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Early praise for Emma Rathbone’s


      
      The Patterns of Paper Monsters

      
      
         “The Patterns of Paper Monsters is a dispatch from the teenage wasteland of a juvenile detention center, fervidly delivered by Emma Rathbone’s irreverent,
            perceptive, and achingly funny young hero, Jacob Higgins. He refuses to succumb to the numbness and absurdity of his incarceration,
            in turn holding a jagged mirror shard to adolescence, failed relationships, and life in modern America. A voice that is at
            once heartbreaking and hilarious, and startlingly true.”
         

         —Lydia Peelle, author of Reasons for and Advantages of Breathing

    
         “No matter how loudly I praised The Patterns of Paper Monsters, no matter how many classic coming-of-age stories I compared it to, the unforgettably sarcastic and broken and endearing narrator,
            Jacob Higgins, would no doubt roll his eyes and show his teeth in a smile that was more of a snarl and say, ‘Can’t you do
            better than that?’ And I would want—as I wanted so many times when reading this debut novel—to slap him upside the head and
            strangle him into a hug. And you will feel the same way, utterly charmed and disgusted, ultimately moved, when you read what
            promises to be one of the best books of the year by one of our best new writers, Emma Rathbone.”
         

         —Benjamin Percy, author of The Wilding, Refresh, Refresh, and The Language of Elk

      
     
      
     
          “There is a new and seductive electricity in the voice of Emma Rathbone’s brilliant young narrator, Jake Higgins. Listen to
            him! Unafraid, unsentimental, and destructively smart, The Patterns of Paper Monsters masterfully turns sadness into ecstatic, shocking laughter.”
         

         —Patrick Somerville, author of The Cradle

      
         “A singular debut…. Rathbone’s extraordinary and imaginative command of language surprises at every turn…. The One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest meets Napoleon Dynamite sensibility is reason enough to stick with this story of one messed-up kid’s ambivalent mosey toward getting it together.”
         

         —Publishers Weekly
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      To Alena

      
   
       

       

       

      
The Media Center, or “Choices”


      
      
      
            
      I’m sitting in a cold room next to a girl named Denise Henly who is making wet sounds with her mouth. Every time I manage to
         drift off into some daydream tributary, she snags me with the slippery jostling of her tongue or the smacking of her lips.
         I can’t really figure out what she’s doing and I don’t want to turn my head to look, possibly causing her eyes to lap up against
         mine. And besides, I’m just trying to sit here.
      

      
      It sounds like her head got turned inside out. But when I think about it, I figure the only explanation could be that she
         is engaging in some sort of habitual grooming regimen. So finally I risk it and pretend to look at the clock but really look
         at her and she’s like, very efficiently biting her fingernails, which are painted a chipped silver like she’s an obsolete
         technology from the future; some kind of discontinued android assassin. So now I’m picturing us at the end of the world. She’s
         gyrating on top of me—wires twitching and spewing out of her severed synthetic arm as hostile searchlights invade our holdfast.
      

      
      I can’t help but notice I’m freezing. I’m sitting beneath an overbearing spiky plant at computer number four in the euphemistically
         titled Media Center. You would think that a room called Media Center would have a lot of high-tech crap in it: some flat-screen TVs, some scanners; some crouching, streamlined
         staplers. Well, it doesn’t. It does, however, have nine computers at various levels of sophistication—except they are all
         so slow they might as well be made out of tile—set up on a few flimsy seminar tables, hovering over a snake pit of cords and
         a number of angry adapters.
      

      
      I also can’t help but notice the poster on the wall next to the door has been changed. The old one depicted a little puppy
         staggering around in some spilled paint and invited the viewer to “Get Inspired.” The new one is of a man wearing a bright
         yellow visor, standing on a mountain precipice and surveying the expanse of land beneath him. On the bottom, in a big classy-looking
         font, it says, “Choices.”
      

      
      I close my eyes. I feel hungry and cold and sick all at the same time. Some machine, somewhere, jolts on, and an electric
         hum falls on everything like a blanket of snow. A yawn courses through me. I hear a voice. I try to ignore it but it persists,
         worming its way into my aural field and whatever section of my brain triggers disemboweling irritation. It is the voice of
         a woman. A woman who for some strange reason, some fucked-up glitch of circumstance, happens to be able to tell me what to
         do. It is the voice of Mrs. Dandridge.
      

      
      
      
      Mrs. Dandridge

      
      Mrs. Dandridge is a pile of a person who smells like someone’s weird house. She wears clothes with many layers. She makes
         a big deal out of getting up and sitting down. She is, due to some vague history in law enforcement, in charge of the computer
         room. She is also in the business of making me want to punch things. The way she says my name, all smug and unwinding, as
         if she has me summed up and pinned down like a display beetle, makes me want to punch the sky. And then punch the sun for
         crowding the sky. And then punch a door and maybe a stepmom. She is always reading paperbacks with apocalyptic titles like
         Last Days and Skygate. Her bookmark is a little laminated prayer with a purple tassel on it.
      

      
      “Jacob Higgins.”
      

      
      I turn around.

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Would you please approach the desk?”

      
      I push my chair out and approach the desk.

      
      Something else I’ve noticed about Mrs. Dandridge is she always wears earrings that are different things. For instance, one
         earring will be a little dangling tennis ball and the other will be a racket. Or one will be a paintbrush and the other a
         little palette. I would like to go ahead and carpet bomb whatever tiny real estate in my brain contains that information.
      

      
      I get to her desk and she looks up like she’s surprised to see me and sort of annoyed she has to put down her book, which
         has a bunch of people on the cover looking skyward at a crown of thorns made out of clouds.
      

      
      “What’s He Went Down On Me about?”
      

      
      She goes, “The book is called He Came Down.”
      

      
      “On me.”

      
      “And… excuse me?”
      

      
      I don’t say anything and she conspicuously looks over at Officer O’Connell, who’s idling in a chair in the corner.

      
      She goes, “Am I going to have to call Officer O’Connell?”

      
      “No.”

      
      I might as well mention one of the main features of life here at the JDC, of what it’s like just standing in a room or next
         to a desk, which is the quietness, or rather the presence of this administrative, test-taking, ambient ebbing and flowing tide of coughs and minor shifts in paper. It’s like a sickening anti-silence
         that’s worse than actual silence, and it’s the opposite of nature and it makes everything you say, every conversation you
         have, sound stale and reheated.
      

      
      “May I ask why we didn’t sign an honor slip today?”

      
      Mrs. Dandridge sometimes falls into that side road of condescension where she refers to things in the collective.

      
      “We didn’t have a pen.”

      
      She nudges forward a tin with about twenty uncapped ballpoint pens in it.

      
      “These pens are here, every day, right next to the honor slips.”

      
      “Oh, yeah.”

      
      An honor slip is a bookmark-size slip of colored paper, depending on what day of the week it is, that you’re supposed to sign when you
         come into the Media Center, that says, “On my honor, I pledge that I will use my computer privileges responsibly and refrain
         from seeking out material that is inappropriate or not related to academic research.” As if you have a choice about what to
         look at (which you don’t). As if you aren’t already prevented from looking at anything slightly suspect by the software they’ve
         installed, indicated by the pixely padlock graphic that flashes on the screen when you log on (which takes about a year, and
         if you type too fast, the computer has five seizures and has to reboot). As if by just touching a computer you are stepping
         into some dystopic black market with busted neon signs flickering in the rain and cyborg hookers trying to solicit you at
         every corner (I wish) and you are walking stoically through it all because you’re so honorable with your signed honor slip.
         So the whole thing is this dumb charade of free will, which, I don’t really care. It’s just that I get sick of signing them
         every day with a gravelly ballpoint pen so that Mrs. Dandridge can stick them in that red binder and eventually file them under “Who Gives a Shit?” in some cabinet
         in the sky.
      

      
      Mrs. Dandridge takes a slip out of the little plastic bin and pins it down to the desk in front of me. “Please be so kind
         as to sign an honor slip right now.”
      

      
      “Can I ask you a technical question?”

      
      She lifts up her book and puts her bookmark in it and lays it back down in a series of motions that can only be described
         as agitated.
      

      
      “What is it?”

      
      “If I don’t sign this piece of paper, will my honor still be intact?”

      
      She shifts in her seat. “Excuse me?”

      
      “Because I don’t know how I could face my people if my honor wasn’t intact. I don’t know how I’ll be able to procure the sacred
         wind clover that would ultimately save my people.”
      

      
      We both look over at Officer O’Connell, who is now looking at us. Dandridge recomposes herself and fixes her eyes on me. She
         nudges the slip forward on the desk.
      

      
      “Sign it.”

      
      “You’re not going to answer my question?”

      
      She leans forward. “Mr. Higgins. You are wrong if you think this conversation is going to last much longer. You will either
         sign this honor slip or I will call Officer O’Connell.”
      

      
      Something brushes against the computer room door and we both look in that direction. My eyes fall on the new poster, of the
         man standing on the mountain. “Choices.” Half the land below him is covered in a shadow. He is staring out with a nondenominational
         look of contemplation.
      

      
      I get a pen and lean over and sign my name really small, which causes Dandridge to furrow her hideous brow.

      
      “That’s too small.”
      

      
      “It’s my signature.”

      
      “It’s unreadable.”

      
      “You can’t read it?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “I can read it.”

      
      Now she’s got her eyes set on me with a look I’m sure was meant to be leveling, and maybe would have been if I was like, twelve
         years old and not 170 unhinged, haphazardly raised, possibly bipolar juvenile pounds with only the most tenuous impulse of
         civility (cultivated in spite of an upbringing that taught me otherwise many times) keeping me from punching her in the stupid,
         doughy face.
      

      
      At this point it’s really quiet. People are watching. She takes the slip, tears it up, and lets the pieces seesaw down through
         the air and into the trash. She gets another slip from the little plastic bin and shoves it in front of me.
      

      
      “You will sign this slip with your regular signature.”

      
      I just stand there.

      
      I’m dribbling this experience across the dumb stadium of the universe and I will slam-dunk it into a yawning black hole and
         then everyone will die.
      

      
      I’m a tall glass of water, filled to the very top, trying not to spill myself.

      
      She says laughingly, for show, “Are you with us, Mr. Higgins?”

      
      And that’s what does it. The way she says my name. That’s what causes me to overflow. I’m still holding the pen. It’s like
         all that boring, antiseptic time in the computer room was cranking my arm back. And now it releases, springs forward, with
         the local violence of a rubber band snapping. The pen comes down hard on something soft, almost doughy. Someone screams. Lights out.
      

      
      
      
      Lights Out

      
      My name is Jacob Higgins. I’m seventeen years old. It was about three months ago that I woke up from a fibrousy Klonopin haze
         to find myself standing on the steps of this building, at the beginning of a punishment that, I’m sure you would agree, far
         outweighs the crime.
      

      
      I stood there looking at the Barbecue Tavern on the corner of the street. The sky was gray. Officer O’Connell was shifting
         his weight from one leg to the other. A plastic bag rolled by like a tumbleweed. I was trying harder than I’ve ever tried
         to do anything to force myself back into my haze, but I couldn’t because it was like a blanket that was getting smaller and
         smaller and eventually went away and then I was more wide awake and confused than a spider in the middle of a flickering television
         screen.
      

      
      Finally the door clicked open and thus began the Olympic trials of boredom and grudging acquiescence that now define my life.
         I saw a woman I would eventually come to know as Jan, who had a clipboard and who was talking to me, and I can’t remember
         if she was asking me questions or just telling me things.
      

      
      My eyes were stuck on a staple embedded in the blue carpet. When I looked up I saw a man with a bunch of folding chairs walk
         by. The woman in the receptionist booth or whatever it is leaned over and said to Jan, “Gerald is going to be late again.”
         Then Jan looked at me and straightened out her face and handed me over to Aaron, as in, “I’m going to go ahead and hand you over to Aaron, who will show you how this place works,” but not before giving me a booklet entitled Rules and Procedures and saying, “It’s your responsibility to read this.”
      

      
      And that was my first helping of the microwaved rhetoric this place dishes out on a numbingly regular basis: “It is your responsibility” (people like to say it all slow and mouthy as if you’re deaf) “to be ready for bed by lights-out.” “Your group will suffer
         the consequences if the trash cans in the rec room aren’t emptied out.” “What part of the decision-making process compelled you to rip all of the pages out of my desk calendar?”
      

      
      
      
      Portrait of the JDC

      
      I was then led through a concert of doors—smudgy revolving doors, glass doors, heavy wooden doors with frosted windows in
         them—and deposited in my “room,” where I lay down on my bed and stared at the ceiling and started breathing really fast before
         I realized that there was really no point in doing that. But rather than describe the psychotic carousal of anger and deadened
         acceptance I experienced that night, here is a portrait of the Braddock County Juvenile Detention Center.
      

      
      Heralded by a massive parking lot, the JDC is the center of a series of gray buildings, interspersed with crappy, East Coast,
         monotone pine trees, that make up the judicial area or “court system.” This area also happens to be next to downtown, which
         they are trying to reinvent as some sort of Dickensian old town square, complete with colonial-style parking booths and the
         aforementioned Barbecue Tavern.
      

      
      I had driven past this area a million times and never knew, or ever really wondered, what it was, because why would anybody
         care about a concrete pile of Tetris-shaped buildings in the armpit of northern Virginia in the early twenty-first century?
         Here is the answer: they would be forced to care about it when they found themselves being tamped down into it so that Braddock County could take a giant bong hit off them and be really proud
         of itself for “rehabilitating” people.
      

      
      I’ll say this for the JDC: it is well lit. There is light everywhere. Beams of fluorescent light flood the painted cinder-block
         hallways at all times, casting a surgical brightness so that you can see the green in people’s eyeballs, which is gross.
      

      
      I’ll also say this for the JDC: it exceedingly accomplishes the task, like most buildings, of being a series of rooms.

      
      We spend a lot of time in the rec room. It’s laid with torn, dusty carpeting and is haphazardly occupied by a number of things:
         a Ping-Pong table, a few caved-in sofas, a television and DVD player. There’s a disparate selection of posters on the wall
         that have nothing to do with anything—including one depicting a man, possibly homeless, wearing a suit of strung-together
         soda cans. On the bottom in a casual handwriting-style font it says, “Be Yourself.” There’s the always-empty snack bar. And
         the bookshelf containing such classics as WordPerfect for Beginners and a Far Side desk calendar from 1998. My favorite aspect of the rec room happens to be the dusty, yellow, octagonal chairs at each of
         the tables, obviously left over from some half-assed design initiative who knows how long ago. And let’s not forget the mounted
         whiteboard (in case the impulse strikes you to give an off-the-cuff presentation), which is inexplicably surrounded by burlap
         curtains. The walls of the rec room are painted a palliative green.
      

      
      You’ve got your cafeteria, a pale landscape of folding tables and chairs. You’ve got your computer room, which I’ve already
         mentioned. Then there are our rooms where we sleep. Simple. Sparse. A bed slab. A metal sink and toilet. A trash can, a mirror,
         no window except for the one that looks out onto the central common room. A very low ceiling that seems to be made out of
         some sort of flimsy corkboard that has little specks that writhe like tadpoles if you stare at them for too long. My room is made up of a spectrum of unpleasant whites—sterile-wall white,
         stained-pillowcase white, boring-September white, I-wonder-if-I-could-hang-myself-with-this-sheet white. It’s a white fist
         of concrete. The anteroom to a crumpled piece of paper.
      

      
      Most things happen here on the half hour. The lights click on at seven-thirty in the morning. Then it’s breakfast until eight-thirty.
         Class goes until two-thirty with a half hour lunch break thrown in at eleven-thirty. Vocational training or electives go until
         four-thirty and on and on and on, with the day whittling down to me here, writing in this stupid notebook until half the lights
         click off, whereupon I lie with my eyes open and try to slam my brain shut in the dimness that is meant to approximate nighttime.
      

      
      Or if you happen to be in lockdown, which is where I was for the past forty-eight hours, you get to exist, solitary confinement–style,
         in your room with nothing going on except for a counselor peevishly looking into the little window in your door on the half
         hour to make sure that you aren’t killing yourself.
      

      
      Lights out.

      
      Lights out.

      
      Lights out.

      
      
      
      I Hate It Here

      
      I hate the sticky scraping sound everyone’s issued sneakers make on the linoleum floor. I hate the pebbly white-painted cinder-block
         walls. I hate basically every aspect of the way everything looks.
      

      
      I hate the smoke detector in the rec room, which no one seems to be able to fix and which emits a shrill little beep every
         five minutes. And that on the whiteboard is a half-wiped-out drawing of a piece of pie that was probably part of some lesson
         in 1972, and no one will ever erase it. I hate the food here because it feels hostile.
      

      
      I hate having to see Lane every week. I hate how Pastor Todd always tries to high-five me in the hallway. I hate how even
         though lights-out is supposed to be at nine-thirty, the lights always go out a little bit before then. I hate being hungry
         all the time. I hate being sleepy all the time. I hate how when the lights click on in the morning and I wake up, I always
         kind of feel like I’m not really here, and then it always turns out that I am really here. And it always feels the same—like
         I fell down some sleep chute and have been deposited into the morning.
      

      
      I hate sitting in classroom 107A and listening to Roy Hassle give his half-drunken soliloquies on the Civil War or whatever.
         I hate our soft-papered, floppy homework workbooks. I hate the girl on the cover of our soft-papered, floppy homework workbooks
         with her huge sweater and the passport she’s holding up and the fact that she looks really fertile and grateful and sometimes
         I’m attracted to her.
      

      
      I hate that I always have to pee. And I always have to pee the most when there are about five hundred reasons why I won’t
         be able to pee for another hour—I’ll be in the computer room or the rec room, and Aaron or Jake or whoever will be too busy
         to escort me to the bathroom, or I’ll be in class, where you’re basically not allowed to pee because you should have taken
         advantage of your “bathroom privileges” when you had the chance. Which brings me to another thing that I hate, which is that
         someone is always watching you. You get maybe two or three times a month where circumstances conspire to give you even a moment
         of privacy, and then you roll it up and smoke it real fast and get stoned into thinking that you’re a normal person on a normal
         day, until someone is like, “Why are you… shouldn’t you be in the cafeteria?”
      

      
      I hate how Aaron always speaks in rhetorical questions: “Did I tell you to put that notebook away before lights-out?” “Did I ask you whether you wanted to sweep the main room carpet or not?” I hate our list of revolving chores—emptying out the trash
         cans in the rec room, sweeping the floors, washing the bathroom mirrors, straightening out the shelves.
      

      
      I hate the fact that life sucks so hard here that the revocation of certain “privileges” actually constitutes punishment.
         Like if you mouth off in the cafeteria, you have to miss movie night (I can’t believe I don’t get to see the exciting conclusion
         to Mrs. Doubtfire). Or if your room isn’t sufficiently clean in the morning, you don’t get to go to snack time (which legitimately blows).
      

      
      But the thing I hate the most, more than anything, is the cold. It is always cold in this building. The air that comes out
         of the vents is like glacial wind swept up from prehistoric ice dunes. In the computer room, the rec room, here in my own
         room, the cafeteria, the hallways; it’s not a minty, sterile kind of cold. It’s an ancient, haunting cold that is always just
         short of freezing my balls off. My hands are cold, my hair is cold, the dirt underneath my fingernails is cold, the slime
         on my eyeballs is cold. I’m cold when I’m writing, I’m cold when I’m adjusting the sheet on my bed slab, I’m cold when I’m
         eating, I’m cold when I’m just fucking standing there and I think it’s giving me brain damage and I fucking hate it here more than anything.
      

      
      I am now going to try and imagine myself enveloped by pillowy fields of warm labia.

      
      
      
      Portrait of Lane, My Therapist

      
      I’m sitting on a denim couch, looking at a large candle with twigs embedded in it.

      
      “What are you looking at, Jacob?”

      
      “That candle.”
      

      
      Lane twists around and stares at it. “It was a gift from my sister.”

      
      “It has twigs in it.”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      I shift in my seat. A gust from the air vents causes some dream catchers to flutter against the bulletin board.

      
      “Well… why?”
      

      
      Lane recrosses her hands. “It’s decorative. My sister makes them. She puts twigs in them and sometimes leaves and sometimes”—she
         looks around—“cranberries.”
      

      
      “Oh,” I say. “It’s a good thing someone’s doing that.”

      
      Lane begins to say something, but I go, “What if they catch on fire?” I put my hands in my armpits to keep them warm. “What
         if it melts down to that part and the twigs catch on fire?”
      

      
      Lane readjusts the folder on her lap. “It’s not really meant to be lit,” she says.

      
      “Good.” I look around. “Because I really wouldn’t want this place to burn down.”

      
      Coasting in here on a tide of sand-colored stationery every Friday is Lane Davidson, who, by virtue of a degree from Magazine
         University and a number of billowy linen outfits, calls herself a therapist.
      

      
      I am supposed to see her once a week. Every Friday, Officer O’Connell escorts me to her office next to the cafeteria, where
         I find her sorting through some folders or playing another thankless game of Solitaire on her computer. When she finally senses
         something, she looks up and then back and forth between me and Officer O’Connell, as if she’s mildly surprised, as if we haven’t been coming here at the same time for the past however many weeks. Then she looks at her watch, then looks up at me and says,
         “Fine. Hello, Jacob.”
      

      
      Let me just put it this way: everything in her office is made out of denim or is denim-themed. The couch I sit on has a denim
         pillow with an actual pocket on it, like a jeans pocket, like it thinks it’s Bruce Springsteen or something. There is a picture
         on her desk of what I’m assuming is her fat little kid with a denim frame around it.
      

      
      My thoughts are not provoked to a higher level of self-analysis by the dream catchers hanging from the bulletin board. Or
         her collection of pleasant calendars. Or the purple vase with tons of little cracks on it that you can tell are intentional,
         holding dried willow burs (or something, I don’t know what they are, but they’re some crackly western-looking flower).
      

      
      Neither are my thoughts provoked by her constant tapping of her pen on her clipboard and the expression on her face which
         can only be identified as the harried boredom of the dissatisfied middle-aged woman in an administrative position who is just
         waiting for an opportunity to wield some of her baby boomer straight talk.
      

      
      Our conversations (when I even decide to say anything) are a series of the same crappy ballads accompanied by Lane clicking
         her pen and me sighing. Sometimes we improvise with some dueling silences to keep things interesting. Our biggest hit is “You
         Should Be on Antidepressants.”
      

      
      “Jacob,” she’ll say, “have you ever considered that your mood swings might have something to do with the chemical makeup of
         your brain?”
      

      
      Silence.

      
      “Jake, you seem to have been in some sort of low-grade depression ever since you’ve been here.”

      
      Silence.

      
      “Do you think that’s true?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Why?”
      

      
      “Because I’m in a fucking juvenile detention center.”

      
      “Please do not swear at me.”

      
      Silence.

      
      Sometimes her cell phone will ring. And when it does, the same thing always happens. She gets flustered, starts rooting through
         her huge bag (made out of denim), takes it out and holds it at arm’s length like it’s trying to attack her. She jabs some
         buttons until it stops. Her hair is in her face and her shirt is askew and it looks like she just came out of a wind tunnel.
         Then she kind of straightens herself out and proceeds with her line of questioning.
      

      
      “You know, there are medications that can help you see things a different way.”

      
      “Um. Yeah. I know.”

      
      “You do?”

      
      “Yeah.” Sometimes I will put my hand in the denim pocket of the pillow to keep it warm. Once I found a cashew nut in there.
         “I do.”
      

      
      At this point we will both look at my folder, where it no doubt catalogs my attempts at self-medication that played no minor
         part in landing me here.
      

      
      “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      Now it’s Lane’s turn to sigh and make her lips into a little line. Usually at this point she’ll try a change of tactic. Either
         she’ll simply change the subject or she’ll go into hard-truth mode. This time, however, we momentarily put off the antidepressant
         talk for a rote conversational probe into the “incident” in the computer room last Thursday.
      

      
      “I’d like to discuss what happened in the Media Center on Thursday.”

      
      Silence.
      

      
      “I know that during lockdown you had ample time to think about it, so I’d like to hear your version of the events.”

      
      Silence. I squeezed the denim pillow.

      
      “I’m sure you know this doesn’t look good on your evaluation. If you refuse to talk to me about it, I certainly can’t do anything
         for you.”
      

      
      I put my hands under my butt to keep them warm and let the pillow fall to the side.

      
      “According to Mrs. Dandridge, you refused to sign an honor slip and then tried to stab her with a pen.”

      
      I start rocking back and forth. “If I had tried to stab her with a pen, I would have done it.”
      

      
      “So you didn’t try to stab her.”

      
      “No. I like, fake-lunged at her and slammed my fist down on the table, and the pen still happened to be in it and it came
         down on her book.”
      

      
      Suddenly I was exhausted. It had been a while since I’d actually strung a sentence together.

      
      “ ‘Fake-lunged.’ ”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “May I ask why you decided to do that?”

      
      “Have you ever met Mrs. Dandridge?”

      
      “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that just because you don’t like someone doesn’t give you permission to be violent toward
         them.”
      

      
      Permission. That’s another buzzword here. Everyone talks about getting permission to do anything. I’m like, what index card
         do I have to sign to get permission to blow this eyelash off my sweatpants? And also: can someone just get me out of this
         linoleum trench and stick me in a field somewhere?
      

      
      “Yeah, well, she is a dumb bitch.”

      
      “Please do not swear at me.”
      

      
      “It’s not a swear word.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Bitch.”

      
      It was quiet for a moment. Lane looked down at my folder and tapped her fingers on the side of her chair. Then she leans forward
         and crinkles her eyes and looks into the distance. I thought she was going to start talking about my future, which she does
         sometimes, like, “What are you going to do?” As if the world is one big all-you-can-eat buffet and I just have to show up.
      

      
      But this time, instead of going for some fake optimism, she goes, “I like to garden. Have you ever done any gardening—landscaping
         or anything?”
      

      
      Silence.

      
      “Sometimes, during the spring, I like to visit my sister in Vermont. She has a garden in the backyard and when I go up there,
         she always saves a patch for me, so when I visit, I can plant my mint and thyme and basil. I’ve been doing that for thirteen
         years now. I bring the herbs home later in the summer and use them, but that’s a time when I can honestly say I’m happy. When
         I’m gardening at my sister’s. Do you have anything like that, Jacob, that you can point to? A time in your life when you can
         say that you were happy?”
      

      
      I completely ignored this question. I stared out of a window into the hallway but then realized that it might be perceived
         as a variety of contemplation, and I didn’t want to prolong the time before her inevitable monologue about antidepressants,
         because then I can just tune out. Lane put her pen in her mouth and straightened out her necklace. I blew some hair out of
         my face. However, if I thought it would make any difference, if I thought anything I said would alter her shrink-wrapped perception
         of me, I might have blasted her with this memory, which has somehow managed to preserve itself in the unplugged minifridge
         that is my brain:
      

      
      
      
      
Condor Court
      

      
      When me and my mom were still living in Texas, I had a best friend named Rocky (don’t ask me why that was his name because
         I don’t know, it just was). I met Rocky in our civics class in middle school. He was drawing a piranha swimming through a
         grid and I was like, “That. Is. Sweet.”
      

      
      Rocky lived in a different part of town, on a street called Falcon Avenue, in a new neighborhood called Falcon Mews. Everything
         in Falcon Mews was new, including the trees and the grass, which was laid down like carpet rolls and just supposed to take.
      

      
      Before all the construction, it had been scrubby desert land with like, a beat-up neon baseball cap lying in the middle of
         it every once in a while. But now it was an empty neighborhood with huge unlocked houses and expensive specks of light wobbling
         on everything and this fizzy new feeling like someone had just popped the tab and let out the breath of five hundred factory
         couches.
      

      
      Rocky’s was one of the first families to move in. So after we became friends, we spent all our afternoons on the outskirts
         of the development wandering through the houses. It was really quiet out there, I mean like stampeding with quiet, except for when a truck would zoom by.
      

      
      We got plenty high in rooms meant for babies and guests. We lay out like pancakes on hot driveways. We peed in shiny master
         bathrooms. Sometimes there was fake fruit in the kitchen if the house was meant to be displayed. Rocky stole beer from his
         dad and we drank it on top of a heap of pink insulation in one of the unfinished basements. We wandered around and left the
         doors hanging open. We threw rocks through windows. We skipped school and climbed the frames of houses that weren’t done. Rocky once stepped on a nail that went almost halfway through the side of his foot and we were like, “oh, shit,” but
         then we went back to his house and put a Band-Aid on it and it magically healed.
      

      
      We had miles of carpet, acres of counters, cubic square feet of plush; all of it white, clean, and pristine. These people were going to be rich. Their mailboxes were shaped like their houses.
         Their refrigerators were roomy and assertive. And then there was the chapel-like stillness, the bought-and-paid-for prairie
         light traveling slowly across the counter tops.
      

      
      We surfed through it, gobbled it up, and freebased the welling reflections on everything that shined.

      
      I would never live in a place like that.

      
      All of the streets were named after birds of prey. There was Falcon Avenue and Snowy Owl Street. Our favorite house was on
         Condor Court. It was bigger than the others, furnished and complete. I think it was meant to be the display house for the
         entire complex; even the dining room table was set for dinner. At each seat there were plates that looked like flower petals
         with knives and forks fanning out from them. At a side table, on a folded piece of linen, was a copper bucket filled with
         fake ice. And nestled into the ice, at an elegantly casual tilt, was a prop bottle of champagne.
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