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INTRODUCTION


In the spring of 1998, I was working a temp job, and my boss hated me. I didn’t particularly blame him for this, considering I stayed up all night writing and arrived every morning bleary eyed from lack of sleep between ten to fifteen minutes late as a result. When I finally did show up, if I wasn’t using the Internet to check basketball scores or NFL draft picks, I was calling my friends and daydreaming of a time when I would not be crushed by poverty and debt. It was on a Thursday that my boss told me not to use the phone for personal calls anymore, even if I was using my calling card and even if he had nothing better for me to do. It was on a Friday that I “bent” this rule and received what would become my last personal phone call at that office. It was my friend Heather, and I only remember her saying one thing:


“They want to publish your book, Steve.”


I had learned not to get my hopes up. I had learned that in the great lottery of artistic chance, if you hear that the head of Pocket Books is going to read your manuscript by the end of the week, give her about three weeks, and don’t be surprised if she says no. As a matter of fact, count on it, and then pick yourself up the next day and keep trying. Keep temping. Keep writing.


I stayed on that phone call (to the delight of my boss) for an hour and a half just to make sure that it was real—that someone, somewhere wasn’t playing some cruel joke. When I was finally convinced, I hung up the phone, all numb and smiles, and went to my boss’s office.


“Sir, I’m sorry I was on a personal call, but here’s the thing . . . That was Heather, who’s dating my friend Chris, and she got it to Eduardo and Jack, who went to college with her, and they all created a grass roots campaign with Greer . . . and long story short . . . they’re going to publish my book, The Perks of Being a Wallflower.”


After he smiled and said a genuine congratulations, I went outside to enjoy the last ten minutes of my lunch hour. I was flying on so much excitement that I don’t remember the walk, the elevator, who I saw, anything. All I remember is that it was cold as hell and windy, and I found myself a little corner next to the building near a courtyard where nobody would be inclined to look. There I let everything settle. I let all that adrenaline calm down. And I cried my eyes out.


I had been writing for a long time. I had made a movie. I had worked for Hollywood studios. But this was different. This was my book and my main character, Charlie, who meant the world to me. This was a singular wish. And someone out there had said yes.


I finished my work that afternoon. I put a rib dinner on American Express that night. And everything was right in the world. Ten months later, after another dinner, I went with my sister Stacy into a bookstore, and for the first time, I saw my book on the shelves. That green cover and picture of the boy’s legs, my name, and the title.


All I could say was, “There it is.”


I didn’t know what would happen to it. I didn’t know if anybody would read it. All I knew was that it was out there, and as long as it was out there, there was a possibility.


So, when Greer Kessel Hendricks, who is my editor and dear friend, asked me to write an introduction to this collection, all I could think about were the fifteen young authors whose stories appear in this book walking into their local bookstores with their friends and families and saying:


“There it is.”


Then, I thought about the possibility for them. And for you. And I congratulate all persons involved. Because whether you picked up this book because you love short stories, are interested in young authors, thought the cover looked good, or want to hate it, you have it. It’s in your hands right now. And there is a possibility that somewhere in these pages, you may discover something special. Something honest. Well-crafted. Messy.


For a long time, I have thought about the great American authors and literary movements. I’ve wondered what made them different. What made them special. Was it hard work, drink, brash arrogance, ambition both personal and professional? Was it their belief in an honest sentence, their schooling, their culture? Was it time? Or was it simply that some publisher liked what he or she read and put it out there and let the readers decide for themselves?


I have looked for an answer to these questions as long as I’ve been writing because it is my hope that the writers of today and tomorrow will strive for such work along with the musicians, filmmakers, painters, sculptors, and all the other artists out there.


As difficult and breakneck as our society can be at times, it is my belief that we can have that community, and all it takes is someone creating something, someone else being willing to put it out there, and someone else being willing to look at it for what it is. That’s where it all starts and where it all ends. It is you with this book in your hand, ready to turn the page to the first story and see what you think of it. And then turning the page to the next story and the next. With that one gesture, you will be a part of what may be a discovery. What may be a new movement. A new voice to celebrate. With that one gesture, you contribute to the belief that there is always hope in the young.


And if you hate it, well, what the hell. There’s always tomorrow.


Stephen Chbosky


May 16, 2000





SCORING


William Clifford


So then I said,


“Would it make you happier if I were . . . wringing my hands? Mumbling about . . . the inescapable malaise of mankind’s existential torpor . . . darting eyes, furrowed brow?! That sort of thing? Or maybe I should do my best Jack Nicholson? I mean, hey, we’ve all been to college. We’ve all read . . . Dora. Between the lines, right?”


To which this straight-faced white-coat, with her hair pulled so tightly against her scalp that I thought (wished) her eyes were going to pop out of their sockets, crossed her annoyingly svelte legs, reperched her goddamned Kata frames atop her unaccommodating third-world nose, and asked, “You said ‘happier’; what makes you think that any of this makes me happy?”


“Listen,” I demurred, “I’m really a docile person. In fact,” I laughed (alone), “I’m probably more alarmed at my little outburst than you are. An outburst that—I think it’s only fair to say—is an obvious manifestation of a severe anxiety attack, which, really, is all I’ve been trying to tell you.”


“You said ‘alarmed.’ And why do you think that any of this would alarm me?”


•   •   •


Oh no. This shrink’s laconic turnarounds were getting on my nerves. Two hours in the emergency waiting room for this shit? I should have kept right on walking, past Columbia Medical and straight up to Harlem, where they keep the chitchat to a minimum, and the closest thing to a Rorschach test is deciphering the spray-painted tags on tenement walls. Too bad it was snowing. And too bad the brothers didn’t take Blue Cross.


She waited for an answer, and I briefly closed my heavy eyes. Stay calm. Keep it together. You’ve prepared for this.


And I had: tales of depressions and promotions and scary dreams; veiled admissions (because you have to give them a taste of what they want to hear) of maybe drinking a tad too much. Throughout my rehearsed tour-de-force, of course, I affected a look of humility and puppy dog perplexity: I guess it’s society, because—Lord knows—it’s not my fault the boss takes me out to after-work-Vodka-Martini-shoot-the-shit sessions. Yes, I went all the way, trying my best for POSTER BOY: ABSOLUTE ANXIETY.


On my walk (sprint) to the ER, I actually imagined their thoughts upon meeting me: I wonder what could be troubling this sweet sweaty little white boy that he’s here all alone during a snowstorm. Things must be rough, I’d better load him up with some good drugs. Come ’ere baby Simple!


Simple, that is, until I ran into this shrink, who, at midnight no less, felt the irrepressible need to plague me with her mealy-mouthed rhetoric. What’s to talk about?! She was skeptical as to my sincerity—I could smell that a mile away. And sure, I got a little out of hand last night but, come on. I mean, what would you have done in my situation?


It’s three in the morning, and you’re at this party on the Lower East Side, high above Stanton Street, in one of those artist’s lofts that you read about in New York magazine (football fields’ worth of hardwood floors; original Basquiats on the exposed brick walls; beautiful, exotic Barneys play soundlessly on jumbo monitors—in fact, Matthew himself is bumming cigarettes from you; a balcony view of the river and World Trade and Jersey, et al) with every model and eccentric erudite in Manhattan who just happen to be offering you everything from E to Cristal mimosas. What do you do? Right! You ingest, ingest, ingest. So come sunrise, when you can’t fuck (or, even say, talk), and your pupils are on permanent strobe effect, a few bong hits don’t seem like such a terribly bad idea.


But later, at the office, you’re shaking like Los Angeles during the Big One, and decide to head home a little early. You’re in bed by noon and it’s just not working out. You’re exhausted but doing somersaults in the sheets. Your brain is in the mood to exercise. You can’t stop thinking. So as the soupy afternoon settles into a starless night, as the hours trudge away, you try a few things to calm down. Reading—all those words. Television—all those expensive teeth. Radio—all those DJs. Phone call—all those answering machines. E-mail—all those Forwards. Whip up some gourmet masterpiece in the kitchen—all those empty cupboards. Bike ride—all that snow. Laundry—all that dirt. Meditate—all that impossibility. Pray—all that nothingness. Masturbate—all that work. More drugs—Hey. Wait a minute.


Drugs? Drugs. That’s not a bad idea. Why didn’t you think of that before? What, though? Everyone you know will just have poisonous hallucinogenics or volcanic amphetamines. You need barbiturates. Two blue beauties and a tall glass of ice water. Good clean pharmaceuticals to slow things down. You’re freaking out! Six blocks away is Columbia Medical.


You can do it. You look in the mirror, a quick run through the likely interrogative stumbling blocks—give it your best shot! Let’s go! And so you go.


And so I went.


•   •   •


“Look, I’m sorry, Miss . . .?”


“Singh. Dr. Singh.”


“Of course. Dr. Singh, I feel awful that we seem to be miscommunicating here. I’m sure it’s just . . . semantics and we can . . . parley this into something rewarding for us both. I mean, after all, we’re both ultimately concerned with the same thing—mental health. In my opinion, too many people in today’s society give mental health insufficient attention. It’s a shame, really, when you think about the millions of innocent people who are suffering, don’t you think? I mean, thank God there are dedicated, compassionate people, like yourself, helping to ease the terrible burden of mental anguish.”


“You were maybe . . . partying it up last night?”


Fuck!


“Partying it up?! No! . . . Well, okay, I guess I did have one too many glasses of wine; my limit’s two. It . . .well, it was a dinner party for two of my friends who just got back from their honeymoon in—” I quickly searched the room for clues, of which there was an alarming dearth (bookless, degreeless, wedding-ringless, pictureless, plantless —lifeless—oh, those clever, clever doctors). “—Their honeymoon in New Delhi, which they loved, by the way, and anyway, we were all so happy for them that I guess I got a little carried away.”


There was a thundering silence.


“I guess, Dr. Singh, that if I really stop and think about it, that’s why I’m here tonight.” I was looking at the floor, and, to my surprise (and anger—I needed to believe I was only acting), my voice actually began to waver. Does this make sense, getting choked up over my own bullshit? No, it does not. I concluded with an Oscar-worthy performance that would have made Brando jealous. “Seeing two people so happy . . . I’m twenty-five, this is my second year out of college . . .I’m not getting any younger. And it’s just made me reconsider love and wonder if I’ll ever find it out there.”


I peered up and for the first time saw the scope of her forever-brown eyes magnified by her elegant frames—they said safety, they said commiseration. They said drugs.


“Young man, this is what I am thinking . . .” and, when she paused and actually leaned over the table to touch her palm to my wet wrist, I inwardly grew exalted. I was singing a song of Victory, envisioning my spongy, dreamless sleep, when she concluded, “I am thinking that you’ve beleaguered yourself with illegal narcotics, and it has caught up with you. I think you are here tonight in a vulgarly transparent attempt to score some pharmaceutical antianxiety medication. It’s late and there was probably nowhere else to go. I’m not the person to help you.”


When she said “score” I wanted to rip her throat out. Score. My God, she probably read that word in the Stanford Review of the Self-Medicating Junkie’s Vernacular or something.


“But,” devastated and enraged, I asked (actually wanting to know), “what am I going to do?”


“Well, you are going to seek therapy, I hope. And quite obviously you should stop self-medicating.”


And there-it-is, I thought. The perennial paradox of all those sententious bloodsuckers practicing mental health: Seek therapy, where you will be told by your shrink that it is not their responsibility to provide you with the answers, they are merely a guide for your journey to self-awareness, self-discovery. The answers lie in you and you alone. Yet they’re the ones who decide when and if you need a fucking Band-Aid!


Well, let me say this: It doesn’t take a neuroscientist or Carl Fucking Jung to tell me that I’ve discovered that I feel like shit tonight. Yes. Yes, I beleaguered myself last night with drugs and booze. And to that I ask in all sincerity, So what? That fact doesn’t assuage the fact that tonight my physical discomfort has escalated to the point of cerebral gridlock—I’m stuck in my mind, but the motor’s turning and I’m running out of fucking gas. This is emotional. This is real. I’m obsessing over everything from reincarnation to what kind of bagel I should buy on my way to work tomorrow. My heart’s on overdrive. No brown paper bag or walk through the park is going to fix this. I’m dreary . . . I’m elated! I hate what I’ve done . . . I can’t live without it! I’m losing it . . . I’m a winner! I’m a crybaby . . . I’m a hero! I’m lost . . . I’m right here! I’m inside . . . out! And what all this very simply means is—I need a fucking Xanax and I need it right fucking now!


•   •   •


I was at the end of my rope.


But—get this—then I started to cry. But—get this—I wasn’t faking it—Oh no. I cried for real. In fact, not true. I wept. I sobbed an Amazon of salty currents and snotty slipstreams. I bawled all over the place. I gushed and snuffled because I knew I was done for; she saw through me as easily and acutely as a tenth-grader sees through his date’s sheer blouse. And like the date, who feels stupid for putting herself there in the first place, who feels enervated for her backfiring attempt at seduction, I felt cheap. No damn good.


I choked up my pathetic tears and, though I knew it futile, thought, why the hell not. I went for some of the tenth-grade stuff myself.


With the last tears in my eyes I looked up and stared out of Dr. Singh’s ugly hospital window, and softly said, “To tell you the truth, my mother died a month ago, today. She had cancer. Bone cancer, actually. The ironic thing is, that’s not even what got her. While she was driving to her chemo appointment, a . . . a tractor-trailer broadsided her Honda. We . . . we identified her by her dental records. Sometimes I think that that was probably better, but . . . I don’t know, I guess I’m just not dealing very well.” Then I paused and turned to Dr. Singh. “And you were right, there was no place else to go. And it’s late.”


Zip. Nada. Zero.


I forgot about the scoring game (for now I was awesomely afraid of facing those unfriendly sheets; my every nerve ending a burning matchstick, illuminating my anxieties, searing my skin; the falling snowflakes crushing my eardrums; the purgatory of trying to just hit the hay). I stood up, and Dr. Singh removed her expensive glasses.


With that simple gesture her eyes shrank to human size.


“Are you familiar with the author Saul Bellow?”


Oh no.


“Uhm, yeah. But listen—”


“There is a line of his that I find quite interesting. Would you like to hear it?”


Sure. Oh, yeah. That’s exactly what I’d like. I stood there and forced a smile.


“‘People are like the faces on a playing card, upside down either way you look at them.’ Do you know what that means? I think it means that it’s an arduous, perhaps futile endeavor to try and get a person’s straight face. To get the truth. Well, I’ve taken that endeavor and I think it’s an important one. I look at you, and I certainly don’t doubt that you are suffering.”


My eyes darted to life. This is it!


“But unfortunately, I do doubt that you are telling the truth.”


Or not.


“I’m not an easily deceived person, you see. However, as with playing cards, it is part of my job to risk, to gamble. I’m going to take a chance with you in light of what you have just told me, and hope that you, not I, turn out to be the winner.”


She sighed a somewhat obnoxious, effusive sigh, the meaning of which I cared not to decipher, and magically produced the Little White Notepad on which she jotted down a string of intimidating-looking letters and numbers like X’s and 7’s, and gracefully signed her name.


Well whaddaya know.


She told me it was still against her better judgment, but considering my recent hardship she was going to write me a prescription for five Atavan—an antianxiety that would help me get some rest, which I desperately needed, she hastened to add.


She tore the page from the pad. I tensed.


“One last thing,” she said. “If I gamble on you, and lose—I lose a lot more than professional integrity. I lose someone who came to me, presumably, for help. I lose a person. I lose you. It will be my mistake. My misjudgment. Put simply, using our gambling analogy, if you’re lying to me about your mother just to get drugs, I will have misread your face, and lost big. But I will also get back in the game—the game of helping people. And if you do ‘win’ with some ace up your sleeve—so be it. But remember, if that’s the way you’re playing, the stakes are going to be a hell of a lot higher than what’s sitting on the table.”


She looked at me as though waiting for something.


“I’m telling you that if there is anything you truly want to say, anything that you don’t understand, anything frightening you, now would be an ideal time. The time is now. I think you understand.”


“I’d just like to say . . .well, it’s just . . .”


“Yes?” she asked in a voice softer than sleep.


I suddenly felt the room spin; a confessional magnet was sucking at my burdens and lies; she looked like an angel. What was I doing?


“It’s just . . .it’s just great that we finally understand each other. Thanks. Thanks a million.”


Whew. This close.


She handed me the slip of paper and, looking vaguely disappointed, started in on her paperwork.


The nearest all-night pharmacy was on 93rd Street and Broadway, fifteen blocks and three avenues away in a snowstorm at one in the morning with work in less than seven hours. I started walking.


When I got to the pharmacy, I was shaking and my feet were wet and my heart was pounding and my blood was hungry for chemicals.


When the pharmacist heard the rinkydink, up-for-the-holidays doorbell announce my entrance, he put down his paperback book and said more to the front door than to me, “Someone’s pourin’ it on pretty thick out there tonight, huh?”


“You betcha.”


•   •   •


As I handed the pharmacist my prescription, which I had, of course, doctored from five to twenty-five, I thought about Dr. Singh: the literary Indian woman with nice legs and an M.D. in Clinical Psychiatry who was quicker to prescribe drugs for an appalling textbook lie than she was for good-intentioned half-truths. What a sucker. She hoped I was the winner? Not too tough when someone throws the game.


After I gave the man my money, he handed me the sepia container of pills. I made my way to the exit and laughed as I thought of Dr. Singh again. Yes, what a shame, what a nearsighted sucker, I thought, as I pushed open the door and squinted in the glare of streetlights bouncing off an unplowed, flakes-six-inches-deep Broadway. It had stopped snowing and somehow kids making angels and cabs cartwheeling slush hadn’t yet gotten to the snowfall. The snow was immaculate. A virginal blanket tucking in the big bad city.


I admired it, then walked approximately half of a block before I realized how long and bone-cold and jittery the rest of the walk home would be.


I quickly popped two pills and tried to dry-swallow them. I was so dehydrated that it felt like trying to swallow a couple of mothballs covered in peanut butter. They wouldn’t budge.


So it was exactly here—on the southeast corner of 94th Street and Broadway, at an indeterminately late hour, with drugs stuffed under my tongue—that I knelt down, stuck my hands into that perfect blanket of snow, and shoveled past my chapped lips fistful after fistful of that cooling, brilliant wetness.


That is to say, it was here that I finally swallowed the cocktail I had fought so hard to get.


And then I waited. I waited for the ebb of sensation, the fuzzy whispers of a drugged mind, the illusion of peace.


And then I felt the snow melting onto my legs; I felt the wind ripping past my ears; I felt the emptiness in and around me; I felt every miserable inch of the real world from which I was trying to escape, and then it dawned on me like a blast of hungover sunshine: I had gulped down sugar pills. I dumped the remaining pills into my hand and stared in horror at what I saw: big white dum-dums. The austere equation on Dr. Singh’s magic pad had added up to PLACEBO.


I laughed. Slumped in the snow, soaked and alone for blocks, I laughed. I laughed for so long and so hard at the good doctor’s funny funny joke (to wit, she knew I was lying the whole time, and the only medicine she wrote a prescription for was a taste of my own—ha ha ha ho ho ho hee hee hee!!!) that eventually, as I completely fell apart and was swept away by fatigue, eventually the idea of falling asleep sober—the idea of falling into a dreamy nonchemical bliss where I am safe—eventually the idea seemed plausible.





POLAROID


Matthew Loren Cohen


It is May Day in Paris. The sky is gray, almost purple. It is raining. Drizzling. The usual numbers of people flock to the Eiffel Tower. The tower looks the same as it always has except for one thing. On the top of the iron structure, a large red heart has seemingly been impaled there. Really it is made of fiberglass and supported by beams running through its middle that attach it to the tower. The spire and top observation deck poke out of the top of the heart. An artist has put this heart here. He had a vision seven years ago, and after years of construction and convincing the French government to allow him to put the heart on the tower, his vision has been realized. A huge heart has been stabbed by the Eiffel Tower.


People line up underneath the tower to buy tickets to go to the top. They want to see the City of Lights from the observation deck. It sounds funny, but people have funny thoughts. The light rain hasn’t stopped these people from coming to the tower. In their minds and sometimes out loud they say, It will pass.


The grass in the esplanade in front of the tower is green and the trees there are becoming green. Spring is arriving slowly this year in Paris. It is still cold. Not cold enough for snow, but cold. There is a slight breeze. If it weren’t raining it might be considered a comfortable day.


Some people are carrying lilies. May Day is Labor Day in Paris, and lilies are a Labor Day tradition. The tourists wonder what the lilies mean. Some find out that they are a symbol of spring. Others are too afraid to ask.


The people who are not waiting to ascend the great tower are at least looking up at it. They are taking pictures of it or marveling at the immense heart that takes up close to two thirds of the top section of the tower, the section above the second observation deck. Tickets can be bought for access to any observation deck. The higher the deck, the higher the price. There are three observation decks on the tower. One elevator stops at the first and second, and another carries passengers from the second to the third. It is also possible to climb to the first and second decks by way of stairwells located in two legs of the tower. The top deck is strictly elevator business. Because of the magnitude of the structure, it is advised that those afraid of heights remain firmly rooted to the ground.


At the ticket window an elderly Swedish couple buys tickets to go to the top. She decides to ride to the top; he decides to climb to the second deck, where, he says, he’ll meet her so they can ride to the top together. She asks him if he’s going to be okay climbing the stairs. He gives her a funny look and tells her he isn’t as old as he looks. She smiles at him. He takes the Olympus camera from around his neck and gives it to his wife. Be careful, she tells him. He says, Wait for me. He walks to one of the legs closest to the esplanade, the one with the only open stairwell on this day. He begins to climb. It is 16h09. The stairs in the Eiffel Tower do not close until 18h00.


A young woman in a brown sweater and black skirt watches the man make his way up the first flights. His sweatshirt is very ugly, she thinks. She is leaning on a signpost. She looks back at the people under and around the tower. They’re always in groups, she thinks. They’re always with other people who look alike. She focuses on a small boy who is holding his mother’s hand. I want a child, the woman thinks. No, I don’t.


The boy’s mother points to the air. She asks the seven-year-old if he likes the big heart on the tower. He answers, No, it scares me. I like it, the mother tells her child. Okay, he says. The boy looks at a man selling candy from a cart and says, Can I have a sweet?


The man with the candy cart has sold candy underneath the Eiffel Tower for almost seven years. The man with the candy cart is unshaven and hates kids. He hates his job. He thinks it’s dirty and uncivilized. It always rains here, he thinks, but they still come. I wish the rain would melt them, he thinks. I wish they’d all flow away, down the Seine to the ocean, or to wherever the Seine goes. Two suckers, a woman says to him. Bien sûr, the man answers.


Some people think standing underneath the tower will prevent them from getting wet. It helps, but the wind is really the deciding factor. The breeze blows to the north today, so the further north people stand, the dryer they remain. But the tower is made of open iron work, so water still penetrates. People sometimes forget that. A man with piercing green eyes and a tattoo of a snake wrapped around a sword on his upper right arm makes his way to the center of the area underneath the tower. When he gets to what he believes is the exact center, he kneels, takes his black backpack off, and opens it. He pulls out an original Polaroid SX-70 Land Camera in mint condition. He looks through the viewfinder and points the camera directly up. He presses the red button and gets an instant picture of the underside of the tower.


The man with the candy cart sees him and laughs. He looks across the space beneath the tower to the leg opposite the one he is nearest. The man selling chiens chauds has a line at his cart. Fucking America, the candy man thinks.


The man selling these chiens chauds or, literally, hot dogs, squeezes mustard onto one of his wares. He looks at the hot dog and thinks, If this is pig, then I’m the Pope. He hands the hot dog to the English tourist who ordered it. With a forced smile and a heavy French accent, he says, Enjoy.
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