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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This is my take on The Catcher in the Rye — an updated story for the Inland Empire, told by a seventeen-year-old who sees through the performance all around him. No cap.
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For every artist still keeping it real — the writers, musicians, painters, and creators who refuse to put on the face. No cap.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

EPIGRAPH

[image: ]


"To thine own self be true." — William Shakespeare, Hamlet

“Fiction is a form of lying that tells the truth.” — J.D. Salinger

“Wherever there is sorrow, wherever there is pretense, wherever the real has been buried beneath performance — there you will find the Crimson Writer.” — The Crimson Writer
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If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you'll probably want to know is how I ended up with a job at seventeen, in a glass building off the 215, wearing a lanyard with my own face printed on it like I was something they'd ordered online. But I'm not going to get into all that David Copperfield kind of stuff, because frankly it bores me, and also because my parents would have an aneurysm if I started talking about how the whole thing made me feel. They don't like feelings much. They like outcomes. There's a difference, and it took me about three weeks of being a so-called adult to figure out what it was.

What I'll tell you instead is that I graduated high school a year and a half early, which everybody around me treated like I'd cured something. People I'd never spoken to in my life came up and shook my hand at the little ceremony, which wasn't even a real ceremony, just a thing in the front office with a sheet cake from Vons and a banner that somebody had clearly reused from another kid's party because you could still see the tape marks where they'd peeled off the old name. My mother cried. Not because she was sad, and not really because she was happy either. She cried because crying was what you did at that kind of thing, and she'd seen other mothers do it on the videos she watched, the ones where everybody's house is the color of oatmeal. That's the kind of crying it was. Performance crying. No cap, as the kids say. Except when I say no cap I mean the opposite of what they mean. I mean that's the cap. That's the biggest cap there is.

I should explain about the cap thing or you'll think I'm an idiot. There's this phrase everybody uses, "no cap," which is supposed to mean no lie, I'm being real with you, this is the truth. And the funny part, the part that actually gets me, is that the people who say it the most are the fakest people I have ever met in my entire life. They'll look you dead in the eye and say no cap and then tell you something so phony you can feel your teeth hurt. So I started keeping the phrase but flipping it around in my head. Now when somebody's being fake, which is pretty much always, I just think: cap. All cap. Capping their heads off. It's a small thing. It probably sounds stupid written down. But it's mine, and it's about the only thing I own anymore that nobody handed to me with a smile that didn't reach their eyes.

I wear a red baseball cap, by the way, which I realize is a whole separate cap and I'm aware of how that works out, language-wise. I'm not going to pretend it isn't on purpose. I like that it's confusing. The hat is red and kind of beat up and I've had it since I was thirteen, and I wear it almost everywhere I'm allowed to and a lot of places I'm not. My father hates it. He's told me about forty times that it makes me look like I'm not taking things seriously, and every time he says it I want to tell him that the hat is the only thing in the house taking anything seriously, but I don't, because it isn't worth it. He wouldn't get it. He'd just do the thing where he breathes out through his nose and looks at my mother like, you see what I'm dealing with, can you believe this kid, and then they'd have a little silent conversation with their faces and nothing would change except I'd feel worse.

Anyway. The internship.

They got me the internship the way they got me everything, which is to say through somebody who knew somebody, a man named Greg who golfs with my father and laughs at things that aren't funny in a way that makes the back of my neck cold. It was at a marketing firm, or a "strategy" firm, or honestly I was never totally sure what they did, which by the end I understood was kind of the point. You weren't supposed to be able to say what they did in plain words. If you could say it in plain words, they couldn't charge as much for it. My job, as far as I could tell, was to sit at a desk that wasn't really mine and make slideshows that nobody read, and to nod in meetings where grown adults, people with mortgages and children and bad backs, would say things like "let's circle back" and "let's make sure we're all aligned" and act like they'd discovered fire. They'd been waiting their whole lives to align, I guess. They were so aligned it was practically a religion.

The first day, a woman named Brittany walked me around and introduced me to everybody, and every single person did the exact same thing. They'd stand up, or half stand up, this little crouch, and they'd say "welcome aboard!" with the exclamation point so loud you could hear it, and they'd shake my hand and ask if I was excited, and I'd say yeah, and they'd already be looking at the next person before I finished saying it. Welcome aboard. Like the office was a boat. Like we were all going somewhere together across some great water. We weren't going anywhere. We were going to lunch at 12:30 and home at 5 and we were doing it again tomorrow until we died, and somewhere in a binder there was a slide about it with a stock photo of a sunrise.

I want to be fair, because I know how I sound. I know I sound like every miserable kid who ever thought he was smarter than everybody. My old English teacher, Mr. Ferrante, who was actually one
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