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			It was better than anticipated, at least for the first twenty minutes. Not $1,200 better, because that’s impossible. But still: Hot towels for the jowls. Enough territory to extend your entire left leg into the aisle without fear of sanction or reprisal. A glass of orange juice while still at the gate, served in a glass made of glass. He thought to himself, “I could get used to this.” But that thought was a lie. He would never get used to this, even if it became the only way he traveled anywhere. The experience would never seem unremarkable. It would always feel gratuitous in the best possible way.

			Would he read a novel or watch a movie? Maybe neither. The chair was so supple, perhaps he’d just sit there and stare robotically ahead, fixated on the degree to which he wasn’t uncomfortable. There was Wi-Fi in the cabin. Maybe he’d send a group email to all his old high school chums, playfully bragging about the altitude from which the message had been sent. His friends didn’t understand his job, but they would understand that. He couldn’t tell them what his salary was, but he could show them how his company treated its employees. That might scan as pompous, of course. It might make him seem like a bit of a douche, and he didn’t aspire to become the kind of person he’d always been conditioned to hate. But he was proud of himself, maybe for the first time. His life had changed, and this was proof.

			He asked the attendant about the flight’s duration. She estimated just over three hours. He got up to use the lavatory, delighted by the absence of a line. He wondered if it would be different from the restrooms in coach—larger, perhaps, or cleaner. And it was. It was slightly larger and slightly cleaner. But he barely noticed those details, because it also included a puma.

			He immediately closed the door and returned to his seat.

			For a solid seventy seconds, he considered doing nothing at all. “Don’t panic. Don’t choke. There’s no way what you think you saw could possibly be the thing that it is.” He reached down into his leather satchel and felt around for his book. His father had once told him that the key to life was an ability to ignore other people’s imaginary problems. But he wasn’t sure to whom this particular problem belonged, or if it was real or imaginary, or if his father had ever considered what that advice actually implied.

			He again got up from his seat and walked to the lavatory. He cracked the door two inches ajar, enough for the automatic light to illuminate. He peered into the tiny room. There it was, sitting on the lid of the toilet, looking back with an empty intensity that matched his own.

			He closed the door and returned to his seat.

			Seeing the puma a second time did not prompt the internal reaction he’d anticipated. He was, for whatever reason, a bit ambivalent. On the one hand, he was trapped in a contained space with a two-hundred-pound cat. On the other hand, at least the puma was truly there. If the lavatory had been empty, it would have meant he was hallucinating. Better to be a noncrazy person in peril than a crazy person who was safe. He turned to the passenger sitting to his immediate right, an older man in a pinstriped suit who was drinking his second martini.

			“Excuse me,” he said to the gentleman in 2D. “This is going to sound bizarre, but . . . have you used the restroom on this flight?”

			“No,” said the man. “Why do you ask?”

			“I don’t know how to explain this,” he began, almost murmuring. “I don’t even know how this happened, or what this means, or what you’re supposed to do with the information I’m about to give you. Part of me thinks I shouldn’t even tell you this, although I don’t know why I would think that, since I’m sure this is something you’ll want to know. None of this makes sense. None of it. But I just got up and went to the lavatory, twice. And both times, when I opened the door, there was a puma in the bathroom.”

			“A puma?”

			“Yes. I realize how insane that must sound. I’m sorry.”

			“A puma? In the bathroom?”

			“Yes.”

			“A cougar.”

			“Yes.”

			“A mountain lion.”

			“Yes. Sure. A mountain lion.”

			“A catamount.”

			“What? I don’t know. Maybe. Yes?”

			The older man in the pinstriped suit leaned across 2C, dipping his head into the aisle. His hair smelled like rubbing alcohol and coconut water. He studied the closed restroom door. It looked like a door. He resituated himself back in his chair, straightened his jacket by the lapels, and took a quick sip of his translucent beverage. His hands and feet were massive, too big for his frame.

			“Let me ask you something,” the older man said. “And don’t take this the wrong way. I’m not being judgmental. I’m drinking gin in the middle of the morning. I’m no priest. And you don’t seem like a kid on drugs. But tell me if you’re on drugs. We just left California. I get it.”

			“I’m not on drugs,” he replied.

			“Not even the prescription variety? Lexapro? Valium?”

			“No. Nothing.”

			“Any history of mental illness? Again, no offense intended.”

			“No, and I’m not offended.”

			The two men looked into each other’s eyes, hunching their shoulders and leaning closer. The interaction adopted a conspiratorial tone. They spoke in stage whispers. The other passengers barely noticed and didn’t care.

			“Tell me this,” said the older man. “What are your theories?”

			“My theories?”

			“In terms of how this could have happened.”

			“I have no idea,” the younger man said. “I have no theories.”

			“Try,” said the older man. “We’re just brainstorming. There are no wrong answers.”

			This was not what the younger man had expected to hear. But he had no expectations at all, so it wasn’t awkward or off-putting. He did what he was told.

			“I suppose it’s possible that some millionaire might own a puma as an exotic pet, and he was hauling it across the country, and it escaped from its cage in the cargo hold and crawled through the air-conditioning vents, and it somehow ended up in the bathroom.”

			“Excellent,” said the older man. “Let’s have another.”

			“I don’t know. Maybe it prowled down from the Hollywood Hills and ended up at LAX, and it was drawn into the airplane hangar by the warmth of the cooling jet engines, but it got scared when the engines were restarted and scampered into the only cavelike crevice it could find, which was the restroom inside the aircraft.”

			“Less plausible,” said the older man. “But still possible. Keep going.”

			“Maybe this is a psychological experiment, and the puma is a trained puma, and I’m being watched. Maybe this is some kind of radical research project. And maybe you’re the scientist who came up with the experiment, which is why you’re seated next to me and asking these questions.”

			“That’s compelling,” said the older man. “But let me assure you—if this is a research project, I’m not part of it.”

			“Maybe this is advertising. Maybe this is some kind of guerrilla marketing for Puma basketball shoes.”

			“Too high-concept. Try again.”

			“Maybe this is a symptom of some deeper problem,” the younger person continued, oddly delighted by the older person’s interest in his improvisational hypotheses. “Maybe mankind has encroached upon nature too much, to the point of no return. Maybe animals and humans will start coming into conflict all the time, and this is the beginning of that looming crisis. Maybe in five or ten years, it will not be uncommon to encounter a puma on an airplane.”

			“Intriguing,” said the older man. “But let’s not lose focus on the moment. Keep yourself grounded.”

			“The puma could be rabid,” the younger man speculated. “Rabid animals lose their instinctual fear of humans. It might have just slinked onto the plane in a state of confusion, camouflaged by the carpet. I mean, look at the carpet. The carpet is taupe. Taupe is pure puma. Or maybe he’s some type of hypermodern service animal. Maybe instead of getting a seeing-eye dog, you can now get a seeing-eye puma. It’s also possible the TSA has started using pumas to sniff for narcotics, or maybe for bombs. Who knows? Maybe pumas are better at bomb detection than beagles.”

			“Pumas have a relatively weak sense of smell,” said the older man. “But these are viable theories.”

			“I suppose a deranged person could have done this intentionally,” the younger man said, abruptly alarmed by the prospect that he’d stumbled upon the true explanation. “A terrorist. If the intention of a terrorist is to incite terror, what would be more terrifying than being attacked by a puma on an airplane? It would change air travel forever. Who would bring an infant on a flight if there were any possibility of a puma encounter? Who would let their elderly mother travel alone? There are so many ways this could be done. It wouldn’t be difficult. You heavily sedate the puma and place it in a canvas bag. You place the bag on the outskirts of the airport and you bribe a baggage handler. The handler hauls the bag planeside and a passenger with a fake passport casually picks it up, claiming it’s hockey equipment or medical supplies or the fossilized remains of a saber-toothed cat. The passenger gets the bag on board and dumps it in the restroom, unzipped. The puma rouses itself. I realize pumas aren’t normally aggressive, but this puma is hungry, and bewildered, and trapped in a small space. He’s weaponized. Some entitled businessman with a bloated bladder opens the bathroom door. The puma pounces.”

			Their noses were now six inches apart. The old man raised his eyebrows. The younger man tried to construct an expression of concern, but he felt himself smirking. His puma theories were above average.

			“Will you be having lunch?” a female voice intoned from behind the younger man’s skull. “We have a cheese lasagna with a side salad and we have sliced chicken breast with wild ramps.” The men broke eye contact and bolted up in their seats. The younger man ordered the lasagna. The older man said he only wanted another martini. They both relaxed as the stewardess moved on to the third row and repeated the same information to the woman in 3A. She ordered the lasagna as well. The man in 3B went with the chicken. When the orders were complete, they could hear the woman in 3A ask the man in 3B if he could let her pass, as she needed to use the restroom.

			“Here we go,” said the old man in the pinstriped suit. He turned away, toward the window.

			“Shouldn’t I tell her about the puma?” asked the younger man.

			“That’s not my problem. Or yours,” said the older man, still looking away. “We’re all in this together.”
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			This is the tenth interview I’ve granted since the election. At this point, I feel like the backstory has been more than sufficiently covered. I thought the gal from The New York Times Magazine did an especially comprehensive job, despite getting a few key details incorrect. All of this has been addressed elsewhere, arguably to the point of overkill. That said, I do understand why certain people are enamored with my story. They think it explains so much. They think it reflects something that can’t be otherwise seen. Is that true? I suppose if people think that it does, it does. And I certainly don’t mind talking about my life, since my life is my life.

			I’m not going to rehash the biographical details. Those are easy enough to find on the Internet. I also won’t respond to statements made by any of my peers. They have the right to think or believe whatever they want. I’ll only tell you what I remember firsthand: He showed up in August, just before my junior year. There was no fanfare. It wasn’t like anybody announced, “Here’s Jasper Lovelace, the wonderful new football coach. He’s going to change everything about reality.” Remember, this was a town so small that it wasn’t even included on most Oklahoma road maps. There wasn’t a single stoplight. There was no newspaper. There was no news. We all just show up for the first day of football practice, and Lovelace is the man waiting in the equipment room. Mirrored sunglasses. Massive beard, massive gut. Clothes from Target or Kmart. Some kids thought he seemed gay, but I’d have never made that inference on my own.

			None of this was a big deal to anyone. Nobody cared about football at my school. I didn’t care and I was on the damn team. The coach was just the coach. But I must say—this guy, this person, was immediately goofy. Immediately. For the first four days, we never touch a football. We don’t even go outside. Lovelace sits us in the school cafeteria and meticulously lectures about subjects that appear to have no application to anything related to sports. Clocks. He spends the first two hours explaining how clocks work, from a mechanical standpoint. He talks about how the ocean is 95 percent unexplored. He talks about math without using numbers. The Civil War. The Crucifixion. Chopping wood. Kierkegaard’s “philosophy of repetition,” which I’d totally forgotten about until I saw it mentioned in his obituary. There are some parables and some fairy tales and a few extremely long jokes without punch lines. It’s disjointed. It’s granular. But the big takeaway from these four interminable days is that our football team is only going to run one play, for the entire season. He mentions this, almost in passing, six or seven times. We do not take these words at face value. Why would we? What does that even mean, you know?

			On the fifth day, a Friday, we finally go outside. It’s raining like crazy. Lots of lightning, scary thunder. For a few minutes it hails, and we all wonder if maybe the firehouse will blow the tornado siren. But we stay out there. For the first hour, all we do is conditioning drills. These are like the conditioning drills Rocky Balboa did in that movie where he fights the Russian: We have to throw straw bales and run through the local swamp and shovel grain. It’s more or less unpaid farmwork, and everybody wants to quit. Farmwork was what most of us had joined the team to avoid. But there’s just something hypnotic about this fat guy with the dumb name and the dumb beard. He’s so composed. So calm, so above it all. It’s the first time any of us have ever encountered a coach who doesn’t yell and never swears. He makes all his instructions seem self-evident. We eventually walk over to the practice field and start learning this one specific play—the play he halfway explained during his little speech about Kierkegaard. It’s the most convoluted educational experience I’ve ever had, still to this day. An old classmate of mine is now a neurosurgeon, and he claims it was trickier than anything he experienced in med school. It took us a long time just to figure out how to line up in the correct formation. All eleven players—even the linemen—had to memorize all this intricate footwork, which I can only compare to learning how to foxtrot and moonwalk at the same time. Every blocker was pulling and crossing, and if any one person’s timing was microscopically imperfect we’d all collide. How can I possibly explain this? It was like one of those Rube Goldberg machines: The quarterback takes the snap and hands it to a halfback breaking to his right. That halfback immediately hands the ball to the fullback going left, and then the fullback delivers it to a wingback curling toward the middle. These three handoffs all happen within a two-second window. When it works, it all happens so fast that it almost looks like nothing happened at all. From a helicopter, the motion of the play was supposed to resemble water spiraling down a drain. It seemed impossible to get this correct. I have no idea how many attempts it took before we got it even halfway right. Way more than a hundred. Maybe closer to a thousand. A handful of guys stopped coming to practice the following Monday. Lovelace didn’t care at all. He compared them to people who believe the moon landing was faked.

			We work on this play constantly, over and over and over again. It’s usually all we do for the entire three-hour practice. For the first week or so, we assume this must be some kind of Zen lesson, because Lovelace tried to introduce us to Buddhism back in the cafeteria. We all assume we’ll eventually add the other offensive plays. The real plays. You know? But as the days progress, it becomes clear that we’re not adding anything. This is the entire playbook. We don’t even have a name for the play, because it doesn’t need a name. There’s nothing to differentiate it from. We never put in a punt formation, because we are told we’ll never punt, ever, under any circumstance. There will be no field goal attempts. There will be no passing plays. The night before our first game, Lovelace draws up a defensive alignment on the locker-room chalkboard and lists which eleven players will start and what specific positions they’ll occupy. But we never actually practice playing defense, based on his argument that it won’t matter. “This schematic is a projection of where you’re supposed to stand at the inception of your opponent’s action,” he said. That was how he talked. “When presented with the opportunity, initiate contact with the ball carrier.” That was the extent of his defensive instruction.

			Now, I realize some of this has been explained elsewhere, particularly in that unnecessarily contentious piece in Jacobin. But I will summarize it again, since I know that’s what you want and I know that’s what you’re here for. Jasper Lovelace had no football experience whatsoever. There was no mystery around that fact. He would straight-up say, “I am not a football coach.” I’m not sure what he was, to be honest, or what he thought he was. He seemed a little like an engineer without an engineering degree. He liked to describe himself as an artist without creativity. The one thing I do know is that he designed this singular play to mirror the movement of wristwatch gears, which was the reason for all that horology shit back in the cafeteria. Lovelace’s theory was that an offensive football team could generate a spiraling clockwise motion at the point of attack, and the sheer mass of the whirling players—including the defenders, who would be swept up against their will—would involuntarily propel the ball carrier forward and downward, into the turf but beyond the line of scrimmage. It was basically a physics equation. It did not matter what the opponent did, or even if they jammed the entire defensive squad onto the exact spot where they knew the ball was going. If executed correctly, the result was supposed to be the same, every time: The play would unspool, the mass of humanity would be untangled, and the wingback would always, always, end up 2.7 yards beyond the line of scrimmage, with a standard deviation of plus or minus four inches. Lovelace worked all this out on reams and reams of graph paper, which he later burned. But once the play was memorized and internalized, we didn’t need any pictures or calculations. Once his worldview was established, the logic became unassailable: If we ran this play correctly four times in a row, we would gain exactly 10.8 yards, which would constitute a first down. We would then run it four more times, and—once again—gain exactly 10.8 yards, constituting another first down. We could theoretically do this for the whole game, theoretically scoring a theoretical touchdown on every theoretical possession. It was—theoretically—100 percent efficient. This is the reason Jasper Lovelace believed investing any time into a defensive strategy was irrelevant. If we stopped an opponent on just one possession, purely by accident, the war would be over. Because we would score every time and they would psychologically surrender.

			The logistics, of course, were not that simple. We famously lost the season opener 88–0, and everybody in town thought Lovelace was an imbecile. Everyone was like, “What in the hell does this turkey tit think he’s doing? This isn’t football.” But you know, it wasn’t football, so that criticism didn’t bother him. I’ve never seen a man care less about other people’s opinions. Nothing changed. We kept practicing the same play, no matter how ridiculous it made us feel. There was never any talk of scouting the opposition or giving 110 percent or considering what any of this was supposed to signify. There was never any deeper message. We’d just execute the play in practice and Lovelace would say, “Execute again.” No emotion, no intensity. Just, “Execute again.” So we’d run it again. No huddles, no introspection. We lost the second game 54–0. It was humiliating, but Lovelace harbored no shame. “Execute again.” I found myself wanting to be more like him. I started wearing mirrored sunglasses. We lost the third game 27–0. “Execute again. Execute again.” We lost the fourth game 18–12, on the road, eliminating us from playoff contention before the season was even half finished. We were a laughingstock. You could actually hear people laughing in the stands. But on the bus ride home, after we scored those first twelve points, Lovelace cryptically looks back from the front seat of the bus and says, “It’s happening.” None of us will ever forget the way he said that. I can still hear his voice, right now, today. It haunts me. I have no idea why we stuck with him. I guess it seemed like we were inventing something other people couldn’t understand. It was a little like a cult. It was a cult, probably. So we play the fifth game, and we win. We win 32–28. And then the following week, we win 66–20. People think it’s cute that this is happening. They think it’s charming that a football team can win a game with only one play. We’re on the local news in Stillwater. The next week is homecoming, and the final score is 72–14. No one can touch us. We finish the season 6–4, winning our last game 112–0. Our wingback, Ricky Milner, breaks every scoring record in the state. But of course no college recruits him, because he never has a single carry that goes for more than three yards. By the end of the year, everyone in town is talking about how Jasper Lovelace is a genius and how we’ll undoubtedly go undefeated next season and win state.

			The rest of the story is the stuff everyone already knows. Lovelace inexplicably resigns that December and goes on to become the person he eventually became. Missing his funeral will bother me forever. Ricky Milner is now Richard Milner, who of course is our president-elect. We lost touch, Ricky and I, but I’m so proud to have known him, all those years ago. Who would ever have believed that the kid who used to shotgun Old Milwaukee in my basement would somehow become president of the United States? The boy who was our quarterback went on to design the first artificial lung from organic fibers. Our old left tackle is arguably the finest living architect in North America, having just designed that astonishing library in Vancouver. I assume you’ve read T. R. Henke’s novel, where the titular character is unambiguously named “Lovey Jasper.” Henke played halfback. I don’t remember him reading a single book all through high school, but now they say he’s probably going to win the Pulitzer. So wild. Every single person on that team ended up with an amazing life, which can’t be a coincidence. We were taught things they don’t teach anymore. We were taught things that were never taught, ever, to anyone else. Jasper Lovelace convinced us that we did not have to live like normal people. He rebuilt our brains. With the exception, I suppose, of my brain. I’m just a regular guy, which is why you’re here now, talking to me about the new president and all those other boys who keep changing the world. I’m the lone contradiction, and the media uses that against me. But please let me say, once more, for the record: I did not do the things they say I did. I did not kill those people. I can’t explain how their bone fragments got in my garage or why someone would have put them there. I don’t even know 260 people. I mean, come on—260 unconnected murders? Am I a monster? Am I a machine? The trial was a farce. My lawyer deserves to be disbarred, and that judge was a narcissistic clown. But I will appeal. Believe me. I will appeal. I will be vindicated. I will not die for what I have not done.

		

	
		
			Toxic Actuality

		

	
		
			
			They strolled through the quad, the only part of campus still resembling the institution that had hired them years before. It was the sector of campus always photographed for brochures, but only during October, latently suggesting that the whole geographic region existed in a state of perpetual autumn. The leaves were always floating to earth and a sweater was always enough. One man was sixty-eight and the other was forty-five, so they were the same age.

			“I’m not sure how I’m supposed to do this anymore,” Benjamin said for the third time that day. “I go to the dean of arts and sciences, exactly at noon. I’m exactly on time. But the kid is already there, so I’m asked to wait outside. The kid says he won’t speak if I’m in the room. About twenty minutes later, the door opens and the kid leaves. Doesn’t say anything to me. Doesn’t look at me. The dean calls me into his office, we talk for maybe five minutes, and then I’m told to sign a document that validates the student’s complaint and states that I will accept his perspective on microaggressions.”

			“Will there be repercussions?” Geoffrey asked. “Could you be fired?”

			“I don’t think I’ll be fired,” said Benjamin. “Maybe if it happens again, or if it keeps happening. I mean, it could easily happen again, either with him or with someone else.”

			“What was the nature of the dispute? You never really explained.” Geoffrey was treading lightly.

			“I have no idea,” said Benjamin. “I’m teaching the text. The student says the text is racist. I say, ‘No, the text is about racism.’ The student concedes that this might have been the author’s intent but that the language itself is racist, because the author didn’t recognize his privilege. The other white students agree. The whole class is white. I think, ‘Great, this will be a real discussion.’ But they don’t want a discussion. They only want me to admit that the text is racist. So again, I say it’s about racism, which is the reason we’re reading it. The same student tells me I couldn’t possibly understand, because my identity has never been oppressed. I tell him two of my grandparents died in the Holocaust. He asks if that means I support state-sponsored terrorism against Palestine. I tell him that his question is insane. Now, maybe I say insane louder than necessary. I’m sure I did. But still. So then he tells me it’s misogynistic to refer to him as crazy. He says that specific word is a form of oppression. I tell him that I never used the specific word crazy and—even if I had—it couldn’t be misogynistic, because he isn’t female. He starts inserting the word intersectionality into non-sequitur sentences, and I kind of laugh. I realize I shouldn’t have laughed, but I did. He then marches out of the room. Six other students follow him. And then, two days later, the dean sends me an email and says we need to meet, because I’ve been accused of humiliating a student and creating an unsafe environment. I truly don’t know how I’m supposed to do this anymore.”

			Geoffrey, having heard this type of talk from Benjamin many times before, tried to swing the discussion toward abstraction. “You need to remember what things were like when you were in school. This happened in the early nineties, too. It happens every twenty or thirty years.”

			“No. You’re wrong,” Benjamin replied, shaking his fingers at no one in particular. “With all due respect, you’re wrong about this. It’s not the same. That was about people who didn’t believe Anita Hill’s testimony. That was about the ethics of listening to 2 Live Crew and Body Count. This is about how kids are being raised. They expect to live a life without intellectual conflict. They don’t believe other ideas should even exist. I mean, come on. I didn’t humiliate that kid. I didn’t even yell at him. I said one word, maybe ten decibels higher than my previous sentence.”

			“Decibels increase exponentially,” said Geoffrey. “A ten-decibel increase would actually be twice as loud.”

			“I think you’re missing the point on purpose, Geoff.”

			“Then explain the point, Ben.”

			They were now using direct address, which meant the conversation was no longer amicable.

			“The point,” Benjamin said, “is that we’re allowing these kids to live in a false reality. Which would be fine, except that we’re also supposed to act like their false reality is rational. We’re somehow allowing them to be fascist and childish at the same time. They won’t be prepared for life. Take the kid I allegedly humiliated. What’s going to happen the first time he has to confront an idea that contradicts his worldview? What’s going to happen the first time his boss eviscerates him in front of his co-workers? How will he survive that? There’s no way that kid will be able to handle the real world.”

			“But there is no real world,” said Geoffrey. “That’s what you don’t understand.”

			“What?”

			“There is no real world,” said Geoffrey. “Or at least not a world any realer than this one.”

			They walked in silence for fifteen steps. They watched a squirrel disappear into a dead tree.

			“Look,” Geoffrey continued. “I know you think this place is some kind of sick incubator, and that the world outside is harsh and uncompromising, and that these kids are going to leave school fragile and deluded, and that they’ll be dead on arrival. But that will never happen. The world you believe they’re forcing upon us is the only world they will ever know. You think the kid who filed that complaint is going to graduate and become a construction worker? A nurse? A welder? That doesn’t happen to the kids who go here, unless they want to write a memoir about it. Maybe they’ll end up doing nothing, but they’ll still be fine. They’ll pretend to be broke until their parents die, and then they’ll be as rich as their parents. This is the real world, for them and for us. Right here. Where we are, right now. This path they photograph for the brochure. This is it. This is the world.”

			They stopped walking to watch another squirrel. The rodent watched them back, nervous and bored.

			“I don’t accept that,” Benjamin finally said. “That’s illogical. That’s like giving up.”

			“It’s not up for your approval,” replied Geoffrey. “It’s not a motion that requires ratification. Quit talking about rationality. That’s not part of this. That’s never part of this. They’re building their version of society, and we can either pretend we like it or find a different one. You and I did the same thing. People used to call me names I hated, pretty much whenever they felt like it. They would say those things to my face, and there was nothing I could do. So I chose to live my life in a place where that never happened. I chose a life where people don’t talk like that, or at least not when I’m in the room. I’m sure some people still talk like that, somewhere out there, in places I’ll never go. I’m sure a few people out there still talk the way everyone used to talk. But I haven’t met a person like that in thirty years, and that is by design.”

			“That’s not the same thing,” said Benjamin.

			“Nothing is the same,” said Geoffrey. “Analogies don’t work. Analogies only work on standardized tests, which is why we pretend they qualify as arguments. Things that seem the same are still different. When I was twenty, I had a summer job at a bakery. My boss yelled at me constantly, for being lazy. I didn’t think I was lazy, but he did. Compared to him, maybe I was. But that’s all over. These kids will never get yelled at for being lazy. That won’t be part of their existence. They will only get yelled at when the kids who come after them decide they’re holding antiquated beliefs about how the world is supposed to work, and that all the big ideas they once considered progressive are actually reactionary. So you’re right. It’s not the same. But what’s the difference? There’s still yelling.”

			They continued along the gravel lane another twenty yards, or maybe it was 18.3 meters. The path warped into a roundabout. There were four options in front of them: veer left (toward the part of campus that resembled an industrial park), veer right (toward the part of campus that resembled a hobo village), turn back (where they’d started from originally), or continue forward (out through the wrought-iron gates and into the ugly little town).

			“So I’m just supposed to let this happen,” Benjamin said, staring at the gate. “I’m just supposed to let some kid accuse me of things that aren’t true, because he gets to decide what’s real, because he’s young and I’m not. Is that how it works now?”

			“Yes,” said Geoffrey. “That’s how it works now, and that’s how it has always worked. You need to get over this.” And that was the end of the walk.
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