WTF. Received: July 4


9. Me: What. The. Fuck. Sent: October 11


10. Me: What. The. Fuck. Received: October 11


11. Me: What the fuck fuck fuck. Sent: December 20


12. Me: What the fuck fuck fuck. Received: December 20


13. Me: What the fuck. Sent: December 20


14. Me: What the fuck. Received: December 20


15. Me: What the fuck? Sent: April 24


16. Me: What the fuck? Received: April 24




3 Strategies for Avoiding His Father That Darren Briefly Contemplates Before Returning Downstairs with His Backpack


1. Climbing out his window and leaping to the ground, which he thinks about long enough to decide that even if he tossed his pillow and blanket out first, they wouldn’t break his fall enough


2. Building a time machine out of his iPhone, a half-built solar-powered radio he got for his eleventh birthday, and maybe, who knows, some dirty underwear, so he can travel to the 1890s, which Nate once told him was probably the least-messed-up decade in the past 150 years


3. Hiding in his closet, which he considers the longest and most seriously, until he remembers that whole “coming out of the closet” thing, which, in significantly different circumstances, he might find funny, but right now not even a little bit




10 Subjects Darren and His Dad Do Not Discuss during Their Drive to School


1. Global warming


2. The chances of a musician making a decent living in the age of digital file sharing


3. The pros and cons of social media


4. The prospects for a peaceful settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict


5. His dad’s sexual orientation


6. Women’s reproductive rights


7. What exactly will happen when the planet’s oil reserves have been used up


8. The likelihood of complex life existing somewhere else in the universe


9. The fact that Darren and his dad are supposed to drive together for more than four hours tomorrow in order to visit Nate, which means, obviously, that his dad made his announcement this morning to give Darren some time to begin digesting the fact that Dad = Gay, all so that by the time tomorrow rolls around and they get back into his dad’s sporty homobile, they’ll be able to really talk about it at great length and without interruptions, oh joy


10. The possibility of a benevolent God existing in a world where people suffer needlessly




13 Conclusions Darren Reaches After His Dad Finally Comes to a Stop at 8:04 a.m. by the Edge of the Student Parking Lot, Where Darren Sees Fellow Tenth Grader Moe Whitehead Get Out of His 2002 Pontiac Grand Am


1. I am younger than pretty much everyone in tenth grade.


2. So I can’t drive yet.


3. I used to think it was cool to be just about the youngest kid in my grade, because it meant I got to hang out with older kids all day.


4. Even though sometimes it kind of sucked. Like in PE.


5. Plus maybe if my parents hadn’t decide that it would be okay for me to start kindergarten early, even though my birthday’s in November, I’d have more friends and a whole different and maybe better life.


6. And for some reason, I still don’t really understand why they decided to do that in the first place.


7. But so what, the point is I can’t drive yet, even though pretty much everyone in my grade can by now.


8. Which sort of blows, because everyone acts like driving is the coolest thing ever.


9. But then again it doesn’t completely blow, because I have a feeling I’m going be a lousy driver and maybe even one of those kids who gets into a nasty accident a month after getting his license.


10. And so why do I keep forgetting to ask Dad to drop me off on the other side of the building near the main office so I don’t have to see idiots like Moe Whitehead driving themselves to school?


11. Moe’s a dick, too.


12. But at least he distracted me from Dad.


13. For a little while anyway.




5 Hyperbolic Phrases or Idioms That Would Reasonably Describe the Speed at Which Darren Exits His Dad’s Car


1. Faster than a speeding bullet


2. Like he was shot out of a cannon


3. As if his pants were on fire


4. Like he was dying to get to school


5. As if there was nothing he wanted more in the whole wide world than to get out of that car




People at School Darren Feels Like He Can Talk to about What His Dad Just Told Him




3 Girls Who Might Be Capable of Drastically Improving Darren’s Life, Girls Darren Thinks about as He Heads to His First Class, Trying Really Hard Not to Freak Out Completely about You Know What


1. EMILY PRINCE


Member of Darren’s lab group in first-period chemistry. Bright blue eyes and shiny blond hair. Little. Little feet, little hands, little tush, little boobs. Giggles every time Brian Spanelli lights things on fire they’re not supposed to light on fire. Whenever Emily puts on her oversize safety goggles, and only then, Darren feels an urge to lift her up in his arms, carry her to the school gymnasium, lay her down softly on a red tumbling mat, smooth out her shiny hair with his thick hand, and tell her that he could love her forever, probably.


2. MAGGIE BLOCK


The best trumpet player by far in jazz ensemble, not just the best girl trumpet player (which wouldn’t be hard, because she’s the only girl trumpet player), but just the best overall, even better than Kurt Phillips, who thinks he’s better than he really is. She has a much better sense of rhythm than Kurt and her tone is at least as good. Plus sometimes from behind his bass Darren can see her getting really into it, at which point her face turns dark red and the pimples she tends to have right at the edge of her cheekbones sort of change color too. She really isn’t very good-looking, mainly because in addition to the pimples her almost black hair is so frizzy it makes him wonder if she’s intentionally trying to be unattractive, but even so, her body is pretty great, especially her chest, which is huge but not too huge. Plus she actually talks to Darren, and even swears when she does it, but not the way most girls swear, like the time she told Asher Lipshitz to stop being a big dick already.


3. ZOEY LOVELL


They actually went to elementary school together and were even in the same first/second grade split class. In fact, Darren’s pretty sure he was at her seventh birthday party. But then Zoey went off to private school for like eight years or something, so when she showed up at North High last year it took him a couple of weeks to even recognize her, because she was just a little girl back then but definitely isn’t now, even though she’s still pretty small.


He hasn’t had a single class with her yet (she’s in eleventh grade, which doesn’t help), but they’ve sort of randomly wound up eating near each other in the cafeteria, and every once in a while he times his trip to the garbage can to coincide with hers. They’ve had maybe four conversations, or exchanges, just really brief things, like, he’ll make a comment about the unopened yogurt drink she’s throwing out. And she’ll always say something that doesn’t really mean anything, something like “whatever” or—well, she usually just says “whatever.” But one time, before saying “whatever,” she sort of looked at Darren, right at him, for a moment or two, her pale face either curious or confused, and it was then that he realized she may be the saddest person at North High, sadder than him, even. And so he would hug her if she ever asked.




13 Adjectives Darren Wouldn’t Be Surprised to Hear His Peers Using to Describe Him


1. Chubby


2. Nice


3. Awkward


4. Smart, kinda


5. Vegetarian


6. Weird


7. Quiet


8. Slow


9. Lame


10. Curly haired


11. Cute, sorta


12. Unimportant


13. Whatever




1 Girlfriend Darren Has Had Since Fourth Grade


1. MELANIE RUBIN


At the end of middle school there was a big end-of-the-year trip to Six Flags for all the eighth graders. About a week before the trip, Jesse Desmond somehow decided that it would be cool for there to be couples, because then the couples could each ride all the two-person rides alone together. Like the Condor and the Orbit. The next thing Darren knew, there were like eleven new couples at school, not that the couples were really doing anything couply at all.


And it wasn’t like Darren was super against being in one of these new couples, but that doesn’t mean he was going to do anything to become part of one either. Only on the bus ride to Six Flags, right near the end actually, Ashley Reeves, who got paired up with Mason Nichols the day before, walked down the aisle of the bus and whispered to Darren, “Hey, Melanie would go out with you if you want.” Darren said, “Okay,” as in, “Uh, I don’t really know how to respond to that information.” But when he got off the bus, and Melanie was waiting for him and smiling a little, he realized that Ashley thought he said a different kind of “okay.”


Anyhow, he and Melanie didn’t even hang out that much. Because it’s not like Darren is a daredevil, exactly, but Melanie pretty much wouldn’t ride anything scarier than the Little Dipper, which is this tiny little roller coaster that the other kids rode only as a joke. They did share some cotton candy, though, just him and Melanie. After which Darren held her hand for a few minutes while they walked to Buzzy Bees. Their hands were sticky and sweaty, but Darren didn’t mind, and he’s pretty sure Melanie didn’t either. It was almost okay.


All the couples pretty much just dissolved before the first week of summer was over, which was just as well with Darren, because Bugs didn’t have a girlfriend that day and was kind of mad at Darren for going off with Melanie like that. She moved to Deerfield that summer, so he hasn’t seen her since. Not even once. Now that he thinks about it, Darren’s not all that sure Melanie Rubin really counts.




2 Places on a Body-Weight-Distribution Graph (for Someone His Height) Darren Could Be Plotted, with 1 Percent Being Extremely Skinny and 100 Percent Being Extremely the Opposite


1. 76 percent: where Darren would plot himself.


2. 64 percent: where his doctor would plot him.




9 Actions, in Addition to Timing His Lunchtime Trips to the Garbage with Zoey Lovell’s, Darren Has Taken in the Past Year That Might Be Construed as Him Trying to Do Something about That Whole “One Girlfriend in the Past Seven Years” Situation


1. Demanded that his parents take him to a place where haircuts cost more than eleven dollars, even though his fro still remains pretty out of hand most days.


2. Started paying attention to which shirts he puts on when, so that he doesn’t wind up wearing the same one twice in the same week.


3. Asked Emily Prince for her phone number about three months ago, which was officially because they were paired up for a science project on titration, but was also secretly because he was going to find reasons to text her jokes, or whatever kind of texts might be understood as flirting without obviously being flirting. But he couldn’t get up the nerve in the first few days, and now it would just be weird if he texted her out of nowhere.


4. No more cheese fries. Unless Nate’s in town. Or someone else suggests it. Or he had a small breakfast and/or small lunch. Or they’re at Edzo’s. Or he hasn’t had them in a while.


5. Smiled right at Jessica Brady three days in a row while walking into history class. She smiled back the first two days, but then just looked super confused the third time he did it.


6. Talked to Maggie Block the way Maggie talks to most everyone else. Meaning lots of kind of unpredictable swearing. But she just laughed at him, in a nice way, and told him not to be such a “ridiculous shit-ass.”


7. Decided to sit closer to this almost cute group of ninth-grade girls during lunch, even though he doesn’t know a single one of them by name.


8. For about three weeks in March, splashed on a little of the cologne he got for Hanukkah, until Nate noticed when he was back home during his spring break. Nate said, “Dude, you smell like a giant French douche bag.” Nate went on to clarify that he has nothing against giant French douche bags, “per se,” but that Darren pretty undeniably isn’t one and so trying to smell like one might not be the best plan of action for him. Darren then thanked his older brother, which maybe wasn’t necessary.


9. Stopped trying to do anything to get a girlfriend, because he saw some unquestionably cool guy in some unquestionably average movie say to his unquestionably uncool friend something like, “Hey, man, it ain’t gonna happen if all you do twenty-four-seven is try to nab yourself a honey. You just got to let it happen, bro, and it’ll happen.” But then Darren realized he couldn’t not do anything, because how the hell could that possibly lead to him nabbing a honey, or even just having a girlfriend, so instead he started focusing on being nice to girls in a totally unselfish way, which meant really listening to them if they were talking to him or telling him a story. He also started thinking, pretty much out loud in his head, when they were talking to him or telling him a story, It’s totally, totally okay if she’s not my girlfriend. But this had the weird effect of causing a number of girls (Grace Zonder, Mia Deutsch, and Beth Maschino especially) to talk to him a lot, as in way more than he could deal with, but in the way a girl talks to a guy she has exactly zero interest in ever going out with.




4 Candidates to Replace Bugs as Darren’s Best Friend, and Why They Haven’t Panned Out


1. Sam Goldstein. Talks too much. As in, literally never shuts up.


2. Ray Campo. Just wants to blow stuff up. Or light stuff on fire. Or drop stuff out his bedroom window. Or put stuff in a blender (which was pretty cool actually, but only the first two times).


3. Jesse Aronoff. Impossible to get him away from his computer. Which would be bad enough all by itself, but got way worse a few weeks ago when Jesse said, “Oh man, you’ve got to see this,” and then just started showing Darren one porn site after another. And it’s not like Darren hadn’t seen that stuff before, but, actually, he hadn’t seen a lot of the stuff Jesse was showing him, stuff that just seemed kind of out of hand more than anything, to the point that it all made Darren sort of wish no one ever invented the Internet in the first place (especially the one with some guy in a gorilla suit—at least, he hopes it was a gorilla suit).


4. Nicky Smith. Super nice. And super duper dumb.




5 Specific Times since 11:00 a.m. That Darren Misses Nate, the Last One of Which Is Happening Right Now


1. 11:09 a.m.—After taking an extremely quick shower near the end of gym class (Coach Rakowski made them run and Darren could tell that he was pretty stinky by the end), Darren passed Roy Brooks on the way back to his locker. Darren could feel that Roy was looking at his boobs. Darren’s pretty sure they’re smaller than they used to be, but he still thinks of them as boobs. Either way, Roy didn’t say anything like he would have a year or two earlier, because for some reason Roy is less of a dick lately, a fact that somehow made Darren feel even worse, which made no sense to him at all. He wouldn’t have told any of this to anyone, not even Nate. But who knows, if Nate had been there—which Darren knows was never really a possibility to begin with—maybe Roy wouldn’t have looked at him like that in the first place.


2. 11:16 a.m.—In between third and fourth period, Darren let himself fart pretty loud in one of the stairwells at school, because Nate told him that’s the best time and place to fart, since because with all of the noise and people, you can get away with a pretty loud or even diabolically smelly fart there.


3. 11:17 a.m.—Nate also told him that a really loud fart will echo like crazy in the stairwell if no one else is there, and Darren really wishes he could get up the nerve to fart like that but knows he would only really enjoy it if Nate were there with him, which is pretty unlikely at this point, now that Nate is at U of M.


4. 11:46 a.m.—Darren thought again about going to visit Nate at school tomorrow, which at first made him happy, but then he realized that he’s only going to see him for about forty-eight hours before having to say good-bye to him again, which he’ll have to do like it’s no big deal.


5. 12:48 p.m.—Darren goes to throw out his lunch at the same time Zoey Lovell goes to throw out hers. Or a split second after she goes, since that’s why he goes when he does. Darren stands up from his lonely, marginal seat in the cafeteria right after Zoey gets up from her similarly marginal spot. They reach the garbage can about a half second apart.


He lets her throw out her stuff first, and right as she’s dropping a Ziploc bag and a wrapper for what was probably a granola bar into the garbage can, Darren notices a ring on her left pinkie he’s never seen before. It’s silver and made up of about six or seven separate rings, all of them kind of crooked and somehow held together. Without thinking much about it, Darren suddenly says, almost to himself more than to Zoey (but definitely out loud either way), “Cool ring.”


Zoey sort of freezes and gives him this look that might be her daring him to try and make her happy. But maybe she’s actually asking him to and not daring him at all. Or begging, even.


For a moment this garbage can isn’t such a bad place to be. Darren almost feels like it wouldn’t be totally impossible for it to transform, in some kind of magical, special-effects way, into a fountain. And then, all around, the whole cafeteria would follow, turning into something not entirely unlike that place the kids get to pretty early on when they’re visiting Willy Wonka’s factory (in the first movie). Where all the candy and stuff is just growing out of the ground. Not that the candy would be necessary right now. Just the rolling paths and the green-park feel of the whole place.


“It’s really cool,” Darren somehow manages to say to Zoey, who doesn’t thank him for saying this. She doesn’t even directly acknowledge that he said it at all. But something happens with her eyes, the irises of which are almost perfectly black. The thing that happens lasts maybe two seconds, and as soon as it’s over Darren knows he’ll never be able to explain it to anyone, even though he might try later with Nate.


What happens is that her eyes do something that somehow tells him, or makes him feel, even, that there’s an entire person connected to these eyes. Which isn’t exactly a surprise, because obviously Zoey is an entire person, but so maybe what happens is that her eyes remind him of this. Or ask him to really think about what this means. That she’s an entire person. Her eyes tell him, by opening a little more than normal and almost reaching out to his, something like, I know I barely talk and pretty much act like I’m not even here, but I’m totally here and have a million things to say, and me being me is exactly as insane as you being you.


Or something like that.


Zoey touches the ring with the fingers of her right hand, turning it back and forth. Then she walks straight out of the cafeteria. Darren’s eyes follow her, not so much because he’s trying to check out her butt or anything, but because he’s trying hard not to lose his conviction that whatever just happened actually happened. And also, even though the garbage can is still just a garbage can, he sort of wonders if it might be possible for a small, uneven line of wildflowers to sprout out of the ugly linoleum floor along the path of her exit.




7 Variations on the Request Please Call Me That Darren Texts to Nate between the Beginning of Second Period and the End of Fifth Period


1. Call me


2. Cmon dude call


3. Why wont you call


4. Call dick


5. Please just call please


6. Im serious you gotta call


7. Im gonna kick you in the nuts tomorrow if you dont call I mean it




4 Months That Have Passed Since Darren Decided He Was No Longer Going to Contact Bugs Every Time He Wanted To, Which Might Explain Why Even Though Darren Really, Really, Really Wishes He Could Talk to Bugs Right Now, He’s Not All That Sure He’d Tell Him If He Got Him on the Phone


1. January


2. February


3. March


4. April (most of it, anyway)




23 Text Messages Exchanged by the Jacobs Brothers After Nate Finally Responds


1. Nate: Cant call at Stats review


2. Darren: Fuck


3. Nate: Whats up?


4. Darren: Dad


5. Nate: What about Dad


6. Darren: Did he say anything 2 u?


7. Nate: About what


8. Darren: Did he


9. Nate: What r u talking about


10. Darren: Forget it


11. Nate: Tell me


12. Darren: No


13. Nate: Tell me dickwad


14. Darren: Dads gay


15. Darren: Hes gay he told me


16. Nate: Bullshit


17. Darren: U didnt know?


18. Nate: Ur lying


19. Darren: Im not


20. Darren: He told me this morning


21. Nate: R gay dad. Funny psych prof talked about denial 2day


22. Darren: Huh?


23. Nate: Ill call you in a couple hours




5 Events That Had to Take Place in Order for Darren to Become Oblivion’s Bassist, Even Though the Band Sort of Broke Up When Nate and Phil Went Off to School


1. Nate bought a guitar with money he earned lifeguarding the summer after tenth grade.


2. Nate, Phil Reed (drums), and Ricky Chen (bass) decided to form a band, which they first called Showtime.


3. Sometimes Nate let Darren quietly watch their rehearsals.


4. Ricky (who sucked anyway) quit the band or got kicked out, and when he quit/got kicked out he pushed over his amp (but luckily didn’t do any serious damage to it) and then just left without even bothering to take his equipment.


5. A few weeks later Nate and Phil (who kept jamming together anyway and now called themselves Protest) had a friendly argument that started when Nate asked Phil, “C’mon, seriously, how hard could it be to play the bass?” Which eventually led to Nate saying to Darren, who was sitting on a milk crate in the corner of the garage and wondering why he hadn’t gone inside already to watch TV, plus he had homework, “Hey, Darren, come here.”


The next thing he knew, the heavy instrument was hanging from a strap that ran between his neck and shoulder. Nate took his brother’s left hand, held it under the bass’s neck, and placed the index finger on a certain spot on the top string and said, “This is a G; just play that steady like this,” and he showed Darren how to strum the thick string with the index and middle fingers of his other hand. Next Nate said, “Okay, so when I say so, move your finger to this string, that’s a C, and then back to G, and then we’ll go up here to D, then C, then G. You got it?”


Darren said yes, because he always listens pretty closely to whatever Nate says.


And even though it hurt the tip of his index finger, playing the bass was pretty easy, which wasn’t nearly as surprising as the fact that Darren kind of knew beforehand that it would be easy, he just knew, so the three of them jammed for about five minutes, Nate smiling at Darren in this way that made Darren ten times happier than he had been in a long, long time. Phil nodded his head like Darren was his new hero, and when they stopped, Nate said to Phil, “See what I mean?”




9 Other Names Showtime/Protest Had Before Becoming Oblivion, and the Person Who Named It That


1. The Elements (Phil)


2. Acid Bath (Nate)


3. Electric Eye (Nate)


4. Colonel Punishment (Phil and Nate)


5. Ax and Hatchet (Phil, and a little bit Darren (the Hatchet part))


6. Sequoia (Nate and maybe Phil)


7. The Ozones (Phil)


8. Zero Gravity (Matt or Marc or Max Brodsky, some guy from Nate and Phil’s grade)


9. The Meds (Nate)




5 More Times Today That Darren Misses Nate, and This Is Getting Ridiculous Already, but Every Once in a While Darren Has a Day like Today, When Everything Makes Him Think of His Brother, and It’s Not Like Today Is Just Another Day Anyhow, So the Whole Thing Isn’t All That Surprising
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