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For Boaz, the best little boy 
in the whole wide world






Tom was a glittering hero once more. 
There were some that believed 
he would be President yet . . .

 



—MARK TWAIN,  The Adventures of Tom Sawyer







introduction  Madolescence




Mad•o•les•cence n. 1. Adolescence in males 2. The messy, inscrutable period between puberty and adulthood often misunderstood and misinterpreted by the adult population1




One of those things that has always bothered me is that people think boys aren’t emotional. You’ve never been around boys if you don’t think they’re emotional. They’re highly emotional.

—Ritch C. Savin-Williams, professor and chair of human development at Cornell University

 



There is a general consensus that American culture has failed our boys, and they have failed us. We hear that they are falling behind in grammar school, in high school, in college. In numerous articles and books they are portrayed as being limp-as-spaghetti, verbally challenged creatures lacking the emotional resolve or innate intellectual wherewithal to react and respond to society’s demands on them. They are repressed, they are troubled and sad, society has somehow sucked away boys’ ability to emote (glaring examples of this attitude rest in such annals as William Pollack’s Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths of Boyhood; and Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys, by psychologists Dan Kindlon and Michael Thompson). So now we’re instructed that we  must teach them how to be emotional before it’s too late. It’s not just that boys don’t cry, we are now told—it’s that they don’t know how.

My goal, as I set out to write this book, was to find a well-balanced cross-section of teenage boys from all walks of life—rich, poor, white, black, Jewish, Christian, Muslim, agnostic—so that each parent opening this book could find his or her son on one of its pages. In the end, each boy’s personality, and not his race, religion, or socioeconomic condition, was what prevailed during my interviews as the most crucial and telling characteristic. I chose to focus on a handful of boys who seemed the most enthusiastic in telling their stories. Ultimately, it wasn’t about what his last name was or whether he attended church or synagogue or mosque or whether he lived in the country or in the city that made each of these boys relatable. Because boys, like all of us, are far more alike than different.

Despite a rash over the past ten years of junior chick lit manifestos penned by career women in multiple fields on everything from anorexia to rape to promiscuity to depression to shopping, there’s little to match it from the guy’s perspective. Girls get most of the press. The scant material on teenage males tends to focus on the white upper middle class; books on minority male teens often reduce them to thug-like stereotypes. Such groundbreaking books as Reviving Ophelia and Queen Bees and Wannabes present young women as multidimensional figures with a range of personal characteristics. These seminal works paved the way for a veritable glut of girl power books focusing on issues of female self-worth, fostering autonomy and strategies on how young women coming from every social group and possessing a range of talents can succeed in high school, college, and the workforce.

Yet most available books about boys, the odd cover story in Newsweek, and featured segments on 20/20 focus  on our young men as a homogeneous whole, a collective entity with no discernibly varying characteristics. Boys are often thought of as unknowable enigmas who all seem to need help. Boys are in crisis. Boys have ADD. Boys are unemotional. Boys don’t talk. Boys are on the verge of apocalyptic self-destruction. Over the course of the past decade, boys have been reduced to an anxiety-inducing headline.

Having tracked the lives of boys over the past several years as both an educator and a journalist writing articles about teens, I’ve found that many of our views of boys are nowhere close to reality. Boys cry. Boys emote. Some don’t, of course, but some girls don’t either. Some boys talk  more than girls. Many of the boys I spoke with gabbed nonstop for hours.

As a teacher, I have a perspective on boys that most parents don’t attain. For the most part, in the classes I have taught at the high school, junior high, and elementary levels, boys have always been among the most articulate, thoughtful, and enthusiastic students.

Boys, if they are in crisis, are in as much a state of crisis as the rest of us.

 



Clinicians and researchers have provided valuable learning tools that help us understand adolescent behavior. Many scholars have established theories and arguments about boys’ fledgling standardized scores, plunging grades, rates of depression, and use of drugs. There are some figures that understandably spur alarm—such as the spike in boys’ suicide rates—which in turn raise the right kind of awareness.

But not every statistic that’s shared with us foretells gloom and doom. In fact, social science data today points to a more hopeful outlook about boys than it has in decades past. Declining rates of illicit drug use and juvenile crime (the rate of juvenile males in prison is half of its historic 1993 high), rising SAT scores, and increasing graduation  rates have been reported by the National Center for Education Statistics and the U.S. Department of Justice. Boys in fourth, eighth, and twelfth grades are scoring slightly higher on math tests than they did in the 1990s.2 The headline of an uplifting Time cover story reads, “The Myth About Boys: Experts Say Boys Are in Trouble. Here’s Why They’ve Got It Wrong.”

Nonetheless, these statistics don’t necessarily reflect the core truth about teenage boys in regard to their personalities and private lives, and they don’t always tell the whole story. The more time I spent with boys, the more I wondered, What if we got to know boys through a methodology that examined elements outside of test scores, grades, and numerical figures?

Beyond the studies—the bar graphs, pie charts, and percentages—I wondered what it would be like to experience life with teenage boys on their own home turf, to crouch down in the proverbial foxhole with them as they study for tests, watch their favorite movies, woo girlfriends, face rejection, fill their prescriptions, shop for clothes, do or choose not to do their homework.

As I started researching this book, I began an eye-opening, patience-flexing, awe-inspiring, and sometimes disconcerting journey into the inner sanctum of American boyhood culture. I interviewed people who work in high school education, contacted graduate school professors, and cold-called student and youth religious organizations in cities and states across the nation. I contacted the parents of former students. I talked to the younger siblings of colleagues and friends. I sought out boys through every outlet that would allow me to spend time with them not confined to a classroom or clinical setting.

My mission was to secure a small group of boys and focus on each one over a period of months. I selected the ten boys you will meet in this book on the basis of their  insight and their courage to speak candidly about topics ranging from depression to sex to drugs to parental resentment. In getting to know these boys, I drafted an initial list of interview questions. I asked many of the boys the same questions, which changed as our conversations changed, as did the scope of the questions. I wound up spending anywhere from four months to two years observing, interviewing, and chatting with the boys as they went about everyday life.

Parents were intrigued by the idea of their sons participating in this book, but they also expressed numerous concerns. They wanted to make sure that their words and ideas were not taken out of context. One parent feared that I would have this “preconceived notion of who his son was” and then try to mold his child into that boxed description or category. Many parents were eager to make sure that I did not have a slanted agenda. The concept that a journalist wanted to study boys, to hang out with them, to see what makes them tick, was worrisome to many parents and guardians. However, most parents agreed with their boys in their decision to participate. They did so, they told me, because they were excited about the idea that the book would shed light on twenty-first-century teen culture.

Boys today face situations and problems that are vastly different from issues earlier generations have faced. Teenage boys twenty years ago didn’t have to worry about cyber sex or cyber bullies. They didn’t have to deal with international terrorism. They didn’t have to deal with other kids slamming their reputation on Facebook. The constant stimulation of mass media and in-your-face popular culture means that boys have to adapt to a veritable maelstrom of influences—some good, others detrimental—and learn new ways of dealing with the overwhelming opportunities available to them in the way of sex, drugs, and mental stimulation.

There are countless media outlets through which teens can openly (and often anonymously) communicate with the world, unknown to their parents. Courtesy of the Internet, society has become one big emotional free-for-all, a culture where everybody blogs about what mood they’re in from one moment to the next, no matter how intimate or dirty the details. This can weigh heavily on a teen who may not be ready to handle it.

A recent article in Scientific American Mind reveals that changes in the prefrontal cortex (the region of the brain that controls decision making and voluntary behavior) may still be “pruning,” or developing, well into our twenties. In other words, boys who are still neurologically immature and possess imperfect behavior control are subjected to some pretty dizzying stimuli. That teenagers in general are doing as well as they are in the face of all this is worth applauding.

Despite the various media outlets available to teens to air their feelings, many of the boys I spoke with felt steeped in loneliness. When the boys expressed how lonely they felt at times, it was because they didn’t believe there was anybody out there who understood them. They felt “different” from everyone else and lacked soul mate figures with whom they could share their innermost thoughts. They didn’t always feel like they had close friends to talk to, and their parents, they told me, didn’t always want to know the truth—about their children or about themselves.  They weren’t intentionally elusive when it came to what they told their parents; rather, their parents just weren’t ready to hear what they had to say. I wished that the boys I spoke with could meet one another and discover for themselves that despite how different they all thought they were, they actually had a great deal in common in terms of their feelings and the aching desire to connect to other people.

The boys told me straight out that they were not just looking for someone to talk to, but someone to talk with. They want you to hear what they have to say, and they are inviting responsive conversation. As one mother of a teenage boy I spoke with put it after reading a draft of her child’s chapter, “I feel like I just met my kid.”

 



While I was working on this book, my understanding of boys came under challenge and evolved along the way. Heading into my research, I admittedly clung to some of my own beliefs about certain types of boys. I was surprised to discover that the teenage dad I spoke with was not only involved in his child’s upbringing but had much in common in terms of parenting style with many fathers I know in their thirties and forties. As a mom, I was shocked to discover that this teen and I had much to talk about in the way of diapers, sippy cups, and chicken pox vaccinations.

Fashion, I discovered, is a way teenage boys express their personality and emerging sense of identity, change the way they feel about themselves, and sometimes change the way others feel about them. The boys dressed to mark themselves as individuals and reinforce a sense of self and originality. Sure, most boys didn’t sit around flipping through Teen Vogue, but I met plenty of boys who wanted to look like the Patrick Dempsey fashion pictorial in Details . I met boys who opted for such shopping outposts as Abercrombie & Fitch, with techno music thumping though the store and a steady procession of swingy, ponytailed girls in T-shirts, shrunken sweaters, and napkin-size miniskirts embossed with little AF logos be-bopping their way toward the dressing room.

I discovered that boys, despite their individual problems, flaws, and proverbial crosses to bear—or perhaps  because of all these things—are working in very brave ways to create lives for themselves that are notably and  distinctively different and infinitely more inspiring than some insipidly collective globule.

Teenage boys today are not bound by any one set of rules or regulations. They are not all stymied by social expectations. Of course, this is not to say that we don’t still make unreasonable demands of grown (and growing) men. But boys today are working to defy such expectations. They are waiting longer to have sex. They are pursuing careers based not primarily on socioeconomic prospects but on passion. They are taking dance lessons. They’re wearing pink. They’re crying in front of their girlfriends and  not feeling emasculated. They’re crying—period.

Teenage male cliques and labels have come a long way since the staid 1980s when Breakfast Club categories of brains, druggies, and jocks were based solely on similar social standing. Today’s “madolescent” youth culture is multifaceted and complicated, its social map ever expanding. For better or worse, the pecking order is less predictable. There are far more subcategories, some damning and negative, others further accentuating the propitious aspects of individuation. No longer are drugs, sex, and SAT scores the sole criteria for delineating droves of boys; you can be both captain of the football team and class valedictorian. It’s nothing to be a pot-smoking Stanford-bound burnout enrolled in a Kaplan course. With 6.7 percent of youth between the ages of twelve and seventeen smoking marijuana—making it the most commonly used illicit substance among teens—many kids don’t even consider it a drug.3


Whereas in past generations, boys were branded mostly according to class and culture, choosing associates on the basis of necessity because nobody else wanted to be friends with them, adolescent males in such diverse places as Los Angeles, Boston, and Omaha now can choose among a  cornucopia of social groups. Boys informed me that there are also many subcategories of social groups in which they can belong.

Boys today are responding to the world around them in ways that reflect the cultural context in which they live. In this book I describe how one boy combats obsessive-compulsive disorder, how another deals with his homosexuality, how yet another deals with being bullied in school. I profile how each boy deals with his concerns and joys and frustrations in a way that makes sense to him. These boys projected loneliness, confusion, resilience, and fear. As well as joy and hope. These boys expressed hope as they discussed future career prospects, artistic interests, college, girls. Boys were romantic. Boys were sensitive.  They cared about their parents, their siblings, their friends. One boy told me that he noticed how hypocritical girls could be, how they turned their backs on one another so quickly and yet spoke all the time of “what good friends” they were. Boys, he asserted, didn’t need to say anything in this regard. Theirs was more of a tacit understanding between them, an unspoken loyalty. And that, he said, made their friendships stronger.

In my interviews with leading specialists in the field, I learned that when it comes to male friendships, some studies point to boys being more sensitive than girls. Boys, these studies conclude, are more hard-pressed to forgive and move on when they’ve felt a sense of betrayal. Their pain cut much deeper. They may not sob publicly, but that may not mean that they’ve shut down emotionally. Quite the contrary—I found that the boys I spoke with were emotional sieves.

Niobe Way, professor of applied psychology at New York University’s Steinhardt School of Culture, Education, and Human Development and the coauthor of Adolescent  Boys: Exploring Diverse Cultures of Boyhood, concurs: “There’s a whole notion of whether or not boys actually are, in some ways, more vulnerable than girls.” Way’s landmark research has focused on the friendships and the emotional development of adolescent boys in such far-ranging places as Nanjing, China, and New York City. “In one finding, boys who had been betrayed in their friendships were not willing to forgive and forget,” Way told me. “They were much more resistant to doing that than girls. The flexibility is just not there.”4


Loyalty, posits Way, is one of the most undersold qualities of boys. When a boy feels that a friend has turned his back on him, that betrayal is searing, and the damage can be irreversible. Unfortunately this rigidity in boys is often misunderstood as lack of emotion.

Teens also tend to lead secret lives. A developmental shift occurs as they mature from adolescence to adulthood. Suddenly details that teens might have divulged to their parents years ago become information hoarded or kept between themselves and their peers. James Garbarino, chair in humanistic psychology at Loyola University Chicago and coauthor with Claire Bedard of Parents Under Siege: Why You Are the Solution, Not the Problem in Your Child’s Life, offers a humbling view on adolescent secrecy: sometimes there’s nothing we can do about it.

Garbarino and Bedard affirm that, at a certain level, no matter how we try to be the friend or try not to look like we’re trying, a teenager’s natural impulse is to construct his own secret world. Developing new connections, discovering new relationships, and forging new interests are a source of strength, of bolstering clout and self-confidence. As Garbarino and Bedard note, “When we get into our teens, we learn that information is power. To successfully conceal information makes us feel powerful.”5


In their research, Garbarino and Bedard polled a group of 275 first-year undergraduates at Cornell University and asked them to describe the “worst thing, in the sense of most dangerous or troubling” that they had been involved with as high school students and that their parents did not know about. An astounding one-quarter of the surveyed students said they had considered suicide, and 87 percent of those students’ parents never knew. Eleven percent had sampled hard drugs such as cocaine and Ecstasy, and 92 percent of their parents never knew. Twenty-three percent admitted to driving under the influence of alcohol, and 94 percent of their parents never knew. Garbarino and Bedard conclude that much of the time, parents are not to blame for what they don’t know about their kids. Sometimes, they assert, the issue is not what parents are asking their teenagers, but what information teens choose to share with their parents.6


Consistent with Garbarino and Bedard’s findings, sometimes the boys I interviewed chose to omit certain details of their lives based on pride or fear or even what their mood was on the day that we spoke. On rare occasions they would relay creative versions of the truth, the way they wished events had transpired. I discovered such omissions and imaginative retellings when, days following such interviews, boys would contact me with the real story. Indeed, shifting values and ideals are an intrinsic part of boyhood, as well as one of its most propitious and liberating attributes. During interviews a teen would make a sweeping statement and then, in a follow-up meeting, assiduously recant. These impromptu outbursts provided moments of catharsis, of emotional exploration. One boy spent two hours over sandwiches and fries vehemently bashing his working-class parents for their ignorance when it came to college applications. A week later we met up again and he  admitted that maybe his reaction was a little severe. Mood swings, developments on the school front, evolving family dynamics, even hormones—all of these factors accounted for changes of heart.

Ultimately this book can only be one version of the truth about boys today in America.

 



The teenage boys I spoke with chose to share some of their most intimate secrets with me. Part of this had to do with the fact that I wasn’t their parent. I wasn’t going to ground them or, even worse, exhibit an unctuous display of approval that might embarrass them in front of their friends. They knew that what they talked about would make its way into print and that eventually their parents would read it, but being one step removed created a comfortable buffer zone for these boys. For many of the boys, sharing raw personal details for the first time in their lives was emotionally liberating.

While some parents were thrilled to discover their son’s secret life because it gave them a more intimate understanding of him as an individual, others feared that I was going to find out that their boys were ticking time bombs. I spoke with several parents who wondered how I planned to weave a discussion of boys and guns throughout the book, referencing such dismal incidents as Columbine, Virginia Tech, and a 2008 shooting at a junior high school in Oxnard, California, that left a fifteen-year-old brain dead.

Unfortunately, many in our culture believe that there is an entire subset of boys building bombs and cooking up Molotov cocktails in their basements while plotting the destruction of the world. Throughout my conversations with parents, I maintained that while the Columbine tragedy and atrocities at other schools represent dark days in our history, it is problematic to connect such acts of violence  to most teenage boys in the United States today. While writing this book, I encountered numerous examples of boys rallying to create a sense of peace and justice in their home communities. I met boys involved with animal rights groups and antiviolence organizations. I met boys who helped create social programming for at-risk youth. I met boys who were involved in theater companies that raised awareness about GLBT issues.

Is adolescent boyhood culture really as grim as the now infamous Larry Clark film Kids, about a promiscuous teenage boy in New York City who unknowingly infects his young virginal conquests with HIV? Is it as nihilistic as Nick Cassavetes’s Alpha Dog, an edgy indie flick tracking the lives of amoral underworld drug lords in the 1990s? Or was it, on the flip side, as frothy and mindless as the stoner comedy Harold & Kumar Go to White Castle and its sequel Harold & Kumar Escape from Guantanamo Bay?

I have discovered again and again that some of boys’ best-kept secrets are good ones that they are eager to share. These boys remain refreshingly propitious about the future, spinning pragmatic and often chronically optimistic versions of their adult life to come. They may not all wind up living behind a white picket fence, but they’re not all going to San Quentin either.

Some of what the boys said may offend others, may seem raw and unsettling, but for the sake of authenticity I have maintained their voices throughout. This book is truly a product of the boys themselves. Their words fill every page.

To that end, the boys supplied the titles for their own chapters. These titles also reflect archetypes or genres of adolescent male youth. Some are self-reflective (“Indie Fuck”), whereas others reflect how they feel society views  them. “The Rich Kid” believes that’s how many people  see him—dollar signs trailing his last name like graduate degree credentials. But what people don’t see, fears this boy, are the struggles buried beneath the bank account. “The Mini-Adult” is a kid who in former times might have been branded simply a “nerd” without anybody really getting to know him. In coining their own terms, these boys are making it clear that they, not we, get to decide who they are.

Indeed, there were other boys that I met, each of them equally fascinating. There was a boy with HIV and a boy who was a preoperative transsexual. There was an evangelical Christian boy active in a youth ministry that crusades against what it calls “the corrupting influence of popular culture.” There was a boy who sat in the school library and wept over the brother who took a bullet in the chest and died in his arms. There was a boy whose mother had passed away and whose father didn’t know that he was gay. There was a boy whose parents thought that he was gay because he was a virgin. There was a straight boy who was a gay rights activist.

I wanted to write about all of them. But I also wanted to engage boys in such a way that they could open up and explore their feelings and lives in depth, without having to limit any of them (relatively speaking) in terms of time and chapter space. Some of the boys I met initially during the first round of interviews weren’t ready to reveal their personal lives in print. Some of the parents weren’t ready for their sons to be examined in these pages. Some of the boys simply disappeared on me. Sometimes, I quickly learned, the only earthly creature cooler and more elusive than a young, hot Hollywood celebrity is a teenage boy in the throes of adolescence.

The reward came with the boys who participated in this book. They proved that they are not all in crisis. They  are not all perfect. They are not all self-destructive. Teenage boys are human. Teenage boys flail, they stumble, they fail, and they succeed. They are brazen and unpredictable. They do not deserve to be hampered or hindered by stereotypes.

Teenage boys have much to teach us all.






The Indie Fuck


Sometimes, when I get too frustrated with everything, and I need some kind of release, some way to lessen the pressure and let the steam out my ears, I’ve discovered that perfect outlets are my little navy blue pillows. I rush to my room and bury my face in one and scream into it until I’m hoarse and it feels like my lungs must have given way, until I feel as if the very capillaries they’re made up of will just burst and I’ll drown internally on my own life; I sit up, I pummel them until my arms ache. And then I scream some more . . . and when I come to school all I see is concrete. A concrete jungle full of ugly monstrosities—they’re called my peers. But I’m just another one of them.

—Apollo Lev



 



 




I first met Apollo Lev a few years ago when he slouched through the door of my fourth grade Hebrew school class. He was my fifteen-year-old teaching assistant, and I was a part-time teacher logging time between pop cultural journalism assignments and screenwriting gigs, quickly discovering that working with nine- and ten-year-olds was surprising, demanding, and inspiring.

Every Wednesday at around 4:15 in the afternoon, Apollo would reluctantly tumble into class, hooded sweatshirt and jeans frayed within an inch of their existence. His soft brown hair fell in diagonal wisps across his forehead, his ratty Chuck Taylors one wear away from splitting apart at the soles. Some days, Apollo recalled Kieran Culkin’s disgruntled, angst-ridden rebel in the indie cult classic Igby Goes Down, a red and yellow Harry Potter scarf wagging behind him for emphasis, uttering icy insights on such matters as American consumerism and supporters  of the fashionable green movement, the new upper-middle-class cause du jour: “People who drive Priuses are people who are from, like, Vermont or New Hampshire and campaigning for more warning stickers on cigarette cartons.”

Other times, there was something sunny lurking beneath the thrift store styles. The class clown might crack a comment, and Apollo would cock a lopsided grin. He could be provocative, telling politically incorrect jokes. When a gaggle of buttery-blonde girls bounced into class wearing matching pink tutus and plastic rhinestone tiaras, Apollo’s nasal chortle reverberated around the room.

Aside from the disheveled duds, Apollo was the physical embodiment of healthy, rosebud youth. Noting his cherubic features—bright, clear skin, plump lips, a faint smudge of pale cherry pink on each cheek—I never guessed that Apollo was a recovering drug addict who spent much of his early teens scoring speed in the alleyways of Hollywood’s boutique-laden Melrose Avenue.

Like so many other young drug addicts, Apollo began his love affair with meth with that One. First. Time. As playwright Arthur Miller once wrote, “Where choice begins, Paradise ends, innocence ends.”

Choice is beginning a lot earlier these days and, when it comes to methamphetamine, many kids have ample access. They call it meth, crank, ice, crystal, speed, biker’s coffee, poor man’s coke, chalk. It’s easy to make, burn, inject, and inhale. While the use of meth among teens in grades eight, ten, and twelve has been gradually declining since 1999,1 per a 2005 Monitoring the Future report, 4.5 percent of high school seniors have tried the highly addictive drug at least once.2


As we now know, kids can be creative when it comes to getting a quick fix of speed. They use pseudoephedrine, an ingredient found in cold remedies, to cook meth in  makeshift labs. Kids crush Ritalin tabs and snort the powder through a straw, the scratchy rush akin to a cocaine high. According to the National Institute of Mental Health, approximately 2.4 million children between the ages of eight and fifteen in the United States meet the diagnostic criteria for attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and are being treated with such amphetamine- dextroamphetamine and methylphenidate-based stimulants as Adderall, Ritalin, and Dexedrine.3 Consequently the materials used to make meth are fairly easy to get these days. Many well-intentioned parents race about filling these prescriptions, oblivious to the fact that they are supplying their children and their friends with a drug that can be manipulated and abused.

According to a 2006 Drug Abuse Warning Network report, 48 percent of the estimated 7,873 emergency room visits involving ADHD stimulant medications related to nonmedical use of the drugs, and the rates of these visits were higher for patients twelve through seventeen than they were for patients eighteen and older. In addition, between 1994 and 2004, the number of twelve- to seventeen-year-olds admitted to treatment for meth addiction more than doubled.4


While these facts and figures reveal much in the way of how our teens do drugs, they say almost nothing about why teens feel compelled to use them in the first place.

Apollo was fourteen years old when he spent ninety-four days in a tony youth rehab center in California that he dutifully refuses to name. He made friends there, he explains—heroin junkies, pill poppers, pot fiends—whose privacy he needs to respect. As part of his rehabilitation effort Apollo got an after-school job as my teaching assistant. Granted, Apollo never really assisted. You could tell by the shallow look in his eyes how unbearably bored he  felt in what he obviously perceived as an unstimulating classroom environment. As he once explained to me, to a kid once hooked, life sans speed can move pretty damn slow.

Apollo spent most of his time in class straddling a chair at the back of the room reading Tolkien, sci-fi classics, Chuck Palahniuk, and Haruki Murakami novels, and sneaking behind my back when I was busy helping a student to log on to his MySpace account on the spare desktop computer. That year, seemingly every teenage boy wearing a black T-shirt and bangs in his face had his hands on Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Club, so I asked Apollo one day why he thought kids like him were so obsessed with the author. “In terms of Palahniuk I know just as many females who read him as I do males,” he corrected, “and I find that both sexes who do are in similarly dire need of an expansion of literary taste.” Violence in literature could be a girl’s thing too, and Apollo, a staunch individualist, was growing tired of how trendy Palahniuk’s darkly humorous books had become.

The epic Fellowship of the Ring film was also popular that year with teens (who anxiously awaited its much talked about sequel), and Apollo explained why the movie held such mass appeal for boys like him. “Personally, I’m just a fan of all things otherworldly,” Apollo told me, shedding light on the sci-fi/fantasy interest shared by many teens. “I find worlds of the imagination to be much more provocative than the one we live in, which, unfortunately, often tends to pale in comparison. About Tolkien, if you can’t enjoy it, then you’re just shortsighted.”

I’d try to encourage Apollo to become more involved in classroom activity, but he was determined to keep a cool distance from the students. He thought most of them were boring or obnoxious or just plain annoying. Sometimes Apollo would steal out early with the principal’s permission in order to make his daily Narcotics Anonymous meeting where he’d bonded with other addicts in recovery.

A prescription pill popper who logged time in a mental health facility during graduate school, I empathized with Apollo’s predicament. Transitioning from, literally, a speedy life to a structured, calm one was difficult. Apollo would talk about how this contrast could be downright disconcerting.

Before class, during snack time, and waiting for his ride home in the synagogue parking lot, Apollo would bend my ear about colleges, benzodiazepines, Clearasil. He’d gush about Rushmore (Apollo was a huge Wes Anderson fan and wanted Jason Schwartzman to play him in the movie version of Apollo’s life) and offer varying criticisms on such films as Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind and the HBO miniseries Angels in America (Tony Kushner is Apollo’s literary hero). He was also an aficionado of German cinema. “I am thoroughly convinced that Werner Herzog is the greatest man alive,” he’d repeatedly exclaim of the Munich-born director, “an incomprehensibly phenomenal human being, and possibly the greatest filmmaker of all time.”

Like other recovering teens I’ve met, he talked about drugs. Apollo loved drugs. He missed drugs. He was addicted to conversations about them. He’d utter sarcastic barbs about rehab and art projects in occupational therapy, and he laughed over how he snoozed his way through mandatory touchy-feely group therapy sessions. And yet, despite his derisive attitude toward rehab and drugs, which for him acted as catharsis, he remained actively committed to staying clean.

More standoffish spectator than gung-ho participant, Apollo made similarly precocious observations on the state of Hebrew elementary school education. He’d poke fun at  the staff-organized Purim spiel. He’d mock the parents who got bunched up over their kid getting a B in Introduction to Prophets. “The only thing I’ve learned hanging out in class,” he announced one day over doughnuts and milk during recess, “is that even when a kid is only nine years old, you can completely tell what kind of adult that kid is going to be.” Indeed, Apollo boldly represented himself as an authority figure on parenting, burgeoning adolescence, and emerging adulthood.

 



With his unique insights and cheeky witticisms, Apollo acted as my conduit into the thorny world of adolescent boyhood and teen pop culture. He often functioned as a teen culture consultant, even drafting a glossary of terms and definitions.

“Emo” was the name he assigned to cohorts of the teen clique prone to black clothes, weeping, self-mutilation, and listening to bands like Dashboard Confessional and Death Cab for Cutie, which provide veritable anthems for the Emo lifestyle.

“Emo has come to mean something entirely different from what it used to mean,” Apollo lamented one day, currying fashionable disdain for the group he was once a proud member of and now was just a nostalgic alumnus. “True Emo is a dying breed. It used to be a lot of emotion. Emo used to be bands like Drive Like Jehu, Three Mile Pilot, Hoover, Jawbreaker, Sunny Day Real Estate, things like that. It was a bunch of guys in San Diego in the early ’90s who wore Vans and cargo shorts and shirts that were too big for them and looked all gawky and were really pissed off about a lot of shit. I’m not exactly sure when it turned into bands like the Early November, Taking Back Sunday, Finch, the Starting Line, and stupid shit like that, but the fact that it has disturbs me at, like, a gut level. People don’t even know what you mean when you say Emo anymore. They think of fags with their hair in front of their face.”

These bands had packed a cultural sucker punch among the current high school crowd. While the elementary school Andy Gibb obsession back in the 1980s spawned countless decal T-shirts of the Flowing Rivers album, it was likely less emotionally searing than iTunes playlists revolving around bands with the words “confessional” and “death” in their names.

Of course, teens who’ve done drugs and listen to songs with an angry streak in them are not necessarily bad kids. On the contrary, kids like Apollo can be sweet and affectionate and enjoy the simple pleasures of life. On the one-year anniversary of Apollo’s sobriety, I was invited along as he and a few of his friends in recovery joined up for dinner at a cozy, trendy sushi restaurant in the San Fernando Valley. There was Serena, an eighteen-year-old model with tumbling chestnut hair and a stack of silvery bangles on her bony tattooed arms; Miki, a moon-faced boy with spiky blue hair; and Roxanna and Raquel, fresh-faced seventeen-year-olds with long rock star hair and tight little bodies that slid perfectly into Juicy Couture jeans. Roxanna looked like Gwen Stefani, Raquel like a young Pat Benatar. They were both recovering coke addicts.

Apollo and his friends hugged and kissed one another hello. They snacked on salted edamame and sipped fountain Cokes as the conversation ranged from 1970s music to current indie cinema (“I fucking loved that movie; such an unexpected performance by Johnny Depp”) to American politics. “Not everyone’s politically active but politically interested at least,” declared Apollo of the crowd at his school. Predictably, invectives against the Bush administration were bandied about with the sophisticated  nonchalance of a college faculty cocktail party. While some may discredit teens as apathetic slugs interested only in themselves, Apollo and his friends engaged in hearty conversation and displayed the intense intellectual passions that many teenagers today possess.

 



A few weeks later, after I had many phone conversations with his mother trying to arrange some one-on-one time with Apollo, my then fiancé and I treated him to a performance at a Hollywood theater of Coke-Free J.A.P., a one-woman show about a neurotic Jewish Manhattanite ninety-two days sober flinging herself back onto the dating scene.5 I was reviewing the play for a Jewish weekly and had a hunch that Apollo would take to it.

Sure enough, the show reminded the self-reflective teen of his own painful struggles recovering from crystal methamphetamine addiction: “Drugs are a problem of really highly intelligent people,” he uttered at one point during the performance, “and frankly, it’s because we’re all bored and all the boredom seems like it’s palpable that we need to do drugs.”

Often Apollo would talk of having so many thoughts swirling around in his head that the result could feel downright vertiginous. No amount of stimuli could provide a creative outlet for it all. The world had become a very understimulating place for him, and drugs seemed a perfect way to dissipate some of the noise. Speed kept Apollo’s body awake and moving when it physically couldn’t keep up with the whippet-fast pace of his mind.

Throughout the play, Apollo laughed knowingly at the protagonist’s casual references to cocaine, her hysterical sociocultural rants on everything from sex to her psychiatrist to SSRIs, and her ongoing frustration over her strained relationship with her emotionally detached father.  It was unnerving how closely Apollo related to the play’s sophisticated subject matter. I’d have rested a bit better if he were more naive. But as anyone who’s spent time with teenagers knows, adolescent naïveté has sadly gone the way of the dinosaur.

 



In the spring of the following year, I was teaching at a different Hebrew school and Apollo was no longer my TA. He was finishing up his sophomore year of high school, and we were sitting at a café catching up and talking teen cliques and clans. “Emo is old news,” he declared that day, no longer harboring any lingering romantic attachments. For real this time. “I’m over it,” he insisted. “I’m moving on.”

Teens often float between cliques as they try to firm up their identities. Dr. Robert R. Butterworth, a prominent trauma psychologist and media commentator who consults on such troublesome teen issues as peer pressure, contends this habit originated when prehistoric man picked and chose among groups (or was pushed out of them) based on such attributes as physical strength, body type, and an overall sense of virility. Even early Homo sapiens could have trouble fitting in.

“It’s quite possible that group clique behavior is genetic,” posits Butterworth, asserting a Darwinian link between adolescence and its infamous collective urge to drift together in droves. “We see it in the animal kingdom. Cave-men hunted in groups, and all throughout the ages there have been competitions in terms of strength to see which male could be the one who breeds.”6


At the café Apollo explained to me that there are two main kinds of teenagers: Old Spirits and everyone else. There is a plethora of subcategories into which even the most label-weary, antisocial teen gets sorted, the “Indie  Fuck” being one of them. Apollo considered himself a member and promised to reveal more about this after he further defined the Old Spirit. This was a necessary trajectory, he assured me, if I hoped to understand anything about indie boys like him. As for the Old Spirits, the bulk category into which Apollo falls, he told me that they are basically “advanced Emos.” They wear black a lot, are predictably agnostic, the type of kid to keep a dog-eared copy of Camus’s L’Étranger in his locker. Old Spirits are messy, inscrutable creatures, with troubles that trump those of any seasoned, hard-living adult. Kurt Cobain is a hero.

The Old Spirits, Apollo explained—and there are a lot of them—can’t relate to their often airbrushed portrayals on film and TV. (The O.C. with its soap operatic subplots and poster cast for perfect orthodontia doesn’t cut it, he told me; it’s no wonder the show was canceled.) For Apollo, the staid PG-13 interpretation of the post-junior high crowd as depicted in such films as Mean Girls and  Bring It On, their plots revolving around pastel miniskirts, pom-poms, and designer skateboards, is kid stuff compared with how real-life teen cliques, especially the male-dominated ones, play and act, many of which project, collectively, a striking cynicism shades darker than a Dostoevsky novel.

There are, according to Apollo and other boys I asked, a few notable artistic standouts dealing pointedly with the mad, mad world of the adolescent male experience. Dogtown and Z Boys, a documentary by director Stacy Peralta that has achieved a cult following, explores the arena of discarded skate rats in gritty 1970s Venice, California. Stephen Chbosky’s coming-of-age confessional The Perks of Being a Wallflower muses on everything from mixed tapes to masturbation. Superbad provides a comedic look at the emotional bond between two teenage boys dealing  with separation anxiety in the months leading up to college. Peter Cameron’s Someday This Pain Will Be Useful to You has been touted as the current generation’s Catcher in the Rye (both the Chbosky and Cameron titles provide teen dick lit alternatives to the many adolescent chick lit offerings). Yet sadly, for the most part, teen boys are a demographic that has been jilted in the media.
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