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      To Melissa Schwolow, Mikendra McCoy, Jenny Herrick, and Maureen Bagdasarian, without whom I would have never survived my own
         high school experience.
      

      
      And to every president or captain of a writers’ club, drama club, speech and debate team, Destination ImagiNation team, every
         editor of a high school newspaper or literary magazine, and anyone overachieving in their own right and underappreciated for
         it…this book is for you!
      

      




      
      
      9/30

      
      Dear Journal,

      
      One more school year with these shitheads and I’ll be free. It’s taken almost two decades of careful planning, but I’m proud
         to say my overdue departure from the town of Clover is only days away. Three hundred and forty-five days away, to be exact, but who’s counting?
      

      
      A year from now I’ll be sitting in my dorm room at Northwestern University taking notes from some overpriced textbook about
         “the history of…,” you know, something historical. I’ll be living off Top Ramen and gallons of Red Bull. I’ll barely be getting
         five hours of sleep a night, and that’s only when I don’t have to yell at my roommate to turn down his porn.
      

      
      I know it doesn’t sound like much to look forward to, but for this college-bound kid, it’s paradise! All the suffering, now and later, is for a much bigger picture.
      

      
      It’s not much of a secret since I tell anyone who will listen (mostly to get them to stop talking to me), but one day I hope
         to become the youngest freelance journalist to be published in the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the Chicago Tribune, and the Boston Globe, eventually making my way to editor of the New Yorker.
      

      
      Yes, I know that was a lot of information, so take a minute if you need one. If it sounds overwhelming to you, just think
         about how I feel living up to my future self every day. It’s exhausting!
      

      
      In a decade, if all goes according to plan, things will be much better for me. I can see it now: I’ll be sitting in my New
         York City apartment applying final touches to my weekly New York Times column. I’ll be living off Thai food and bottles of the finest red wine. I’ll be sleeping ten hours a night, even when I
         have to yell at my neighbor to turn down his porn.
      

      
      Granted, I still have a year to go in high school, and senior year at that. And I do realize I haven’t actually been “accepted” to Northwestern yet, but those are just minor technicalities.
         Since we’re on the subject, I should also mention that I’m well aware Northwestern doesn’t send out early acceptance letters
         until December 15, but, fearing that I may apply somewhere else, I’m sure they’ve made an exception for me. I’m positive my acceptance letter is on its way from the admissions office and will soon be in my eager hands as I write this…right?
      

      
      I wouldn’t be surprised if I was the first applicant. I stayed up half the night to submit my application as soon as the admissions
         website opened at 6 a.m. Chicago time on the first day. Now it’s just a waiting game…and waiting has never been my forte.
      

      
      I can’t imagine why they wouldn’t accept me. When they read my transcripts they’ll see I’m a very liberal-minded young man
         in a very obstinate world begging to be rescued by means of education: a diamond in a pile of cow shit, if you will.
      

      
      That and the fact that I’m one-sixteenth Native American and one-thirty-second African American (okay, that part I can’t actually
         prove) should make me an admissions jackpot!
      

      
      Even if that doesn’t work, my high school career should speak for itself. I’ve kept my grade point average at an impressive
         4.2 since freshman year. I’ve single-handedly edited the Clover High Chronicle since sophomore year, and I’ve managed to keep the Writers’ Club alive after school despite its apparent death wish.
      

      
      
      Not bad for a kid in a town where the most common intellectual question is, Will he actually eat the green eggs and ham?

      
      I’m kidding (sort of). Look, I don’t mean to constantly harp on my hometown. I suppose Clover has some good qualities too…I
         just can’t think of any off the top of my head.
      

      
      Clover is a place where the pockets are small but the minds are even smaller. It’s tiny and conservative, and most of the
         people are really set on living and dying here. Personally, I’ve never been able to hop on the bandwagon and have been publicly chastised because of it. Having
         aspirations to leave makes me the black sheep of the community.
      

      
      I’m sorry; I just can’t muster up pride for a town whose most cosmopolitan area is the Taco Bell parking lot on a Saturday
         night. And although I’ve never lived anywhere else, I’m pretty sure normal Sweet Sixteens don’t consist of group cow-tipping.
      

      
      When they built the first movie theater here, people lost their damn minds. I was only three, but I still remember people
         crying and cartwheeling in the streets. The line to see You’ve Got Mail circled the town.
      

      
      
      I pray we never get an airport—who knows what kind of cult-sacrificial suicides might occur?

      
      Yeah, I’m a little bitter because I’m one of those kids: bottom of the food chain, constantly teased, despised, an annoyance to everyone around them, most likely to find a
         pile of flaming manure on the roof of their car (oh yeah, it happened), but what prevents my life from being a sad after-school
         special is I don’t give a shiiiit. I can’t reiterate enough, this town is full of morons!
      

      
      Whenever my pen pals from the online Northwestern chat rooms and forums ask me, “Where is Clover?” I’m usually forced to say,
         “It’s where The Grapes of Wrath ended up.” And that’s putting it nicely.
      

      
      Let’s be honest: Go to the corner of Nothing and Nowhere, make a left, and you’ll find Clover. It’s one of those cities you
         pass along the side of a freeway, home to barely ten thousand citizens, that makes you ask yourself, “Who the fuck would live
         there?” Well, if you’ve recently asked yourself this in a car, the answer is, This fucker. Hi, I’m Carson Phillips, if I haven’t introduced myself formally.
      

      
      I read once that all great writers have issues with their hometowns; guess I’m no exception. You can’t let your origins bring you down, though. You don’t get to pick where you’re from, but you always have control of where you’re
         going. (That’s a good quote; I’ll have to remember to say that if I’m ever receiving an honorary doctorate one day.)
      

      
      But this all just fuels my fire even more. Ever since I was eight years old and got asked, “What do you want to be when you
         grow up?” and replied, “The editor of the New Yorker,” the looks I’d receive after the declaration—as if I had said “dragon slayer” or “transvestite golfer”—always pushed me
         a little closer to a metaphoric exit sign.
      

      
      Perhaps that’s why my issues with Clover started at such a young age. I was constantly shot down by nitwits who couldn’t think
         outside the box—especially in elementary school, aka the first place they try to brainwash you in a small town.
      

      
      I remember my first-grade teacher was giving a lesson on subtraction.

      
      “When one thing takes another away, what do we call that?” she asked my class.

      
      “Homicide!” I called out, so proud of myself. I wasn’t technically wrong, but the look she gave me for the following three minutes made it appear that way.
      

      
      The same year we had Founding Fathers’ Day, and I remember it like it was yesterday. I walked to the front of the classroom,
         clutching the report I had spent hours on, and told the class everything I had learned.
      

      
      “Most of the founding fathers were closeted homosexuals and slave owners,” I said. Needless to say, I wasn’t allowed to finish
         the report.
      

      
      That day after school was the first day my parents were called in for a “meeting.” It was the beginning of the complex relationship
         I have with the public education system.
      

      
      “He’s eccentric, so what?” my mom told the teacher.

      
      “Mrs. Phillips, your six-year-old son told his class the presidents who founded this nation were homosexual slave owners,”
         the teacher said. “I’d say that’s more than eccentric behavior.”
      

      
      “That might have been my fault,” my dad said. “He asked me for a funny fact about the founding fathers, so I gave him one.”

      
      “He was asking for a fun fact, you dipshit!” Mom scolded him. “I told him to ask you! No wonder he’s having trouble in school—his father is a moron!”
      

      
      “Actually, Mrs. Phillips,” the teacher said, “on the first day of school he introduced himself and told the class you had told him he was named Carson because Johnny Carson was on television while he was…conceived.”
      

      
      To this date, I’ve never seen my mother gulp so hard.

      
      “Oh,” she said. “Well, I take responsibility for that one.”

      
      That was the last time my parents were seen together in public. As you may have guessed, I’m one of those cynical kids from
         a broken home, too.
      

      
      Until I was ten and saw a friend’s parents interact, I never realized that people got married because they wanted to, because
         they loved each other. I had always thought it was more like jury duty: You got an envelope in the mail telling you when, where, and
         who you were required to reproduce with.
      

      
      There was about as much love between Neal and Sheryl Phillips as there was between the squid and the whale. At least they had an ocean to share and not a three-bedroom, two-bathroom suburban home.
      

      
      I’m pretty sure their wedding vows went something like this:

      
      “Neal and Sheryl, do you take each other as your awfully selected spouse; to reprimand and scold from this day forward; for
         better but mostly worse, in counseling and in therapy, in anger and in frustration, to hate and then resent; from this day
         forward until death that you cause?”
      

      
      Maybe at one point they loved each other, or thought they loved each other. But once you reach a certain age in Clover all
         that’s left to do is get married and have kids. It may not have been the best idea, but it was what was expected of them,
         and they were victims of the pressure.
      

      
      My mom was definitely in it for the long haul, always trying to make things work between them. Their marriage was a constant
         pattern: My dad was unhappy, my mom tried to fix it, my dad was still unhappy, my mom resented trying to fix it, there would
         be a massive argument, and the cycle would repeat.
      

      
      
      Unfortunately my dad didn’t want it to work; he had wanted out as soon as he got in.

      
      At one point my mother quit her job as a receptionist at a doctor’s office because my dad was, and I quote, “tired of picking
         Carson up from that fucking school.” Not that his job as a real estate agent kept him working late; he just tried avoiding
         as much fatherly responsibility as a priest in a whorehouse. (I’m sorry, super proud of myself for that reference.)
      

      
      Sometimes I swear I can still hear them yelling in the kitchen. Whether it was over a missing fifty bucks in their checking
         account or just a dish left in the sink, from nine to ten o’clock every night they were sure to be arguing. At least something
         was consistent in my childhood.
      

      
      Our next-door neighbors used to watch from over the fence every night. I tried selling them popcorn one time but they didn’t
         go for it.
      

      
      Our Titanic of a family sank deeper and deeper as time went on. But in a sick way, I’m almost glad it did. In my desperate attempt to
         escape it, I was led to the greatest discovery ever: words. I was fascinated by them. There were so many! I could tell a story, I could write about my day, I could write about the day I wished I had
         had instead.…It was an endless power!
      

      
      Every time I would hear my parents going at it, I would open up my crayon box and notebook and go to town. Suddenly, everything
         became white noise and nothing bothered me anymore. It’s how I held on to sanity in a crazy house.
      

      
      Things with my parents came to a peak after Grandpa, Mom’s dad, passed away. Grandma came to live with us a year later when
         she was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.
      

      
      She had always been my champion and savior. Whenever I was having trouble in school she would sit me on her lap and say, “Don’t
         let that teacher make you feel like you’re anything less than brilliant, Carson. She’s just pissed that the governor changed
         her pension plan.”
      

      
      It was hard to watch her slowly fade away. Even as a kid I knew something was wrong.

      
      When she was at home she was usually in the linen closet wondering how her room had gotten so small. Our neighbors used to find her wandering the streets alone, wondering where
         she had parked the car she didn’t have anymore.
      

      
      “This is the third time she’s been found wandering around town,” Dad said to Mom one night at nine o’clock.

      
      “She just gets a little confused and forgets what the house looks like,” Mom said. “What’s your excuse?”

      
      “I’m serious, Sheryl,” Dad said. “Either she goes, or I go!”

      
      It was the first time I’d ever seen Mom speechless. I helped her pack Grandma’s things the next day.

      
      Although she was getting more senile by the second, Grandma knew what was happening the day we put her in the Clover Assisted
         Living Home. She was very quiet and kept to herself. Mom did too, feeling the guilt of it all, I suspect.
      

      
      “Why are you moving?” I asked Grandma.

      
      “Because the people here are going to take good care of me,” she said.

      
      “Can’t I take good care of you?” I said.

      
      “I wish, honey,” Grandma said, and stroked my hair.

      
      
      I felt so helpless, but I tried cheering her up the best way I knew how.

      
      “I wrote you a story, Grandma,” I said, handing her a paper.

      
      “Oh? Let’s see,” she said, and took it from me. “‘Once upon a time, there was a boy.’” She stopped reading—not because she
         wanted to, that was just all I had written. “Well, it’s a lovely story, but it could use some development.” She smiled.
      

      
      “Mom said I can visit you every day after school. She said I could ride my bike here,” I told her. “I can bring you a new
         story every day!”
      

      
      “I’d like that,” she said, a little teary-eyed, and hugged me. She was sad but I was so happy I could give her something to look forward to. And to date, I’ve never missed a day.
      

      
      Despite my mom’s final attempts at making her marriage work, Dad eventually left when I was ten.

      
      The whole neighborhood remembers that night. It was the series finale of The Neal and Sheryl Show and started at nine on the dot and stretched into the early hours of the morning.
      

      
      “You can’t leave now! We just started going back to counseling!” Mom screamed after him as he went to his car. He didn’t even pack, really; he just grabbed as many things
         as he could on the way to the door, including some Aztec decoration off the walls. Not sure what he was going to do with that.
      

      
      “I can’t spend another second in this house!” Dad yelled back at her.

      
      He drove off, tires screeching, into the night. Mom ran after his car, screaming, “Go! You can’t come back! I hate you! I
         hate you!”
      

      
      She collapsed in the front yard and cried hysterically for another hour. It was the first time I realized just how much she
         cared about him. Thank God for the sprinklers; otherwise she might have been out there all night.
      

      
      It’s been me and Mom ever since. Well, there was that one time Grandma escaped the assisted-living home and wound up back
         with us for a day or two, but mostly it’s been just the two of us.
      

      
      Life without Dad was very different, mostly quieter. Even though Mom did try to pick her nine o’clock fights with me for the
         first couple of years, the house became pleasantly peaceful.
      

      
      
      We found ways around having a grown man in the house. Mom never figured out how to put together the Christmas tree or lights,
         so she just told people in the neighborhood we converted to Judaism. There’s no one here to fix things, so small things have
         been broken for years around the house (and I’m certainly not gonna take a screwdriver to anything).
      

      
      Mom’s never really recovered from the whole thing. She never went back to work, deciding to just live off the money Grandpa
         left us. She never dated or remarried, replacing my dad with wine instead. (And oh, what a love affair it’s been!)
      

      
      She mostly spends her life on the couch these days watching Judge Judy and Ellen. She showers weekly (if I’m lucky) and has become known in town as “that lady who grocery shops in her bathrobe and sunglasses.”
         Perhaps you’ve experienced a sighting?
      

      
      I’ve only seen my dad twice since he left; once on my twelfth birthday and more recently at Christmas two years ago. Yeah,
         he’s a real winner. He makes Carmen Sandiego look super reliable.
      

      
      “Where the hell have you been?” I said the last time I saw him, not able to hold it in.

      
      
      “I moved up north to the Bay Area,” he said calmly, like he was telling me what he’d had for lunch.

      
      “Why?” I asked.

      
      “To find myself,” he said.

      
      I tried my best not to laugh at him but a smile broke through. “Still searching?”

      
      He never responded.

      
      I’ve spent a lot of time being pissed at my parents over the years. I’ve never understood how someone like me could come from
         people like them. I guess ambition is a recessive gene.
      

      
      But I suppose I should always keep in mind that, through it all, I’ve still had it much better than others… until those people’s
         autobiographies outsell mine in the future. Then I’ll be back to feeling sorry for myself. (Unpopular opinion: Your story
         is only sad until you start making money off of it. Then I no longer feel sorry for you.)
      

      
      Let me put a lid on the violin playing in the background and reiterate my original point: Life has been shitty, but I’m getting out of here. I’m moving onward and upward and I’ve never been so excited.
      

      
      
      Well, I think my life story is enough of an entry for one night. I was originally skeptical about this whole journaling thing,
         but now I see how therapeutic it can be. I seriously feel less stressed than when I started. I feel really calm and centered
         and— Oh shit, it’s midnight and I still have Algebra 2 homework! Gotta go!
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      What a DAY and it’s not even over yet. It started this morning when I woke up at the crack of ass, like I do every day.

      
      Can I please just say that it has been scientifically proven that teenagers learn and test better when they go to school later
         in the day? Which I suppose would be taken into consideration if school wasn’t really just a government-funded day care meant
         to keep kids occupied. (I don’t know about you, but I’m most prone to committing crimes between the hours of 6 a.m. and 3
         p.m.! Thumbs up!)
      

      
      I eventually stirred to life after the fourth or fifth time hitting the snooze button. I stumbled into my bathroom and discovered
         I wouldn’t be going to school alone; there was a huge zit on the side of my face. Acne: God’s way of reminding you that, besides
         all your other flaws, you aren’t perfect. Thanks for the heads-up, God, almost forgot.
      

      
      I got dressed, went into the living room, and, no surprise, found my mom passed out on the couch. Only my mother makes every morning look like the morning after a Guns N’ Roses party when I know for a fact she was just watching
         Beaches on repeat last night.
      

      
      I yanked open the drapes and let the light in. Every day I hope this will inspire her to get off the couch. Every day I also
         worry the sunlight will finally cause her to burst into flames.
      

      
      “Mom, wake up!” I said, hitting her with a pillow. “You passed out again.”

      
      She jerked around under the blanket like a seal caught in a fishing net.

      
      “Wh-wh-what?” she said, finally becoming conscious.

      
      “Congratulations, you survived the night,” I said. I like to greet her in the morning with supportive comments so she knows
         I care.
      

      
      “If you were a decent person you’d just let me sleep!” she grunted.

      
      “If I were a decent person I’d put you to sleep,” I said.
      

      
      “Oh my God, my head…” She sighed.

      
      “You know, the morning isn’t supposed to hurt.” I brought her a glass of water and some Advil. She needed it.
      

      
      I looked around the coffee table—or should I say, the wine and prescription bottle graveyard it had become.

      
      “Are you sure you’re supposed to be drinking with all those prescriptions Dr. Dealer is giving you?” I asked her.

      
      “It’s Dr. Wheeler, and why don’t you just leave that to the professionals?” she said, and took the Advil. “Those warning stickers are for amateurs.”
      

      
      Over the last few years Mom has formed this sick relationship with her doctor. It’s sick because half the time I’m convinced
         she thinks they’re actually in a relationship. She literally makes up illnesses so she can visit him and is convinced if she
         doesn’t call him once a week he worries about her.
      

      
      If I had a patient taking more pills than Judy Garland and Marilyn Monroe put together, I’d be worried too. But I’m not sure
         she means worry in the same sense.
      

      
      “Go to school, get out of here,” she said, burying her face in her pillow. “And if I’m asleep when you get back from school don’t you dare put my hand in a bowl of water again!”
      

      
      I gathered up all of my school stuff and headed out the door. “’Bye!” I shouted back at her. “Love you too!”

      
      When my grandpa died he left me his 1973 Corvair convertible, which sounds really great on paper. In reality, he left me a
         lemon, and since the car is the most stress-inducing piece of machinery of all time and he died of a heart attack, I think
         it’s safe to say he left me his cause of death.
      

      
      It doesn’t start unless the key is in the ignition, the left passenger window is open, and the radio is turned to a Spanish
         classics station. Don’t ask how long it took me to figure out this combination. If it still doesn’t start when those three
         things are in place, the slamming of the glove compartment and a good kick on the rear license plate usually does the trick.
      

      
      I have a neighbor across the street who I’m convinced chooses this moment every day to retrieve his morning paper so he can
         watch the struggle. That jackass drives a Mercedes.
      

      
      One good thing about Clover is that people are rarely late. Every location is about a five-minute drive from another, and it only takes about an hour to walk from one end
         of town to the other. Unfortunately, this also means everyone gets to the student parking lot at the same time.
      

      
      Woof. The student parking lot. With all due respect to our veterans, I have yet to hear a war story that sends shivers down my spine more than flashbacks
         of the student parking lot. It’s a place where adolescents, most of whom haven’t even lived a full decade of wiping their
         own asses, are given keys to huge pieces of machinery than can potentially kill many in a matter of seconds.
      

      
      Absolutely no traffic laws apply in the student parking lot. It’s every man for himself.

      
      Signaling? Don’t worry, I’m psychic and know where you’re going. Speed limit? No need, the pedestrians should have heard you
         coming. Red zones? Don’t worry, girl on the volleyball team, that means it’s reserved just for you! Parking spots? Take yours
         and mine! Take several! Take as many as your Toyota Corolla needs!
      

      
      And if this daily war zone wasn’t enough, survivors then make their way inside to an even more hazardous environment: high school, society’s bright idea to put all the naïve,
         pubescent, aggressive youth into one environment to torment and emotionally scar each other for life. Way to go, society!
         Best idea ever.
      

      
      When I stop to think about it, there aren’t many differences between a public high school and a state penitentiary. It’s paid
         for by taxpayers. No one wants to be there. It’s overpopulated. You make alliances in the yard. Shanking is frowned upon.
      

      
      At least in prison, you get out sooner for good behavior. Maybe if I could graduate earlier I would filter what I say more;
         I’m sure my peers don’t like being called “cattle” as I walk past them in the hallways. But if the hoof fits, get the hell out of my way—you walk slower than a turtle on crutches!

      
      Luckily for me, I made it out of the trenches alive today (I say “trenches” because if the smell in the hallways after lunch
         on burrito day isn’t gas warfare, I don’t know what is) and into homeroom safely. Tragically, homeroom is Algebra 2.
      

      
      My algebra teacher, who coughs every twenty seconds for no reason and who I suspect plays with Barbies on the weekends, wrote an equation on the board:
      

      [image: image]

      
      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said, not able to stop myself. “What’s the i?”
      

      
      “The i is an imaginary number,” he said, and coughed.
      

      
      “There are imaginary numbers now?” I said in disbelief. “Are there unicorns in the next lesson?”
      

      
      Don’t get me wrong, I’m a great student. If I’m having trouble with a subject I stay after school and get the proper tutoring
         I need for it. Given that, I do believe I have the right to say, What the hell is Algebra 2?

      
      I understand we have to compete with China and Japan, but we also have to compete with Iran, and you don’t see us in classes
         learning to drill oil or make nuclear weapons. (Although I would take that class in a heartbeat!)
      

      
      
      What grinds me the most is that we’re sending kids out into the world who don’t know how to balance a checkbook, don’t know
         how to apply for a loan, don’t even know how to properly fill out a job application, but because they know the quadratic formula
         we consider them prepared for the world?
      

      
      With that said, I’ll admit even I can see how looking at the equation x – 3 = 19 and knowing x = 22 can be useful. I’ll even
         say knowing x = 7 and y = 8 in a problem like 9x – 6y = 15 can be helpful. But seriously, do we all need to know how to simplify
         (x – 3)(x – 3i)??
      

      
      And the joke is, no one can continue their education unless they do. A student living in California cannot get into a four-year
         college unless they pass Algebra 2 in high school. A future psychologist can’t become a psychologist, a future lawyer can’t
         become a lawyer, and I can’t become a journalist unless each of us has a basic understanding of engineering.
      

      
      Of course, engineers and scientists use this shit all the time, and I applaud them! But they don’t take years of theater arts
         appreciation courses, because a scientist or an engineer doesn’t need to know that The Phantom of the Opera was the longest-running Broadway musical of all time. Get my point?
      

      
      The board of education should sit down with universities and high schools alike and create options for students. Let us take business classes that substitute all the same credits as algebra. I guarantee a semester learning how to start a small business would benefit
         people much more than knowing:
      

      [image: image]

      
      But perhaps my proposal makes too much sense for the board of education. (I know they’re aware of it; all my letters have to be going to someone.) Then again, if they
         were actually interested in making the education system work, they’d probably have adjusted school hours when it was scientifically proven students do better later in the day! Sorry, that one still gets to me.
      

      
      I feel sorry for the class of 2020. By that time, every student will most likely have to pass differential calculus just to graduate from high school. Good luck, kids!
      

      
      Crap, Barbie-man has spotted me. I think he knows I’m not doing my homework; he coughed in my direction. I’ll write more later.
         Until then, I’ll keep mental tabs of other world solutions as they come to me.
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