The bottoms of his jeans still smelled like urine. His mother had driven him straight from the school parking lot to Grand Island, smoking all the way--Carl would have fed her statistics about death and emphysema if he wasn’t wallowing in self-pity. 

Carl held the Mapquest directions sheet in front of his face as a computer-printout shaped mask, hiding his features from idle passers-by. There was no way he would be seen in civilized society with his mother in her car, with the windows rolled down and Thriller pulsing through the speakers. Faded fuzzy dice knocked into each other from the rearview mirror. She had embraced American consumer culture in the early eighties and had never thought fit to update, even as an aging, facelifted European. Most women in their fifties wouldn’t have been caught dead in a pink convertible with vanity plates—2SEXY4U. 

It wasn’t certain exactly who went to the DMV that fateful day, but Carl had a hunch that it wasn’t Babcia. 

She had been a mail-order bride. Carl had found the ad she’d placed in American newspapers tucked in a small box of his baby pictures—Polish girl, eighteen, seeks husband with currency with which to make babies. 

It was horrifying. He had never been able to figure out whether she intended to make babies with the husband or with the money. His father had understood, apparently. He’d flown to Krakow as a lonely post-graduate with a double major in business and agricultural science, and brought back a smiling, English-illiterate girl who lived for beauty pageants and American pop music. 

“This is for your own good, you know,” she said, stopping as the light turned red. Her voice was slightly crisp, puncuated—the remnants of an accent slaughtered with speech therapy and daytime television. They’d made her go through it when she was competing for Miss Nebraska. “Back when I was in shows, I knew a girl. She punched her hair dresser for cutting her hair too close—and he burned her with a straightening iron! It was awful.” 

She turned. He shifted the pages to cover his face from the shopfronts along the edge of the road. “I’m not going to burn anyone, Mom.” 

“Someone’s going to burn you if you don’t get help.” 

Carl merely sighed. 
She parked in front of an big brick building with a sign propped up against the front wall—Peaceful Meadows Center For Troubled Teens.
This name, like Grand Island itself, was terribly ironic. Grand Island was neither grand nor an island, just as the Peaceful Meadows Center For Troubled Teens was neither peaceful nor in a meadow. It was in a gravel parking lot. It was more like a gulag, actually, with little slit windows and a chain-link fence around the back.

He looked around the piece of paper to ensure no one was in sight and unfolded his legs from beneath the glove compartment. They were beginning to cramp. 

The doors were Handicapped Accesible and  pushed themselves open like something from Star Trek. Inside, a smiling receptionist sat behind a desk dusted with glitter. The walls were painted yellow and it looked like the tragic aftermath of a party store bombing—streamers and balloons were strewn about, with plenty of tinsel thrown around random objects. 

It completely contradicted the exterior. Carl didn’t like contradictions. They made him uncomfortable.

“Are you Mr. Malloy?” she said, in a chipper voice. Carl could appreciate this. He knew how hard it was to sound chipper when you were, in actual fact, miserable and saddened for the fate of humankind. 

He nodded. 

“We’re just so happy to have you! Dr. Knox will be ready in a few minutes, if you, Mrs. Malloy, could just fill out a few forms.”

She handed over a pink plastic clipboard. Carl’s mother took it and looked about the room, confused, looking for somewhere to sit. It took them a minute to realize that the only places to sit were tie-dye bean bags piled in the corner. 

They sat, uncomfortable, legs sprawled out in front of them. 

Carl’s mother promptly took out a cigarette.

The receptionist began to tut. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Malloy, but we’re a smoke-free environment.” 

A smoke-free environment usually meant a Carl’s  mother-free environment. She left the clipboard on her beanbag and stepped out the Star Trek doors. 

Carl took a look at the questionnaire. 

My child____. Check all that apply. 

Resists authority. 

Is often truant from school.

Has a drug/alchohol habit. 

Is sexually active. 

Writes suicide poetry. 

Wets the bed. 

Please list all the medications that your child is currently taking. 

My child expresses a fear in the following: 

Ghosts. 

Monsters. 

Dogs. 

Ovens. 

Lighning. 

Pine cones.

Snakes. 

Clowns. 

Mice/rats. 

Clocks. 

Aliens. 

Swimming pools.

Heights. 

Fish. 

Spiders.

Foreigners. 

From there down the page, it began to go downhill. 

My child is here for:

Counseling. 

Art therapy. 

Phobia conditioning. 

Attitude readjustment. 

Fun. 

Please list your child’s favorite color(s).

Carl’s mother came back into the waiting room, slightly more relaxed. She picked up the clipboard and carefully sank down into her chair, the beans hissing out to either side beneath her. 

She took a look at the questionnaire and then studied Carl carefully, searching for something to check off. “You’re afraid of spiders, aren’t you?”

“No. Not really.”

“What’s your favorite color?”

“I don’t have a favorite.” 

She wrote his name, birthday, and Social Security number at the top of the sheet and handed it to the receptionist, who then looked at it, puzzled. “Did you forget something, Mrs. Malloy?”

Carl’s mother was still bitter about having to sit in beanbag chairs and abstain from smoking when under pressure. “No.”

“You sure?” The smile on the receptionist’s face was false and uncertain—Carl recognized it immediately. 

His mother never bothered to answer. Something beeped on the desk. 

“It looks like Dr. Knox is ready for you,” the receptionist said. “I’ll take you back.”

Carl’s mother shifted to the side and tried to push herself up, to no avail. “You can just wait here, Mrs. Malloy. Teens are more open alone.”

Peaceful Meadows Center for Troubled Teens had apparently missed part of their customer service training. It was imperative to refer to each patron as an individual, with individual words accented for love and consideration. ‘Why, yes, Mrs. Goldbloom, You are looking fabulous this Tuesday evening. I would love to put extra sprinkles on that for you.’ 

Oddly enough, Carl didn’t mind being a Teen. It was a slight annoyance, but he was, for the first time in his life, a part of the All. 

He followed the receptionist behind the desk and through a door, which was covered in locks. This was unnerving—who was trying to escape? 

Stuffed bears hung from string along the corridor. Apparently, everyone in their right minds was trying to escape. Or, rather, in their not-right minds. That was what such a Center was for, wasn’t it?

The door at the end of the hall had a painting of a rainbow and clouds, with Dr. Knox spray-painted along the doorframe in a Teen Friendly manner. “Just come back down the hall when you’re finished,” she said, grinning. 

Carl knocked, hesistantly. 

“Enter!” called a voice from within. 

The woman he assumed was Dr. Knox was seated in the center of the room, atop a beanbag chair. She had a stack of papers next to her and a box, covered with a lid painted in rainbows. 

Besides her, the room was completely empty. Carl sat down on the other beanbag and looked at her, nervously, legs cramping in order to keep himself upright. 

“Hello,” he said, smiling weakly. 

“You’re Carl Malloy, yes?”

She had small eyes—it appeared that she was always squinting. He nodded. “Very nice to meet you, Carl. I would like you to do something for me.” 

The contents of the box rattled when she struggled to pull off the lid. She set it beside her and brought out a mass of twisted plastic, separating individual pieces and laying them side-by-side on the space in front of Carl’s legs.

They were black wire headsets with springs and smiley faces painted on ping-pong balls—some sort of nightmarish adaption from childrens’ birthday parties that had found its way into the offices of psychologists. 

“Uhm, what are those?” 

“I think they are called ‘deelyboppers’.”

“Deelyboppers?” 

Carl looked down. The one to the far left was red, with a frowny face; the next one was blue with a sad face. Then there was one with the eyes loopy and confused (green) and a yellow happy face. To the far right was one with nothing on it at all. 

“I want you to pick the one that feels like you inside right now.” Carl picked up the blank one. “Good, good…put it on.” 

He looked at it and hesitated. The ping-pong balls were bouncing slightly. He slid them behind his ears and pretended not to care that they crushed his hair in the very space he had sprayed it until it was stiff. 

“Now, I would like you to tell me a little about why you’re here.” 

Carl was aware of them flopping above his head. “Well,” said Carl. “I punched Chad Arthur. And now I’m suspended.” 

He had rehearsed this in his mind several times. It was best just to let them believe what they wanted to believe---having to explain away Chad’s urine would have been a disaster. Carl got the feeling that all adults loved Chad, instinctively. Just saying the name would make them smile and fall back, rambling incoherently of their glory days in high school football. 

“How did it make you feel?”

“What?”

“How did it make you feel when you got suspended?”

“Er, well. I was kind of relieved.”

“Relieved?”

“I get to hang out with my grandmother and watch TV.” 

This was partially a lie. He was dreading Babcia—he didn’t quite know how she would react. Whatever she could dish up, however, was better than spending all day avoiding other people and staring wistfully at the back of Evan Schoss’ head. 

“You have a good relationship with your grandmother?”

Carl shrugged. “Not really. But we both like Project Runway. And sometimes she watches A Shot At Love With Tila Tequila, which is kind of cool, I guess. For a grandma.” 

“I see.” She wrote something down. What was there to write down? Carl wasn’t sure. 

“So you like reality television?”

“I like television in general.”

“How do you feel when you watch television?”

“Uhm. Entertained?”

“Do you feel the need for entertainment within your daily life?”

“I guess so.”

She finished writing something down and flipped the page. “Do you watch violent programming?”

“Well, I don’t know. There are bitchfights on Flavor of Love. But that’s not really violent.”

“Do you like sexual programming, Carl?”

“What?” He felt his cheeks burn. 

“Dating shows, shows about love, pornography.”

Carl shifted. 

“You don’t have to be afraid of your burgeoning adolescent sexuality, Carl,” she said, smiling gently. “Puberty is a tumultuous time. But you may find comfort in things that aren’t the best choice of entertainment. They may foster unrealistic expectations and negative sex roles in your mind.” 

“Uhm,” said Carl. “I don’t really want to talk about my….burgeoning adolescent sexuality.” 

In all truth, Carl’s burgeoning adolescent sexuality was attempting to burgeon right out of his head. It was a terrible, terrible thing—a  little monster somewhere in his brain that obviously did not understand geographic location or the social needs of high school students. He wanted to call Animal Control and have it taken away in a little crate, snapping at the bars and drooling, sedated with photographs of Jake Gyllenhaal and the pretty British doctor from House.

She looked at him, squinty eyes squinting themselves shut further. “Very well,” she said. “How did you feel whe you punched, er—“

“Chad Arthur.”

“Yes. How did you feel?”

“Gross,” said Carl. “He bled on my jeans.” 

“Are you afraid of blood?”

“Well. No.”

“Why did you punch him?”

“It kind of seemed like the right thing to do.” 

“Did you think about the ‘bitchfights’ in Flavor of Love as you punched Chad?”

“I thought about nothing.” She raised an eyebrow. “Really. My head was just blank.”

“Like your Emotional Deelybopper.”

“Yes. My Emotional Deelybopper.” 

Dr. Knox finished writing and set the clipboard in front of him. “Well, Carl,” she said. “We have had a very productive session.”

Carl looked at her incredulously. “We have?” He looked up at the wall, as though expecting there would be a clock there. There wasn’t. He estimated the time at five minutes. 

“Yes. But there is one thing I want you to do for me,” she said, turning and hovering over the top of the box. The things within it shifted as she dug around, hands combing through God-knew-what-else. Eventually, she produced a notebook and a small set of children’s paints on a plastic pallette. “I want you to express yourself through color.”

“Okay,” he said, taking the things into his lap. The edge of the plastic snagged against his bandage. “So, I just paint whatever?”

“Every day, I want you to sit down and paint your day in the colors you think best represent your feelings.”

“My feelings?”

Carl tried not to have many of those. They were bothersome. 

“Yes. And I want to see you back in a few days to see what you have discovered about yourself.” 

She held out her hand. Carl shook it. 

He could feel her staring at him as he left the room. The door slammed behind him, causing all of the teddy bears hanging from the ceiling to tremble.

His mother was sitting in the waiting room, still, staring into space. The woman next to her was equally glazed over. 

There was a girl sitting in the middle of the floor, bent over what appeared to be a book of Impressionist paintings. She had her legs crossed in the lotus position, her finger absentmindedly tracing its way along the frames of her glasses. 

They were huge. They made her face distorted, and the black hair that slipped behind them turn into thick ropes.

It took Carl a minute to realize exactly who he had discovered on the floor of Peaceful Meadows Center for Troubled Teens.

She was freaky, she was Asian, and she was most certainly a chick. 

