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            To my family. Please don’t read this.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
                

            

            I had considered how the things that never happen, are often as much realities to us, in their effects, as those that are accomplished.

            —Charles Dickens, David Copperfield

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            The unpredictable and the predetermined unfold together to make everything the way it is.

            —Tom Stoppard, Arcadia

         

      

   


   
      
         
            WHICH FAKE ROM-COM LADY CAREER SHOULD YOU PURSUE?

         

         
            1. Are you a left-brain thinker or a right-brain thinker?

            A. Left brain

            B. Right brain

            2. What was your favorite subject in school?

            A. English

            B. Biology

            3. Would you rather be fulfilled or rich?

            A. Fulfilled

            B. Rich

            4. In sixth grade, you read The Call of the Wild and your English teacher has you create a project to represent the book. You would prefer to:

            A. Draw a wolf with charcoal and place a poem you wrote and printed onto clear paper over the drawing for an effect that you truly think belongs in an art museum.

            B. Build a small model sled out of wood.

            5. On a winter day in the sixth grade, your same English teacher—a woman with a poodle poof of white hair, who wears floor-length skirts and a brooch at her neck like she’s onboard the Titanic—comes outside to shepherd you back in from recess when she slips on the ice. But not just “slip” the way most people use the word slip. She slips like a cartoon character, tiny-heeled boots flung straight out in front of her so she’s fully horizontal above the ground before she falls. “I’m okay!” she croaks from the pavement. Do you laugh? Please note here that she is actually completely uninjured. Promise.

            A. Of course you laugh. You’re not proud of it, but what do you want me to say here?

            B. No. I mean, yes, but you’re going to say no because even though it said she wasn’t hurt, this might turn out to be a trick question or something.

         

         If you answered mostly As

         Congratulations! Your rom-com lady career is vaguely arts related, probably at a television studio or women’s magazine. If the former, you’ll be wearing a headset microphone and carrying a clipboard, flitting around a control room in a pencil skirt and high heels. If the latter, you’ll be carrying a half dozen coffees that are spilling all over your cardigan, flitting around New York City in a pencil skirt and high heels. Being clumsy is your primary—and adorable—character trait. Your apartment is inexplicably massive and your wardrobe is all designer blazers and statement jackets in bright colors, and even though they should all be covered in coffee all the time, on account of all the coffee you spill, they always look perfect. You will never get persnickety emails from your bank account, heavy with electronic red exclamation points, about overdraft fees and you will never, ever be sitting barefoot on your couch and feel a slight tickle and look down to see a cockroach the size of a baseball, all legs and hair-thin quivering antennae, crawling across your foot and disappearing beneath the oven before you have a chance to kill it, so you just have to know, forever, that that giant cockroach is living somewhere in your house, waiting to emerge, and it’s already gotten a taste for crawling across human flesh. No. Your apartment is always spotless, and your hair is always professionally blown out.

          

         
            Turn here.

         

         If you answered mostly Bs

         You should be the love interest in an action movie. Think Bond girl—you’re incredibly smart in the one specific area that just so happens to help the protagonist in this one very specific instant of the plot. “Give me that,” you’ll say, snatching the hieroglyph from the hero’s hand. “I have two PhDs in cryptozoological translation.” You’ll shove the hero aside from the beeping machine. “I’m NASA’s top-ranking expert in nuclear disarmament techniques.” Does it make sense? No, but who cares? You are very, very pretty. And smart, definitely smart because even though you look like a supermodel and wear very sexy clothing and a full face of makeup, you are also wearing glasses. Sure, twenty-four looks a little young to have three PhDs but they’re pretty sure making you smart in whatever will move the plot forward means this movie is feminist. You will either end up running away with the hero, or you will die. Apologies.

          

         
            Turn here.

         

         

          

         Here is how you cut off a mouse’s tail:

         Step 1: Get an internship at the laboratory in the biology building at the center of campus. The animal labs are all several floors down, below the concrete and perfectly manicured grass squares. Your first time walking through the industrial hallways, you’ll pass doors guarding pigs and mice (you’ve heard that there are also primates somewhere in the underground labyrinth of hallways, but their location—and existence—was classified after a legion of animal rights activists in the 1970s engineered a plot to set them free).

         Step 2: Get dressed. You’ll never quite be sure whether the protective gear you have to wear when you enter the room with the cages is for your protection or that of the mice, with their delicate, scientifically coordinated immune systems. It will take you five full minutes to pull on the covers for your shoes, the gloves, the hair net, and the thin plastic apron while your new supervisor watches, teaching you how to make sure the elastic is all the way around your shoes and making you promise you will never touch a doorknob with a gloved hand. (Is it to keep whatever bacteria you’re playing with off the doorknob or to make sure you don’t contaminate your experiment?)

         “Today, we’re going to be snipping their tails for PCR samples,” your supervisor says, swiping her access card to get you into the mouse room. She’s about forty-five years old, with shoulder-length hair like Kathy Bates in Misery. She’s just a technician, not the scientist in charge of the lab. Among the many things she’s told you that you don’t quite understand, you don’t entirely know what PCR stands for. “Eventually you’ll be doing this on your own, but it takes some getting used to,” she continues.

         The mouse room is about the size of a prison cell, lined on all sides with stacked plastic cages, each filled with its own generation of mice, their unique genetic and pharmaceutical history carefully marked on an identifying card. The smell is exactly how you’d imagine it, and just a little worse.

         The lab tech grabs one of the plastic cages and brings it over to a laboratory hood—stainless steel and connected through the ceiling to a chimney on the roof, like a hood that you would find above the stove in a sinister, science-fiction-villain kitchen—with a thin moat of mesh wiring bordering the table. The moat, it turns out, is the most humane mouse trap you’ve ever seen: The lab tech expertly extracts a chosen mouse from its plastic habitat and places it on the mesh, where its tiny mouse claws are so occupied with gripping tight to the wiring that it somehow finds itself incapable of moving.

         “We’re not cutting off the whole tail, obviously, just enough to get a genetic sample,” she says out the side of her mouth. Somehow, even with the stench of the mouse shit and the few feet of space between the two of you, you can smell her warm peanut butter breath.

         Step 3: Pick the mouse up from its mesh-wire paralysis using your left hand, so it is belly-up in your palm. Using your thumb and index finger, restrain its top two legs. Using your ring finger, hold down its lower torso. You will use your pinkie to hold the tail stable while you take the small silver scissors and snip off less than a centimeter of flesh from the end of the tail.

         It somehow seems so much more awful that you have to use a pair of scissors. As if you’re a sadistic future sociopath at home with the family pet. The mouse does not squeak, and you are told that it doesn’t hurt. There is rarely more than a drop of blood, and you dab it away easily with a delicate tissue Kimwipe. The tail sample goes into a small bullet-shaped plastic tube and the mouse goes back into the box after one final step.

         Step 4: This is the most important step. Don’t disappoint the advisor who got you this job, the man who wrote the email and gave you glowing praise that you didn’t deserve, about how brilliant and hardworking you are. You always looked forward to your freshman advisor meetings with him: ten minutes that turned into fifteen that turned into twenty in his office, which was bedecked with Star Trek memorabilia and close-up black-and-white photos of the parasitic worm he discovered that made him renowned in the biology community. When you told him you were planning on becoming a doctor, he was thrilled. “You’re one of the good ones,” he said conspiratorially, indicating that he had just ushered one of the bad ones out of a previous meeting. The bad ones were the stereotypical premeds—hyper-competitive, type A, their lives planned out down to their residency hospitals and what color scrubs they’ll wear when they get there. “You should be a doctor,” your advisor tells you, offering you a bowl of Hershey’s Kisses. “We need more doctors like you.” You decline; he pops two in his mouth. You aren’t sure how you were able to trick him so completely.

         And now you’re here, your first day, in one of the best labs on campus.

         Try to do a good job.

         “Oh, and when you’re piercing the ear, you have to fold the ear in half, like this. If you pierce it through without folding it, the mice can just rip the tag right out. So here, look.” The lab tech demonstrates for you, folding one mouse’s velvety ear within the metal fingers of the handheld gun and then depressing the trigger.

         Piercing a mouse’s folded ear, you discover, is infinitely more unpleasant than using scissors to snip its tail. The ear is so velvety soft, it seems, and delicate, and you can feel the crunch of the cartilage in your hand as you push the thick needle and plastic marker through. There is no blood and no cries of pain, but you feel as though this is the part that hurts the mouse the most.

         “So you’ll just finish up with the rest of this group,” the lab tech says, and she heads back toward the main laboratory, leaving you alone in a glorified closet, surrounded by rodents and their smell, working under fluorescent lights that still manage to leave the room too dark. “Oh, and remind me to grab you the independent study application when we’re back upstairs. The doctor likes to plan ahead about what her interns will be writing their senior theses on.”

         You have no idea what you’ll be writing your senior thesis on. You aren’t sure what this lab is actually studying. Liver cancer or something. You managed to trick them in your interview too. They saw the recommendation from your advisor and your good grades and figured any bio major at Brown is as good as the next. You wish you could wear a shirt that says “I missed the day where they explained everything.” Which lecture was it exactly, what class, what moment, what point studying for what test did you stop understanding and begin pretending you did? You’re planning on just pretending you understand all the way through your medical school applications. Once you’re at med school, it’s day one for everyone. Just study the textbook and become a doctor.

         Follow the steps.

         You try to grab your first mouse, and it wriggles away from your grip. The mouse burrows itself into the wood shavings. And so you try to grab another mouse, one that looks almost sedate, sitting on a pile of wood shavings like a proud, fat king. But the moment you get the mouse king in your left hand, it begins violently shaking like a teenager at a metal concert, fighting desperately to escape your grasp, little pink feet crawling on the air, head shaking back and forth—you can’t tell me what to do, Mom!

         You’re forced to drop the mouse back onto the metal grating twice so you can readjust your hand position before you manage to get that scissor snip of the tail tip. Once that bit of its DNA is gone, the mouse loses most of its will to fight. It allows you to fold and pierce its ear with only your own squeamishness to overcome.

         You never thought you were a squeamish person before. You fantasize about plucking ingrown hairs and, unlike your younger sister who shrieked and cried, even well into teenager years, when faced with the prospect of getting a shot, you never minded needles or blood.

         But using scissors to snip a piece of living flesh is harder than you imagined, and it doesn’t get easier, not after the first mouse, or the third or the tenth. Using the thick metal gun, closer to a hole punch than anything else, to brutalize through two layers of ear will still make you cringe years later.

         The first mouse is done. You are now alone but for a hundred mice in a dark basement room. And you have a dozen mice to cut and pierce before you can leave. Trying to become a doctor is lonelier than you expected.

         From kindergarten on, when the inevitable question of “What do you want to be when you grow up?” came, you always had an answer that matched the inflated sense of self-worth of a white girl in an upper-middle-class family in an upper-middle-class suburb, who has been told over and over again that she can achieve anything she puts her mind to. When someone asks this question, they’re not just asking about jobs—children don’t really understand the fundamentals of jobs: the daily rigor, the monotony, the paperwork, the busywork, the struggling, the interviewing, the promotions, and so on—they’re asking them about their future. “Who do you want to be, child?” they ask. The child’s answer is inevitably one of the primary-colored figures they’ve seen waving from the pages of picture books or from Sesame Street: Susan is a dancer—see Susan in her tutu onstage at the big city ballet show? Tamako is a doctor—Tamako will be in a white coat with a stethoscope around her neck. Do you want to be a dancer or a doctor or a lawyer or a teacher or a businessperson or a firefighter or a policeperson?

         There are an infinite number of careers you can have, and when we say infinite we mean about eight. Your job will not just be your job—it will be the very thing you are. It will be how you are introduced when you’re standing alongside your improbably international and diverse friends in the coloring book. The job itself will be your costume.

         And so, from an early age you knew: You didn’t just want a job; you wanted an identity. “First female president” was the answer you stuck to from second grade. You believed it with such earnest naivety that you looked upon Hillary Clinton as a competitive colleague. “Talk show host” was another popular contender: Your mother watched Oprah every day when you came home from school, and so you watched Oprah every day when you came home from school. You pictured yourself holding court every weekday with celebrity guests and politicians, involved and respected, in a job that seemed to mainly consist of talking, using luxury products, and being cheered for. You entertained dozens of fantasies of careers upon which you might embark, from evolutionary biologist like Jane Goodall to celebrity chef, and although they seemed unrelated, they were tied together by an obvious unifying factor: You wanted to be respected, and you wanted to be known. The nightmare for you was never death; the nightmare was being forced to live your entire life anonymous to the people who mattered. You wanted to be a part of the action, and a part of the action in a way that people respected your opinion.

         Maybe that’s why, as you grew older and you realized becoming president requires a lot of money and handshaking and paperwork and that to be a celebrity chef one needs to be good at cooking, you gravitated toward science.

         Science is wonderful if you enjoy feeling smart. “Monosaccharides,” you can say, nodding your head thoughtfully. “Cis isomer. Ardipithecus ramidus. Gel electrophoresis. Saltatory conduction.” And suddenly the world will be filled with people entranced by your genius, totally aware of how smart you are and how much they should respect your opinion, even on things you received B minuses on in tests. And imagine how much greater that feeling will be once you have Dr. in front of your name. “What does your daughter do?” people will ask your mother in the grocery store. “Oh,” your mom will say, trying to conceal a smile, “she’s a doctor.”

         “I always knew she was smart,” the stranger will reply, validating your years of schooling and thousands of dollars of debt from miles away.

         It’s easy. Well, not always easy in practice (you still have nightmares about diagrams in organic chemistry, sloppy lines facing the wrong way, cramped notes taken in a foreign language of which you haven’t yet grasped the grammar), but at least the path forward is clear. That’s the terrifying thing about adulthood, right? Leaving the tributary river of childhood in which progress is so clearly prescribed along a narrow to-do list—high school, college, internships, good grades—and then spilling out into a massive ocean. But being a doctor has steps: You get internships in laboratories; you volunteer with patients; you take organic chemistry and study for the MCAT and apply for medical school. And then it’s three years of school and then an internship and then a residency and by then you’ll be a bona fide adult, most likely with an apartment where you live with a cat and a significant other and you will have a job. You will be a doctor and you will be respected.

         As soon as you settle on the plan in your mind, you feel as though you might as well be comatose for the next ten years. You wish you could skip ahead. In knowing exactly what you’re going to do, you might as well have already done it. Is there any way to get the acclaim and recognition of being an internationally famous and wealthy doctor who is universally renowned as an expert in her field without having to work really hard and figure out if you’re actually good enough? Isn’t there just a way to skip all of the school and the studying and the proving yourself and the anonymity and coast to mind-boggling success based on potential alone? It’s as if the System somehow seems entirely indifferent to the fact that your parents called you gifted as a child.

         So for now you’re alone, in a room in the cold fluorescent hallways of a biology lab three floors beneath a neo-brutalist concrete building, and you have three more plastic crates, each filled with a litter of mice, to go through, snipping tails and mutilating ears. It will be a few hours before you see another human again. You know, somehow, that the research you’re obliquely facilitating is going to help people someday, or at least will disprove someone’s idea of something that might have helped people someday. But right now, in this basement room in the cold fluorescent hallways of a biology lab, it doesn’t feel like you’re doing anything useful.

         One day, when you have time and the light is just right and you’ve already eaten breakfast and done yoga (you’re the type of person who does yoga now), you’ll spend a full day reading every single scientific paper that’s been produced about lab mice and cancer until you’re an expert in the field. It doesn’t matter that every paper you’ve attempted to read thus far has become gibberish by the first sentence—in this morning/yoga fantasy, you understand every word even better than the author. You actually get to mail snooty letters to the editor about minor mistakes. That’s how well you understand it.

         Someday you’ll have a lab of your own filled with exotic specimens flown in from other labs all over the country and you’ll know what to do with them. You’ll have your own undergraduate student alone in a room on her first day, snipping off mouse tails and trying her best not to get scratched. You just have to stick to the path.

         As you finish disfiguring a particularly fidgety mouse and recognize that you still have half a dozen left to go, a particularly insidious thought floats into your head: You don’t have to come back to the lab tomorrow. That tiny realization blooms in your brain like a rosebud submerged in water. There’s no reason you have to work in this lab now, as a sophomore, not really. You can send an email to the head of the laboratory saying you were wrong, you’re sorry but you’re too busy with schoolwork and you just don’t think it’s a good fit. You are staring down a long year of hours spent using pipettes and PCR machines and making careful notes and keeping track of how many mouse babies are born and how many are male and how many are female and how many were eaten by the mother because, yes, you learn, that does happen.

         You are staring down your entire future, but you don’t have to be.

         
             Do you continue to work in the mouse lab?

            A. Yes. Even though today it’s just cutting tails and tagging ears, in a few years your life will be just like Grey’s Anatomy—you’ll wear scrubs that inexplicably still make your butt look cute and you’ll hook up with the other cute-butted doctors in the break room in between lifesaving procedures that end with families in tears hugging you for your incredible work. (You haven’t actually seen Grey’s Anatomy.) You’ll win awards and walk in clacking heels down hospital hallways and get called brilliant. All you need to do is follow the right steps.

         

         
            Turn here.

         

         
            B. No. There’s a reason you don’t really know what you’re doing, because this isn’t what you’re supposed to be doing. You’re far too creative and funny to be wasting your life in the back room of a basement laboratory. You’ve never been that meticulous or organized either, and when you’re a doctor, that will probably lead to accidentally killing a bunch of people. You’re smart; you can find something else to succeed at that doesn’t take about fifteen years and $150,000.

         

         
            Turn here.

         

         

          

         You are becoming a doctor. Good! That feels right. You are so proud every time you go to the grocery store with your mother on weekends back in the suburb you grew up in. “What are you up to?” the mother of a high school classmate asks, her purse jangling against her grocery cart filled with SmartPop!

         You give a practiced shrug of modesty. “Well, I’m a senior at Brown now and applying for med school.”

         Your mom interrupts here. “She’s already been offered a spot at [Harvard/Yale/Penn/UChicago],” she says, beaming.

         Remember all of those doubts you had? How you felt as though you were always on your back foot, and any internship or lab position or good grade you received was granted only by luck and trickery? Well, you must have been wrong, because now you’re going to be a doctor. If you ever doubted you were smart enough, well doubt no more. All you need to do is follow along the instructions on this path as they’re given and you will be a Success.

         And eventually, you are. You like what you do—you’re helping people every day, and you’re on your feet, running through the squeaking white linoleum hallways of hospital buildings and you get to tell people what to do and make small incisions in flesh and sew up bodies like they’re the halter tops you made out of bandanas when you were in seventh grade. You’re good at your job, and people thank you for it. You are Dr. Schwartz and people respect your opinion and entrust their vulnerable, mortal flesh into your care.

         When your children have finally made it off to college, you buy a nice cabin in Vail (you ski in this future) with your husband Ari or David or Jonathan or Adam, and you wear Lululemon pants every day and have sex when you can stomach it, and you buy a nice purse for yourself on your birthday, and you take vacations. You collect the mementos of upper-middle-class life one by one and you tell yourself, sure, being a doctor is a lot of paperwork, and Ari or David or Jonathan or Adam is losing his hair, and there will always be someone skinnier than you, and did you hear that Jenna—you know, Jenna from high school—actually works as a producer on SNL now? and people are just a little more jealous of her and her glamorous life, but you are a doctor, and you make a good living, and you have a family, and maybe you don’t really save lives anymore because you’re a dermatologist, but you did catch that mole the other week, and you are content doing this professional, worthwhile thing that impresses people and you are happy. Or at least, happy most of the time. What is being happy anyway? It’s the few moments you have to yourself, in the quiet while you’re brushing your teeth or folding laundry when you realize you have a good job and a good family and enough money to get by and to appreciate it. So, yes, you think. You’re happy.

         
            THE END

             

         

         
            Or go back here.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            WHAT SORT OF WRITER

WILL YOU BECOME?

         

         
            1. When someone asks you what your favorite book is, what will you say?

            A. The Crying of Lot 49. You would say Gravity’s Rainbow, but you haven’t exactly finished it yet even though you keep it in a very prominent spot on your bedside table.

            B. You tell the truth: Ender’s Game, the book you read when you were in fifth grade. It was the first book that seemed to speak directly to you, to understand you in a way no other book, or even person, had ever understood you before. Ender, like you, was the third child—brilliant but lonely, better at things than older kids but caught between the desire to show off and the need to avoid bullying. The ending of the book, so maudlin and condescending to your current cynical twenty-four-year-old mind, was perfect when you were twelve. It was heartbreaking and as fragile as the ice that crystallized over a puddle, waiting for someone to crack it with their boot. Years later, you would find out that its author, Orson Scott Card, is a homophobe and bigot, an entrenched, angry old man who stands against everything you believe, and you’ll feel almost violated with how easily he had slipped into your child-brain. He was a terrible person, and he understood you completely in a way that you felt your parents would never be able to. You don’t like telling people Ender’s Game is your favorite book anymore. Sometimes you say The Martian Chronicles, a book by Ray Bradbury you read in seventh grade that left you with the same sense of delicious heartbreak when you finished it.

            C. Proust, in the original French. It changed your life, but you’re not such an asshole that you tell people that you read it in French.

            2. What do you eat for breakfast?

            A. Black coffee, with a side of a half pack of cigarettes.

            B. You usually don’t. But if you’re only running an hour late for work, rather than your typical two, you’ll spend $7.00 on a latte and croissant at the chain coffee place around the corner from your office. Most of the croissant will end up in flakes on your lap.

            C. French press coffee and a bowl of oatmeal with fresh berries. You didn’t microwave the oatmeal, nor did you make it in a pot that you’ll leave unwashed in the sink, resulting in a permanent coating of heated milk gluing itself to the pot’s surface. The oatmeal just appears on your vintage writing desk in your apartment that gets natural light, always at the perfect temperature.

            3. What will your novel be about?

            A. A young man attempting to discover himself through sex and vinyl records and literature he picks up at secondhand stores. The reader never learns his name. The book will be written without any punctuation and you expect it to be nominated for several prestigious awards even though no one will ever want to read through the entire thing.

            B. A coming-of-age young adult novel about a girl, funnier and more ornery than you, taking a trip through Europe just like you took a trip through Europe. People will describe it as a romp. It will sell fine.

            C. A marriage falling apart, a girl unearthing an age-old secret in her town, and a mute priest. Their stories intersect in a way no one ever would expect. The novel is 600 pages and critics will rave about the sparkling prose and call you a rising literary superstar.

            

            4. What do you wear on, say, a random Tuesday?

            A. Torn black jeans that you haven’t gotten around to repairing, the T-shirt you slept in, and a leather jacket.

            B. The same leggings you’ve worn all week, a bra you haven’t washed in months, a black tank top, and the same sweater you’ve had since middle school.

            C. Dark jeans, a crisp white button-down, big sunglasses, and red lipstick. You always look like an off-duty model or an on-duty Parisian.

            5. How do you write?

            A. In a Moleskine notebook with an expensive fountain pen. Writing is all about the aesthetics; you are a serious writer and you want everybody in your MFA program to know it.

            B. Rarely, and on a laptop with keys stained with Chinese food splatter and a screen with a dead black space that runs a full inch down the right side that’s been there since you dropped the computer while standing up to answer the door for the Chinese food deliveryman.

            C. On a vintage typewriter that you got as a gift from a very famous writer that you’ll decline to name, because you’re not that type of person. You whip through pages with ease—you are the type of person for whom a typewriter makes sense and not the type of person who would spend $450 on a typewriter that will gather dust on the shelf by your bed because the opportunity never feels quite right to actually sit down and use it. The typewriter always feels right for you. The morning light comes through your window, and your desk has flowers that you never forget to water. Oh, it’s not easy, of course not. Writing is a craft, and when you’re done with the first draft, you have the patience and fortitude to sit down with your red pen and edit until the prose is as dazzling as you are.

         

         If you answered mostly As

         You are that guy in your MFA program. Not necessarily a guy, but just, you know: that guy. The one who wears the slouchy beanie for the carefully cultivated effect of nonchalant artist, the one who always talks in class, who writes pretentious poetry and says he’s working on a novel that no one’s ever seen. There are two options for your future: (1) You will give up as a writer after a single rejection from the New Yorker or (2) you write a slim, experimental novel that becomes a surprise runaway bestseller and you will float through New York for the rest of your career, guest editing anthologies and fucking nineteen-year-olds in your East Village apartment.

         If you answered mostly Bs

         You will get a job writing—first for a magazine and then for the same magazine’s website when the magazine is no longer in print. You will become the type of person who spends more and more time online, scrolling through social media and allowing your brain’s once-sharp edges to gradually become round. When you do write a book, you will wonder if it was for the right reasons. You care too much what other people think.

         If you answered mostly Cs

         You are a liar. You exist only in the fantasies of someone who answered mostly Bs, especially after she eats a heavy lunch and succumbs to two doughnuts that someone left in the office kitchenette and feels her stomach pressing up against her waistband. Someone who answered mostly Cs would have always been in control. She would have a defined jawline, and green eyes, and wouldn’t contemplate getting a nose job because her nose would already be perfect. She would be described as willowy. She would write every day and be praised constantly even though she wouldn’t need it because she doesn’t base her self-esteem on external praise.

         
             

         

         There is a folk legend every student knows but that no one has ever been told, a legend that has traveled across the globe and through the generations like a deadly airborne virus, or that way you all knew how to draw that cartoon S on your notebook paper, starting with six vertical lines in two rows. The legend is as follows: If a professor is more than fifteen minutes late to class, the class is canceled, and every student is permitted to go home.

         It is tested only one time in your entire tenure as a student: the first day of Introduction to Fiction Writing.

         The class is a workshop, only fifteen people, and tucked into a corner room on the second floor of the library. With the library’s concrete walls (another neo-brutalist addition to the campus sometime in the 1970s) and densely packed shelves, it has the eerie gloom that seems like it’s always sundown. You had a certain idea of what an Ivy League university library would look like—Raphaelesque paintings on the walls; mahogany desks, each with its own cozy green banker’s lamp; walls of books dappled by sunlight and reachable only by ladder. This is a barren structure, built in the ’60s and close to the ground. Most of the books are kept in subterranean basement stacks, with automatic lights so finicky and difficult to activate that you’ve found yourself using the flashlight on your phone to find the tome you want.

         This classroom hasn’t been set up for a writing workshop: all of the desks face different directions, so you all sit facing different directions. But heads are all turned toward the clock. Your professor is now officially sixteen minutes late. You look at one another.

         “This is A204, right?” someone asks.

         You all murmur your assent.

         “Level two fiction writing?” someone else asks.

         “Wait, no. Arabic, right?”

         There are more mumbles, and it is established that the rest of you are there for level two fiction, not Arabic. “Oh. Oh, shit,” the Arabic-taker says, and he heaves his backpack up and leaves the room. You hear his footsteps echo down the hallway, past the stacks and all the way to the library’s central spiraling staircase, but it’s the only set of footsteps you hear. No one is coming from the other direction.

         Seventeen minutes after two.

         “It’s the first day,” one boy suggests to no one in particular. He already has the two course books out of his bag and stacked neatly on his desk. “Maybe he’s just finding his way.”

         And then, like he’s been summoned, the door opens and a man who can only be the professor enters. His age is impossible to determine: He could be a fifty-five-year-old with a good, even tan and a thick head of black hair, or a thirty-year-old with a world-weary expression. He isn’t smiling when he enters, and he traces over every one of you with his gray eyes before settling at the desk in the front of the room. He looks more like someone who would play a young, troublemaking uncle on The O.C. than a professor.

         “I was trying to get the registrar to change rooms. Hate these back-of-the-library rooms,” he says. No one responds. “Come on, gather your chairs around. Just…circle up.”

         You do. None of you have seen this professor before or heard any stories about him from upperclassmen. He is a visiting professor, you’re pretty sure. There is no mythology attached to him.

         “So I’m going to be your professor this semester,” he says, smirking to reveal perfectly straight teeth. You hadn’t known people smirked outside of romance novels before this. “I figured since it’s the first day you might as well just ask me any questions you might have about me.”

         None of you have ever begun a college class with the professor asking for an interview.

         The boy with his books out asks the first question like a cautious step onto a frozen lake.

          

         So, where are you from?

         —Florida.

         Where were you before this?

         —Teaching in Florida.

         How is this class going to be graded?

         —Just…do your work. Do the reading. We’ll workshop three student pieces a week.

         What kind of writing do you do, mainly?

         —I write books.

         What kind of books do you write? you ask.

         —That’s a pointless question.

         —Double-spaced, twelve-point font.

         —Yes, this class is mandatory pass/fail.

         —Ready? All right, let’s open the yellow book to page 131 and talk about Tobias Wolff.

          

         It’s only as you’re walking back to your dorm room that you realize the professor never actually said his name.

         You look him up later with your laptop balanced on your belly and find his profile on a Florida university website: a much younger picture of him, handsome and squinting into the sun, with a brief biography noting his two books, both no doubt celebrated among a certain circle of the literati at least for a brief moment. Their descriptions are almost parodies of their genre: neither poetry nor prose, neither fiction nor memoir—these are autobiographies of objects, manifestos of emotion, notebooks of erotica, handmade ceramic bowls of feelings. They transcend linear structure, the literary establishment, and the physical act of reading itself. You hate them immediately.

         And yet you admit to yourself, you desperately want this professor to like you. You want him to feel as though you and he are colleagues, on the same level. You, a vivacious, single-eyebrow-raising co-ed, precocious literary talent, and he the cynical, brilliant professor who sees something special in you.

         Because here’s the thing you can admit to yourself: You’re a good writer. Sometimes even a very good writer. It’s the one consistent thing about your identity that’s existed from first grade on, the way you’re able to sit down with a notebook and write something weird and fast and memorable.

         When you were eight, you wrote a book of rhyming poems about animals at the zoo.

         You were planning on illustrating each page, but the poetry-writing came faster and easier to you than the drawing. Someone would look at your drawings and know immediately you were a child; if your typed and printed words were good enough, they could be from anyone.

         
            Come to the zoo and see the giraffe

            The long-necker

            Tree-wrecker

            Star-checker

            Giraffe.

         

         “Mom, who is the publisher who does the Dr. Seuss books?” you asked one day while your mom was preparing turkey sandwiches for the next day.

         “I…don’t know,” she replied.

         Undeterred, you marched upstairs and found a Seuss book in your closet and identified the strange words in the bottom corner of its cover: RANDOM HOUSE.

         You asked your father for a big envelope from work and addressed it carefully with an address you found during your thirty minutes of computer time, and slid the pages inside. “Can you mail this tomorrow?” you asked your dad. He agreed.

         You would be a kid-genius, a celebrant of the literary world. You were trapped in the comfortable bubble of the suburbs, on the conveyer belt of high school, college, boring job, boring marriage—then having kids and watching the whole cycle repeat itself again but this time from the opposite side. But your writing can get you out. People will read your writing. You will make boatloads of money and live in New York when you’re not traveling the world to meet adoring fans. You will be like Dr. Seuss, read for generations, your life the fodder for endless elementary school oral reports. Your writing just has to be good enough—and maybe it is.

         You have two fantasies about the professor that reappear equally frequently. The first is his fucking you, over his desk. That one creeps through your ear and into your brain at 11:30 p.m. when you’re alone in your dorm room with the covers drawn up to your chin and one hand tracing the elastic band of your underwear and the red indent it made in your belly. The second fantasy is the two of you locked in a close discussion, staying for hours after class in this back room of the library after the rest of the students have gone, those peons whose analysis of Katherine Mansfield was almost comical in its simplicity compared to the commentary you were able to contribute in class, even though you only skimmed the assignment. The two of you would talk about literature and writing until the red sun sank behind the eighteenth-century wood houses that line the edges of Brown’s campus like soldiers, and then you would keep talking, in a bar, in his room, while he fucked you over his desk, and so on.

         A semester goes by with you attempting to impress him with oblique references to Twitter followers and the fact that you’re looking for an agent, and did he know you almost have an agent? “Oh, Professor, quick question. When I’m looking for an agent, what really should I be looking for?”

         “I wouldn’t really know,” he says, and slinks from the room after the class ends, at 5:01 p.m.

         Finally, you have your semester meeting with him, in which every student is required to sign up for a fifteen-minute slot in his office to discuss your final writing project. You wrote a maudlin, meandering piece about a teenage girl going to her cousin’s funeral and stealing from her dead cousin’s bedroom. Nearly every other student in the class wrote some Jack Kerouac–wannabe bullshit about a man who is dissatisfied with his married life and wonders if he should just get on a train and leave it all behind. (In half the stories, he did get on the train, and in the other half he didn’t. In one story, he jumps in front of it.) You want praise for your voice-y first-person, unpretentious story. A beginning, a middle, and an end. No loyalty to the up-its-own-ass literary establishment.

         “Some parts of it worked,” the professor says to you, handing over the printed pages with a few nondescript red squiggles. “Needed a more human angle. It was okay, though.”

         The professor’s office doesn’t seem fully occupied yet, like the condo of a newly divorced dad. He shares it with another visiting professor, but both desks are disconcertingly empty of papers or memorabilia. Only a few books with titles you don’t recognize take up the empty chair beside you, and his coat is on the back of his chair. Other than that, he could disappear and no one would ever know he worked here.

         “What does that mean?” you ask, the word okay expanding like a balloon in your brain and pushing everything else out. Okay. Just okay. Okay, but not great. Mediocre. Okay. Okay? “I mean, what specifically could I improve?”

         “The part in the cousin’s bedroom was good. I want more exploration of that sort of emotional conflict.”

         But his words might as well be the buzzing trombone of an adult in a Peanuts cartoon. He didn’t say it was good. He didn’t say you were a good writer. He was acting like you were just one more of the faceless and uninspired students he is burdened to teach between his own bouts of genius. He doesn’t care about you or your work at all.

         “But…but I’m writing a book,” you sputter. “I’m trying to write a young adult book, and it’s going to have a similar voice to this story. I mean…” And what else do you have to lose? It’s the end of the semester and he’s given you nothing, not even the indication that he gives a shit about teaching this class. “Am I good enough?”

         “Look,” the professor says. His tan has faded a bit after six months in Providence and not Florida. His hair has gone gray around the temples, but unfortunately the effect is still “distinguished literary intellectual” and not “mediocre middle-aged man.” “I think,” and he hisses a bit, sucking air through his teeth, “you are probably going to be a very successful commercial writer.”
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