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HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

Don’t read this book straight through, as you would a ‘normal’ book. If you did, it would seem like a collage of many different stories, none of them making any sense. Instead, start on page one, and at the end of the first section you’ll have a decision to make. Make it, and turn directly to the corresponding section. In this way you will control the story, and the outcome of your chosen life.

As you read through the book you’ll sometimes land in completely unique places and sometimes end up right where you were before. Try not to turn back. You never know what life has in store for you. Remember, good behavior is not necessarily rewarded, and sometimes bad decisions can lead to wonderful (and not so wonderful) results. When you’ve reached the end of your journey, go back to the beginning and start over again, because everybody deserves a second chance – and everybody could always be somebody else. Good luck.
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Laughter and fistfights. Lasagna thrown on the cafeteria floor, geometry books burning in the garbage cans, Sidra Stanislow finally losing her virginity up against the Dumpsters behind the memorial auditorium. All the janitors are getting high. The teachers’ lounge is choked with stifled arguments and the vending machines are empty. It’s the last day of high school.

You’re graduating. Rushing headlong into the unknown rest of your life. Your friends are drifting off in every direction. Some are going to college, some are going to work, and some are going to their parents’ basements to smoke pot and watch reality TV. As you see it, there are two options. Go to college and get ahead or take some time off and go travelling. If you get a degree, you might have a decent income – but if you go travelling, you might have an excellent adventure. Both have merits, both have drawbacks. Neither is permanent, and this makes the decision harder.

Take into account that your boyfriend has already decided to go to college and he wants you to come with him. (You’ve been together ever since he annihilated your virginity in an abandoned Christmas tree shack by the highway.) He’s handsome and he loves you. The two of you have really great sex. He’s big. (You know, big.) You see college as the responsible choice and travel as the fun choice, but then again college can be fun and travelling can be disastrous. The choice is yours. Your grandparents have given you a small chunk of money for graduation – just enough to get you going in whichever direction you choose.

If you decide to go to college, go to section 2 (here).

If you decide to travel, go to section 3 (here).
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From section 1 . . .

You enrol at the university and get an apartment with your boyfriend a few blocks from campus. The apartment is shitty. It has a refrigerator that lets mould grow in the drawers, a toilet that routinely overflows, and noisy downstairs neighbours who always sound like they’re killing cats, having loud sex, or both. You try to fix the place up by painting the walls dark colors and hanging Pier One African art – you were hoping to create an urban Cinco de Mayo look, but instead the place looks like a low-rent voodoo carnival.

Money is tight and you begin to bicker with your boyfriend over little things. The unpaid electricity bill, the empty pizza boxes, the missing beer, your bras drip-drying in the shower, his socks stinking on the floor. You thought living together would be sexy, that he’d help organize the closets and give you back rubs instead of wanting sex all the time, but he says he thought you’d be wearing a lot more lingerie and maybe even cook once in a while, so he thinks you’re about even on the disappointment score.

Things are no better at school. It’s not what you thought it would be. You’re always lost and everything’s expensive. There’s this general rush around you – like a wild river current you can’t quite navigate. Confusion. You also need to decide on your major. How the hell are you supposed to know what you want to be when you grow up? You could get an MFA in art and maybe become the next great artist of this century, or you could go for a PhD in sciences and maybe become a doctor. Who do you want to be?

If you decide to major in art, go to section 4 (here).

If you decide to major in sciences, go to section 5 (here).
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From section 1 . . .

While standing in his parents’ kitchen, you tell your boyfriend you’re leaving. You’re not going to college. You’re not buying into the schedules, the credits, or the points. No standardized success for you. You’ll know when you’re successful because you’ll know when you’re happy. He seems upset. He’s talking loudly. He’s shouting and he starts poking you on the shoulder as he explains to you why your plan is so stupid. When you argue back, he shoves you. You shove him back. Then he calls you a bitch and asks you who the hell you think you are and he slaps you across the face.

Shit. Didn’t see that coming – or did you? Didn’t he always sort of have a bad temper? But that was just when finals were looming or his dad was yelling, or his coach was complaining . . . come to think of it, there was always a good reason for him to be ticked off. It all clicks in your head. You’ve seen enough after-school specials to know what will happen next. They hit you once, they hit you a hundred times. They get better at it. So before he can hit you again, you grab the iron skillet sitting on the stove (bacon grease still in it) and you clock him in the temple with it. Thunk. He drops over like a sack of wet cement. He’s not dead. The bastard is still breathing.

Time to go! But where? You’ve always wanted to see Europe. The stone buildings, the Renaissance paintings, the dark men. You could also go to California. Who doesn’t have fun in California? You even have a place to stay there – some friends who graduated the year before bought a house in LA and told you to come out and crash for as long as you like.

If you decide to go to Europe, go to section 6 (here).

If you decide to drive to California, go to section 7 (here).
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From section 2 . . .

You enrol in the Art Department. Strange tribe. There’s a guy with wooden spoons thrust through his earlobes, a woman with Maori tattoos and genitalia piercing, and another girl who heats paper clips and sears her arms with raised earthworm-shaped hieroglyphics.

Art students stick together and act superior in an attempt to avoid being mocked by law students and business students. For this reason and perhaps others, communication between you and your boyfriend becomes even more strained. (He’s getting a business degree. Both boring and embarrassing.) He suddenly seems like an idiot. You stop sleeping with him – his rhythm-free pump and grunts just don’t appeal anymore. You have several fights and then several more and then one afternoon he comes home early and catches you splayed over the velour couch with a video artist named Thaddeus. He breaks up with you. Can’t say you blame him, can’t say you’re sorry.

Thaddeus likes to make symphony-sex films, which are movies that have girls wrapped in catgut straddling oiled cellos. Thaddeus also videotapes himself having sex with you. You don’t like it that much, but as he says, What do you know? Anyway, he films you so often that it becomes normal to have tape running while you’re naked in bed, almost pleasing to hear the film run and the shutters click. Halfway through the semester there’s a group exhibition at school and you’re asked to show a piece of your work. Now, should you enter a technically accomplished piece or a more risky piece?

If you enter the risky piece, go to section 8 (here).

If you enter the technically accomplished piece, go to section 9 (here).
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From section 2 . . .

You major in science and you never knew life could be this ice-pick-through-the-eye boring. Your day begins at five a.m. and ends around one in the morning. What do you spend all those hours doing? You spend them memorizing. Memorization is your God. You must ingest thousands of dry and crumbly texts, as though you were being force-fed endless crust without water. Vacuous vocabulary, tedious tables, tired theorems. Your own thoughts are not required. You haven’t had sex with your boyfriend in weeks. He constantly sits on the couch and complains until he reminds you of a whining rutabaga.

Time blurs. The mountain looms. Every test is a slippery crevice waiting for you to fall and twist your ankle, every final an ice storm trying to kill you off before the spring. The days become weeks, the weeks become months. You have lost all track of your boyfriend and you don’t think of him often until you come home early one day to find him with his hand up the shirt of a chubby blonde girl named Shannon, an ugly grad student who asked you for an aspirin not a week earlier.

You kick him out and throw all his belongings out the third-floor window. You trash the apartment. You hate the program, hate your boyfriend, hate your life. This is not a life. This is not happiness. You want to quit the program and go back and do something that actually matters. Something that you actually care about. It’s not too late to do something that makes you happy. On the other hand, there’s that dreadfully true saying – no pain, no gain. Nobody has an easy time studying science. Do they?

If you stick with the science program, go to section 10 (here).

If you quit the science program, go to section 11 (here).
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From section 3 . . .

Screw school – you just got out of school. Why study books when you can study life? Your education will be in the train stations, the museums, the cafés and the clubs of Europe. (Not to mention the beds. You expect there’s quite an education there.) Your expectations are justifiably high. You expect intrigue, adventure, romance, and good photos. You expect theatre and music and fine wine. You expect culture.

You hate American culture – it’s big and it stomps. It’s aspirin-packed forced hilarity until you die from laughing. It’s megaplex superplexes. It’s Wal-Mart, Sam’s Club, and McDonald’s. It’s drywall communities and Disney on Ice! It’s virgin pop stars and Pepsi. The charities are even vicious. God help you if you tangle with Green Peace or PETA. Europe must be better – they hate Americans.

Your parents are worried. They think Europe is dangerous. They think Europe is expensive and smelly and people don’t wash properly. Whatever. You’re not about to start letting them run your life now. You sell your car and cash in all your graduation checks. You buy a large nylon backpack and a bedroll. You stock up with maps, a Swiss army knife, travel guides, train schedules, Tums, Imodium, Pepto-Bismol, and aspirin.

You stare at large maps thumbtacked all over the wall and mark the cities you want to visit. You’ve always wanted to see Italy or England. England for its grand architecture, regal history, and punk rock scene. Italy for its incredible food, Renaissance paintings, and wicked sexy shoes. They both sound fantastic – but you can only choose one.

If you decide to go to Italy, go to section 12 (here).

If you decide to go to England, go to section 13 (here).
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From section 3 . . .

The trip to California is eventful. Your car breaks down just outside Las Vegas, right outside the Kum and Go grocery/gift/bait/tan/tackle shop. It’s the alternator that’s busted – an expensive ticket. You play slots at a little roadside casino while your car is being fixed – something you’ve never done before and something clearly you’re no good at. The damn machine makes so much noise it sounds like you’re winning even when you’re not. You’re ahead and then you’re behind and then when you turn around half your money is gone.

You make the mechanic a proposition. In exchange for parts and service, you tell him you’ll have a little fun with him in the back room. (OK, OK, it’s slutty, but nobody here knows you and what else are you supposed to do?) The mechanic jumps at the chance. ‘Hell yeah,’ he says and throws his dirty red shop rag down on the counter. ‘I gotta warn you though,’ he says, ‘I got a big wiener.’

In his messy office the guy puts on a condom and introduces you to his brown vinyl couch. You now notice his potbelly. His stubbly face. Ick. You wear your sweatshirt and socks for minimum contact, but he still gets his oily mitts all over you. You feel like a soft-shell crab split on a stick while his bored yellow Lab watches from the corner.

Afterward you take a trucker bath in the restroom (legs hiked up on the small porcelain sink, lots and lots of grainy white powdered soap). The mechanic is really nice afterward. He gives you some cash for the road and a hot coffee and tells you to ‘stop back any time.’

You race across the desert drinking beer and singing at the top of your lungs so you don’t have to think about the very gross thing you just did. (But you had to do it. What else could you have done?) You blare country western music until you realize it isn’t country, it’s Christian radio, and you pound the dashboard until the radio shuts off. Then the silence rushes in and you realize you’re out of beer.

As you cross the California state line, you have a decision to make. You have a friend in Berkeley who works at the university. She e-mailed you and told you she thinks she can get you a job, but you also have a friend in LA who knows talent scouts and screenwriters and says you can go on open auditions with her. You need to point the car north toward Berkeley or south toward LA. The sun is setting and you can’t stand the silence much longer.

If you go to Berkeley, go to section 14 (here).

If you go to LA, go to section 15 (here).
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From section 4 . . .

You enter a risky piece of art into the competition. A series of bronzed vaginas cast from friends’ genitalia and welded together to simulate the St Louis Arch. To make the pieces, models sat on a metal folding chair with their legs open and each foot resting on a bucket. Then the plaster (cold!) was smeared between their legs and they waited for twenty minutes until it hardened.

Your piece doesn’t go over that well, mostly because Thaddeus’s work is getting all the attention – a large plaster violin with a television monitor embedded inside, which is showing a running loop of the two of you fucking. People gather around the grainy green monitor sipping cheap wine from plastic cups and whispering. You don’t remember many of the events in the video; you certainly don’t remember the camera being where it must have been in order to capture several unflattering angles. After the show you expect the whispering and stares to die down – but they don’t.

The video quickly spreads through school and soon every student seems to have a copy. There are even rumours of a Web site with highlights. This then is your new role. You are the Art School Scag. The worst part is when your parents receive a copy of the video in the mail from ‘a concerned peer’ who ‘felt they should know.’ All eyes are on you now – you feel ashamed and humiliated. Your parents are mortified and they insist you drop out of school and start over somewhere else before any more damage is done.

If you drop out of the program, go to section 16 (here).

If you do not drop out of the program, go to section 17 (here).
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From section 4 . . .

You enter a conservative piece of art. A series of colour theory paintings you’ve been working on all year. Small wedges of colour bisecting other wedges of colour. People nod politely at them and move on.

During the evening a well-known curator approaches you. He likes your work and asks if you’d like to be in one of his juried shows. Everyone stops and listens; they try to act casual as they eavesdrop. This attention distracts them from Thaddeus’s ugly piece in the corner – a large plaster violin with a television monitor embedded inside, which shows a running loop of the two of you having sex. Your friends tell him he’s an idiot. They laugh at him as he unplugs the violin and eventually leaves the show early.

‘Not many people are given an opportunity like this so early in their careers,’ the curator says. ‘I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think you had real talent.’ And there’s that word. ‘Talent.’ Your teachers don’t say it, and certainly your fellow students don’t say it. Talent is not a part of the equation in art school. They like to make you think talent is attainable, getable, learnable, but of course everyone knows, the muse plays favourites. She’s a real bitch. She’ll dump talent on some and keep it away from others. How many times have true assholes been brilliant (van Gogh, Mozart, and so on), and then nice, diligent folks are just shit out of luck on the talent score? Anyone who’s ever tried at something in vain can tell you – and they don’t have to be an artist – just because you want to be good at something doesn’t mean you ever will be.

That’s the problem with the word ‘talent.’ It denotes a universal impropriety, a galactic unfairness that terrifies you into bargaining with God. And what kind of divine being would be so unfair? Who would orchestrate such imbalance? But then, here is the gallery owner, a very handsome man with a stubbly jaw and dark roaming eyes and he is kissing the word ‘talent’ to you. You have it, he says. That red red apple that you want to bite. Shakespeare pinned it to the table: ‘We know what we are, but know not what we may be.’

If you say yes to the group show, go to section 18 (here).

If you say no to the group show, go to section 19 (here).
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From section 5 . . .

You’re staying in school. Your boyfriend can march right through the red-hot gates of hell. You’ve got to get through molecular physiology and you aren’t going to be anybody’s coin-operated doll. You cut your hair short, wear boxy clothing, and snarl at anyone who smiles at you. You’re not going to be quiet, you’re not going to wait patiently, you’re not going to be pretty.

The classes kill you – but the harder they push, the harder you push back. You go out for extras. Honours. The hours are insane, you read until your eyes are bloodshot and sore, until you can’t focus and the words on the page swim. You end up trying what all the med students try – ephedrine, otherwise known as trucker speed. It’s not a big deal, it only takes two tabs a night to keep you up, but after a couple of weeks it takes five tabs and then ten and then it doesn’t work at all, so you have to try what everyone uses.

Crystal meth tastes like Drano but it’s made from ingredients far more toxic. Muriatic acid, iodine crystals, and red phosphorus just for starters. The grainy dust rips through your nose and throat like shattered glass. You’re careful to only snort one line a night and you never shoot it. Never. You feel guilty and nervous – but there’s no other way to stay awake.

When you finally graduate you have to decide whether to go for your master’s. If you do, you’ll be committing yourself to six more years of school. An eternity. Meanwhile, a headhunter for a big pharmaceutical company offers you a lucrative job as a pharmaceutical sales rep. It’s a chance to skyrocket into the real world. So what do you do? More school, more debt, or more money?

If you stay in school and get your master’s, go to section 20 (here).

If you take the pharmaceutical sales rep job, go to section 21 (here).
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From section 5 . . .

You not only quit the science department, you quit school altogether. Why rack up tuition bills when you could go make money? You move back home and decide to permanently and forever stop doing any meth. That was just kid stuff anyway, just experimentation, and you’re not going to let it continue. You look for work – there’s got to be something else you can do. Your parents are uncertain of your choice – but they don’t want to judge you, and of course they want you to be happy. Are you happy?

You look for work on the Internet and in the want ads and you call all of your friends to see if they know of anything. You post your résumé online, you send out dozens of letters, you go to open interviews. Nothing. It seems like everyone is looking for work and no one’s looking for employees. Being out of school and without a job makes you feel lonely and fat and pathetic. You couldn’t even consider going on a date – who would want you?

Then you get a break – a small break. A friend from high school offers you a job at her father’s grocery store, which is way up north on Lake Superior, in a tiny town that caters mostly to fishermen and truckers. The hours are right, but the pay is minimal and it’s far away. There’s also a job fair coming up, where hundreds of employers fill the convention centre in the hopes of snagging quality employees. You could wait and see if something comes out of that instead.

If you take the job at the grocery store, go to section 22 (here).

If you go to the job fair, go to section 23 (here).
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