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Prologue


Early 2011. Bullying in school has recently driven several teenagers to suicide. Exclusion and clique warfare are so rampant that the media declares bullying an epidemic and rallies for the public to view the tragedies as a national wake-up call.


Throngs of students who are not outright bullied are disheartened because it is getting increasingly more difficult to become an “insider,” to fit into a group, to be accepted as “normal.” Students feel trapped, despairing that in today’s educational landscape, they either have to conform to the popular crowd’s arbitrary standards—forcing them to hide their true selves—or face dismissive treatment that batters relentlessly at their souls.


Schools struggle to come up with solutions. Even the most beloved parents are met with disbelief when they insist, “This too shall pass.” Adults tell students that it gets better, that the world changes after school, that being “different” will pay off sometime after graduation.


But no one explains to them why.


Enter quirk theory.




Chapter 1


MEET THE CAFETERIA FRINGE


DANIELLE, ILLINOIS | THE LONER


When the bell rang, Danielle slowly gathered her books as the rest of her class scrambled out of the room. She reluctantly made her way into the hall, slinging her green messenger bag—backpacks were too commonplace—over her shoulder.


The hallway was already beginning to empty as people disappeared into classrooms. Students didn’t acknowledge Danielle and she didn’t acknowledge them. She walked with her head down, slouching her five foot ten frame, her dark, shoulder-length hair shielding her face.


Stone Mill High, a large public school in a middle-class, racially diverse Chicago suburb, had a small cafeteria, which was why its two thousand–plus students were divided into four lunch periods. Usually juniors were allowed to leave the building during lunch, but not on the first day of school. Tomorrow, and probably during the rest of the year, Danielle would avoid the cafeteria altogether.


Danielle wandered the halls for as long as she could, stopping to take a long drink from the water fountain and to pick up a form in the main office. Then she tried to walk nonchalantly past the cafeteria’s floor-to-ceiling glass wall, as if she just happened to be passing by. She could see students arranged predictably throughout the room. In front of the window sat the lucky students who had sprinted to the cafeteria to grab the small tables so they wouldn’t have to sit at larger ones with students outside of their social circles. Behind them, underclassmen sat in rows of long tables. Goths, emos, and scene kids flanked the left side of the room, closest to the lunch detention area. Preppy popular students claimed the far corner of the cafeteria.


She scanned the room, searching ideally for any acquaintance at the end of a row whom she could join without intruding in the middle of a group. She couldn’t find a single person she liked. On the bright side, she also didn’t see Tabitha, the person she liked least at school, who would have been sitting among the preps.


The cafeteria had not been kind to Danielle in the past. She didn’t think much anymore about the flick flick of projectile Skittles that a handful of “friends” pelted at her after they ousted her from their lunch table in sixth grade. She was still haunted by seventh grade, however. Until that year, Danielle had dressed like the tomboy she was. In seventh grade, she decided to start shopping at the stores other girls chattered about—Hollister, American Eagle—in order to fit in.


Her strategy didn’t work. Classmates grew even more hostile toward her. Former friends started a note fight. One girl wrote a message so painful that when Danielle’s mother came home from work that day, Danielle was uncharacteristically curled up in a fetal position on her bed. The school summoned the girls’ mothers to meetings, and when administrators saw the notes that Danielle had written in retaliation, they penalized both girls by barring them from the middle school honor society.


Meanwhile, half of Danielle’s class had joined the “I Hate Dominoes Club,” which people discussed in front of her. In a last-ditch effort to conform to the crowd, Danielle let students in her gym class persuade her to join the club too. Only a few moments later, she discovered that “Dominoes” was a pseudonym (she never found out why). The club’s real name was the “I Hate Danielle Club.” Danielle had joined her own hate club. Her classmates thought this was hilarious. When Danielle underwent dermatological surgery later that semester, the club leader said she hoped Danielle would die from the anesthesia.


On the last day of school, Tabitha, Danielle’s supposedly closest friend, passed her a note that said she didn’t want to be friends anymore. Danielle told Tabitha it was dumb to end their friendship just because rejecting Danielle was the cool thing to do. That weekend, a group of girls called her from a party to which she hadn’t been invited. They crowded around the speakerphone, telling her to stop “threatening” Tabitha. Danielle never forgave her.


Danielle hated reflecting on that year, but not because of the cruelty. She was most chagrined now because she had “joined the group, unaware that it was my own hate club, because I thought that since everyone else was joining, I should too. I wish I hadn’t been so stupid in thinking that I needed other people’s approval, even when I didn’t even like most of them.”


Because of that incident, Danielle withdrew, unwilling to trust anyone at school. She stopped talking to most people her age. Outside of school, for the next few years, she hung out only with four other girls: Mona, Paige, Camille, and Nikki, none of whom had many friends besides each other. Danielle liked these girls about 50 percent of the time; they could be funny and they usually got along. But they tended to neglect her such that Danielle often felt like an outcast even within her own tiny group. She stuck with them because they had been friends since kindergarten, even if the only thing they had in common was their past.


Danielle had other acquaintances, but they were “just school friends,” because “I don’t know how to ask them to hang out, and I suck at doing one-on-one things with people I’ve never hung out with before,” she said.


Danielle turned away from the cafeteria window and meandered down another hallway, attempting to quash her anxiety. If I don’t find someone I know, I’m going to end up standing alone at the front of the cafeteria. She hid in the bathroom for a few minutes, washing her hands to kill time, then waited by the sink until she decided to go to the library. On the way, Danielle bumped into Paige’s freshman sister and followed her back to the lunchroom. They sat at the last of the underclassman tables at the far right side of the room.


That was how Danielle found herself spending the first lunch period of her junior year sitting silently among a bunch of freshmen she didn’t know and, with the exception of her friend’s sister, didn’t especially like. She left early to spend the rest of the forty-minute lunch in the snaking line of people waiting to see the guidance counselors to change their schedules. It was going to be another long year.


______


INTRODUCTION


CAFETERIA FRINGE: People who are not part of or who are excluded from a school’s or society’s in crowd.


What could motivate kids to be so heart-crushingly cruel that they convince a girl to join her own hate club? In the decade I’ve spent examining various microcosms of life in U.S. schools—from the multitude of students pressured to succeed in school and sports to the twentysomething products of this educational Rube Goldberg machine—a disturbing pattern has emerged. Young people are trying frantically to force themselves into an unbending mold of expectations, convinced that they live in a two-tiered system in which they are either a resounding success or they have already failed. And the more they try to squeeze themselves into that shrinking, allegedly normative space, the faster the walls close in.


The students outside these walls are the kids who typically are not considered part of the in crowd, the ones who are excluded, blatantly or subtly, from the premier table in the lunchroom. I refer to them as “cafeteria fringe.” Whether alone or in groups, these geeks, loners, punks, floaters, nerds, freaks, dorks, gamers, bandies, art kids, theater geeks, choir kids, Goths, weirdos, indies, scenes, emos, skaters, and various types of racial and other minorities are often relegated to subordinate social status simply because they are, or seem to be, even the slightest bit different.


Students alone did not create these boundaries. The No Child Left Behind law, a disproportionate emphasis on SATs, APs, and other standardized tests, and a suffocating homogenization of the U.S. education system have all contributed to a rabidly conformist atmosphere that stifles unique people, ideas, and expression. The methods that schools and government officials claimed would improve America’s “progress” are the same methods that hold back the students who are most likely to further that progress.


In precisely the years that we should be embracing differences among students, urging them to pursue their divergent interests at full throttle, we’re instead forcing them into a skyline of sameness, muffling their voices, grounding their dreams. The result? As a Midwestern senior told me for my book The Overachievers, high schoolers view life as “a conveyor belt,” making monotonous scheduled stops at high school, college, graduate school, and a series of jobs until death. Middle schools in North America have been called “the Bermuda triangle of education.” Only 22 percent of U.S. youth socialize with people of another race. U.S. students have some of the highest rates of emotional problems and the most negative views of peer culture among countries surveyed by the World Health Organization.


Too many students are losing hope because of exclusion or bullying that they believe they’re doomed to experience for the rest of their lives. It is unacceptable that the system we rely on to develop children into well-adjusted, learned, cultured adults allows drones to dominate and increasingly devalues freethinkers. In 1957, theologian Paul Tillich told a graduating university class, “We hope for nonconformists among you, for your sake, for the sake of the nation, for the sake of humanity.” More than half a century later, schools, students, and sometimes parents treat these nonconformists like second-class citizens, squelching that hope. There is too much pressure on children to conform to a narrowing in-crowd image, when we should be nurturing the outsiders who reject that image. In large part, those are the individuals who will turn out to be the kinds of interesting, admired, and inspiring adults who earn respect and attention for their impact on their community or the world.


Or even the celebrisphere. Author J. K. Rowling, who has described herself as “a squat, bespectacled child who lived mostly in books and daydreams,” was bullied in school because she was different. Her heroic wizards and witches, who have entranced millions of readers worldwide, “are plainly outcasts and comfortable with being so,” she has said. “Nothing is more unnerving to the truly conventional than the unashamed misfit!”


Musician Bruce Springsteen was so unpopular in high school that, “other people didn’t even know I was there,” he has said. He started a band because “I was on the outside looking in.”


Television host Tim Gunn, who identified himself as “a classic nerd” in school, was “crazy about making things: I was addicted to my Lincoln Logs, Erector Set, and especially my Legos,” he has said. “Between my stutter and my fetishizing of Lego textures, I was taunted and teased.” Now Gunn is a fashion world icon precisely because of his eye toward “making things”—and his catchphrase, “Make it work,” has become famous.


All of these people exemplify what I call quirk theory.


QUIRK THEORY: Many of the differences that cause a student to be excluded in school are the same traits or real-world skills that others will value, love, respect, or find compelling about that person in adulthood and outside of the school setting.


Quirk theory suggests that popularity in school is not a key to success and satisfaction in adulthood. Conventional notions of popularity are wrong. What if popularity is not the same thing as social success? What if students who are considered outsiders aren’t really socially inadequate at all? Being an outsider doesn’t necessarily indicate any sort of social failing. We do not view a tuba player as musically challenged if he cannot play the violin. He’s just a different kind of musician. A sprinter is still considered an athlete even if she can’t play basketball. She’s a different kind of athlete. Rather than view the cafeteria fringe as less socially successful than the popular crowd, we could simply accept that they are a different kind of social.


TO INVESTIGATE THE CAUSE and consequence of the gut-wrenching social landscape that characterizes too many schools, I followed seven “main characters”—real people—for a year and interviewed hundreds of other students, teachers, and counselors individually and in groups. I talked with students from public schools, private schools, technical schools, schools for the arts, boarding schools, college prep academies, inner city schools, small rural schools, and suburban schools. They have more in common than they know.


While for previous books, I acted merely as an observer, narrating stories as they happened, with this book I crossed a line. In the middle of the school year, I surprised my main characters by issuing them a challenge that dared them to step outside of their comfort zone. If successful, I hoped these experiments could bring them closer to the school experience they genuinely wanted.


To understand why the cafeteria fringe will be much better off after leaving the school setting, it helps to know how they become outcasts in the first place. Throughout the following chapters, I explain in what I hope is entertaining prose the psychology and science behind questions such as: “Why are popular people mean?”, “Why is seventh grade the worst?”, “Why are outsiders better off after school?”, “Why do social labels stick?”, “Why can’t groups get along?”, “Is popularity worth it?”, and “How can we improve the school experience?” To explain these student group dynamics, I spoke to experts and reviewed hundreds of articles and books on psychology, sociology, anthropology, and other sciences. Much of what I learned was unexpected.


Slip with me a few tiers down below the in crowd—below the cliques that include people who say, as one popular girl told me, “I’m not friends with losers”—into a world of students who are overlooked, disparaged, or completely dismissed. Descend to the plane where beneath the gridded, rigid hallways of robotic social hierarchy runs a parallel labyrinth humming with a current of new ideas, alternative philosophies, and refreshing points of view. Here is where you’ll find the people who are brave enough to be true to themselves, where you’ll encounter the interesting and innovative minds that eventually will drive the engines of creativity and progress. Peer behind their labels. Immerse yourself in these forgotten corridors to meet the denizens known as the cafeteria fringe.


MARK LAURENT (BLUE), HAWAII | THE GAMER


Mark, better known among students as Blue, was hanging out with his usual friends at the arcade, their typical after-school activity. Well, “hanging out with” wasn’t exactly accurate. While the rest of the guys huddled around Street Fighter, Tekken, and Battle Gear (for which Blue held the machine record), Blue was absorbed in Tatsunoko vs. Capcom. The others made fun of Blue for playing Tatsunoko, calling it a “button masher” because it involved only four buttons and a joystick. Blue was one of the few people he knew who could “see the beauty in the game.” The skill in Tatsunoko was to know when, where, and how to attack your opponent. Choosing combo breaks took precision, rhythm, and imagination. Gaming was an art, really; at least some games were. It just didn’t look that way from the outside.


That was one of the reasons why last year, as a junior, Blue founded Arwing, Kaloke High School’s first gaming club. He wanted to change people’s minds about gaming—and gamers. He wanted to demonstrate that gaming had integrity and valor, that it could be elegant. He had no idea that the results would be disastrous.


At first, Arwing thrived. One hundred seventy people signed up within weeks. Blue, as president, assigned his friends to the remaining officer slots and cajoled them to accompany him to a local senior citizens’ home to play Wii Sports with the residents. Blue made posters to advertise the club. One read, GAMING IS MAINSTREAM. GAMERS ARE MAINSTREAM. IT’S THE PEOPLE WHO ARE SURPRISED BY THIS THAT HAVE SUSPECT SOCIAL LIVES.


Quickly Blue’s friends grew apathetic toward the club, as they were toward most things. They said they would build the Web site and then didn’t. They ruined an event because they didn’t hand out the promotional fliers for fear of looking “stupid.” One day at the mall, Blue was sitting with his friends when he put his head down on the table and fell asleep. When he woke up ten minutes later, they were gone. Thereafter, Blue’s friends started ditching him for fun—at the mall, at school. From their posts on Facebook and Twitter, Blue could see when they went out together, intentionally excluding him. He was closest with Jackson, who attended a neighboring school, but even Jackson was less likely to socialize with Blue unless Ty and Stewart were there, if not Herman and his two followers.


Blue tried not to let this treatment faze him. He had become accustomed to social setbacks in middle school after his closest friend, who had nicknamed him Blue after a Pokémon trainer, moved away. Uninterested in the superficial chatter that dominated classmates’ typical middle school conversations, Blue turned to technology and other solitary pursuits. He discovered outlets such as speedrunning video games: beating a game as quickly as possible, from beginning to end. (He could beat Portal, a game that took decent players at least two hours to win, in twenty minutes.)


Blue also expanded his offbeat interests. He listened to trance and shoegaze music and religiously watched Internet shows, machinima, and anime. He spent hours drawing, mostly Fox from Star Fox, as well as characters from other games. He liked Fox because, “When I see his image, I fill in the gaps: he’s heroic, skilled, caring, and has a lot of close friends that amplify his power as a hero.” Drawing led to photography. Blue loved the camera’s precise machinery and that it could evoke a memory or emotion that meant more than the camera itself. Eventually Flickr featured Blue on the front page. When he was in eighth grade, companies began paying him for stock use of his photos. For years, he sold about six contracts per month.


Initially, Blue spent the money on computer parts and camera lenses. When he was fourteen, he bought a three thousand dollar car: a 1983 alpine white Audi Quattro. He couldn’t believe his find. The car was in excellent condition: no body damage, a pristine engine, low mileage. Nevertheless, Blue decided to take it apart and rebuild it. Since then, he’d been doing so regularly, starting over about every six months, dismantling the car and replacing every miniscule part, exchanging rubber bits for urethane pieces, making it better in every way he could. He hardly ever drove it, however. (Even now, he didn’t have a driver’s license.)


The more Blue engaged in non-mainstream activities, the less he had in common with his classmates. He drifted among groups—jocks, skaters, punks—becoming friends with one person in a crowd and then assimilating into the rest of the group for a while. But he couldn’t seem to achieve a level of total comfort with anyone. As a result, he spent a lot of time at home on the Internet becoming, in his words, “a geek/otaku.”


During his sophomore year, Blue met his current group of friends at a video game store where they gathered most days after school. At the time, Blue assumed the others were gamers like him; he didn’t discover until much later that they weren’t serious about gaming. He knew now that those friends were not the friends he was looking for—people who would understand Blue’s inner elegance the same way he could see the beauty behind Tatsunoko. He was sure, however, that senior year was too late to establish a new social circle.


For months, Blue worked hard to organize a fundraising LAN (Local Area Network) party that would be Arwing’s signature event. Inspired by a video of DreamHack, “the world’s largest computer festival,” Blue envisioned a party with rows of hundreds of PCs, neon lights, strobes, live dance music, and people of all ages and types playing individually, gaming together.


Blue labored tirelessly for months, lining up sponsors, locating equipment, and advertising and promoting the event. He gave a presentation to the PTA. He renamed his professional gaming tournament team after the club and won several competitions, racking up publicity and money. He worked hard to get the word out about the party. At least five hundred people were scheduled to attend.


In the spring of Blue’s junior year, a Kaloke staffperson heard about Arwing. Concerned because she believed video games were a bad influence, she Googled Blue’s name and found his personal blogs, game records, photos, tags, forum posts, and other information. She printed them out, circled everything she interpreted negatively, and distributed the pages to other school employees. She told the principal that Blue was a pedophile and that the club was corruptive. She and Blue had never met.


Mr. Pakaki, the Arwing advisor, showed Blue the pages the woman had submitted as evidence that Arwing could corrupt the school. These were some of the items the woman highlighted:


“Kill count,” a gamer’s term, and Blue’s game statistics.


The age on Blue’s MySpace page: 69. (“Hardy har har, I was like 13 when I made it,” Blue said later.)


“Gamers at school,” a title of a blog post by a student Blue didn’t know who called the club “dorky.”


A caption to one of Blue’s Flickr photos about “a pedo.” The line was an inside joke; Blue’s friend wanted to date an underclassman.


A caption to a photo of the club: “woop woop.” (Blue could assume only that the woman wrongly thought “woop woop,” meant as a sarcastic cheer, was a sexual reference.)


“First period teacher,” which was written on another student’s blog about nothing that had to do with Blue. This item stymied him.


On the side of one of the printouts, the woman had written in large letters “BLUE IS MARK,” as if she had solved some giant mystery.


At first, Blue didn’t believe there was a problem. The woman’s accusations were so ludicrous that he didn’t expect them to amount to anything. Then the principal called Blue and Mr. Pakaki into his office. Blue brought along Angelique, the club secretary, because she was articulate. The principal explained that it would be easier to terminate the club than fight the woman’s claims.


Blue felt as if he were on trial. He and Angelique made their rebuttals, which were somewhat dampened by Arwing’s clueless advisor chiming in. Blue couldn’t stand Pakaki, who sometimes called students “trash” and “stupid” to their faces. The principal, whom Blue liked, was understanding and sympathetic. He proposed that Arwing could continue as long as he approved all of its online activities. This was okay with Blue; it was what the advisor did next, he said, that “screwed it all up.”


“We’re going to be extra careful from now on,” Pakaki said, then decided to illustrate obsequiously how extra careful he would be. “We won’t play anything on PC anymore.” Blue blanched. What was Pakaki doing? Forbidding PC use would take the serious gaming out of the gaming club.


Immediately, the advisor restricted Arwing’s activities and yanked away Blue’s responsibilities. Pakaki even took over Blue’s LAN party. He disregarded Blue’s work, halting all advertising and prohibiting PCs, the draw for the majority of attendees. He refused to let students bring their own consoles. He renamed the party a “video game tournament” and changed the events to three games that true gamers didn’t play.


Blue’s “epic LAN party,” the event he had planned for months, degenerated into ten students at a table under the fluorescent lights of the unadorned high school gym. Blue left after setting up the equipment. He couldn’t bear to watch. Many of the hundreds of people to whom Blue had advertised the party, unaware of the behind-the-scenes fiasco, blamed him for the failure.


In late spring, Arwing held its officer elections. Thirty students showed up to submit secret ballots. Blue began to worry when Herman’s followers made their selections public. “Yeaahhh, Herman!” one yelled. “Herman gonna be president, awriiight!” the other echoed. Ty and Stewart abstained from voting.


After the vote, Pakaki pulled Blue aside, as if the rest of the students wouldn’t hear their conversation from three feet away. “Mark, I want you to know that I voted for Herman because I think he needs it more than you.” Pakaki’s voice oozed faux compassion. “It’s something to put on his résumé for college.”


Pakaki was known for playing favorites; apparently he had chosen to anoint Herman as president no matter the vote. Blue watched as Pakaki flipped through the ballots without bothering to count them formally. As Pakaki announced the new officers, Blue went numb. Blue’s club, the club that was supposed to start “a revolution in video gaming,” the club for which he had sacrificed schoolwork all semester, was stripped of its gaming. Blue, out. Herman, in. Herman, who didn’t even game in the first place.


When Blue’s senior year began in August, he was more reserved than usual. Nobody asked what was wrong. His friends talked around him, tossing jabs at him now and then. So he wasn’t surprised when they made fun of him at the arcade.


“Did you beat that guy on Tatsunoko yesterday?” Ty asked him.


Herman sneered. “Oh, you mean that game that takes no skill—just mash buttons all day?”


Herman’s followers laughed maniacally and chorused, “Ooo.”


At home late that night, Ty invited Blue to chat online with him, Herman, and two other classmates. Blue dipped in and out of the conversation as he built a Nirvash, a miniature mechanical model of a robot from an anime. After a while, Blue threw inhibition to the wind and said what he had wanted to say all summer. “It’s ridiculous that the president of Arwing is somebody who doesn’t play video games,” Blue ranted, only half-joking. “He hasn’t done [jack] with the club.”


Herman responded, “I like how you’re not even president material at all.”


And Blue was done. Done with the conversation, done with Arwing, and done with Herman and his followers. Blue worried that Herman both represented and perpetuated the way their classmates perceived Blue and his club. He logged off and resumed sanding the Nirvash.


Back in the spring, one of the posters that Blue had made to advertise Arwing displayed a group of gaming characters and announced, I’M NOT LONELY.


But he was.


WHITNEY, NEW YORK | THE POPULAR BITCH


Before leaving home for her last first day of high school, Whitney glanced at herself in all of her mirrors for the seventeenth time: the large mirror above her dresser, the small one by her TV for scrutinizing hair and makeup, and the full-length one behind her door. She had spent two hours getting ready this morning. Her white-blonde hair, highlighted from a summer of lifeguarding, cascaded to her shoulders in meticulously crafted, loose, bouncy curls behind a funky knit headband that she wore so she’d have an excuse to brag that members of a famous rock group had complimented her on it. Several bracelets dangled from her wrist, still tan from cheerleading camp the week before. Her makeup was flawless, accentuated by a smattering of glitter above her eyes; it looked good now, but she knew she would check her makeup again in the school bathroom three or four times that day, hunting for imperfections and correcting them with her Sephora-only arsenal.


People told Whitney all the time that she was pretty, as in beauty pageant pretty or talk show host pretty. Whitney thought this was because of her smile. In her opinion, her straight white teeth slightly made up for her body, which dissatisfied her when she compared it to her friends’. When they went to the local diner together, the girls did not eat; they only sat and watched the guys stuff their faces. If the girls were really hungry, the most they would order in front of the group was lemon water.


Whitney checked her makeup again in the kitchen mirror, forced herself to guzzle a Slim-Fast shake to jump-start her metabolism, grabbed her Coach purse, lacrosse bag, and book bag, and ran out the door, pausing briefly at the mirror in the foyer. She drove too quickly into the school parking lot, unapologetically cutting off people on her way, and parked her SUV crookedly, taking up two spots, but leaving it there anyway because she could. She met up with Giselle, her best friend until recently. Giselle, who had been the schoolwide Homecoming Queen as a sophomore, had become popular through cheerleading and by dating a popular senior—when she was in the eighth grade. “Well, this is it!” Giselle said, and they stepped into the building.


Riverland Academy, located in a small town in upstate New York, catered to a mostly white, Christian community. Its four hundred students crowded into the gym, standing in small groups or lining the bleachers. Amidst the chaos, the girls easily spotted their group, which other students called the “preps” or the “populars,” in the center of the gym. Bianca, the queen bee, thin and tan, stood with Kendra, a senior; Peyton, a junior; and Madison, Bianca’s best friend. Chelsea, the only brunette standing among the populars, had worked her way up from “being a loser,” according to Whitney, by “sucking up to Bianca like crazy and giving her information about people.” The preps tolerated Chelsea, but didn’t include her as a stalwart member of the group. This meant they didn’t allow her in their Homecoming limo, but they did invite her to take pictures with them.


A few of the prep boys orbited the girls: Chip and Spencer, hot high-society seniors; Bobby, a chubby, boisterous football star; and Seth, an overachieving junior. The preps were each on two or more sports teams, partied with college students, and in Whitney’s words, “just own[ed] the school.”


The girls appraised the surrounding students and whispered to each other, standing as they typically did, one hand on a hip, one knee bent, in what the cheerleading coach referred to as “the hooker’s pose.” Their long hair hung stick straight. They wore heels and dark skinny jeans. Whitney was the only one not dressed in what she called “country club urban prep,” with which she had masked herself through the end of junior year. Whitney’s group wore Guess and H&M when they weren’t wearing designers, saving their splurges for shoes and makeup. They wore only certain cosmetics—MAC, Smashbox, Too Faced, Nars—and designer perfume and accessories. Their clothes rarely ranged beyond cream, black, and a dark green that matched Bianca’s eyes. They expected each other to dress the same way and to tan frequently at the local salon. Only Bianca was allowed to wear anklets.


Madison, Chelsea, and Kendra squealed and hugged Whitney and Giselle, as if they hadn’t seen each other three days earlier at a small exclusive party Whitney threw for her group. Bianca air-kissed them on both cheeks, as was her custom. The preps skeptically eyed Whitney’s outfit, which she had planned weeks ahead of time: a flowing seafoam empire-waist Anthropologie top and bell-bottom jeans. Rather than conform to the group this year, Whitney was determined to exert her independence by wearing her favorite styles.


“Dirty hippie!” Madison shouted.


“Wow, that’s a bit much, don’t you think?” Giselle told Whitney. You didn’t say that when we were alone, but now that you’re in front of the group, you do, Whitney thought. Giselle continued, “You look like a clown with too much makeup on!” Everyone laughed, including Whitney.


The group caught up briefly before resuming the assessment of the students swarming around them. “Oh my God. Who is that?!” Peyton sniffed, nodding her head toward a band girl.


“That’s Shay,” Chelsea answered.


“Dude, I didn’t even recognize her,” Peyton said. “Did she gain like fifteen pounds over the summer?! Why did her hair get so big and frizzy?” This led to a discussion about how there were too many skanks and trailer trash kids at Riverland.


The preps took stock of the new freshmen, as they did at the beginning of every year, to decide who was going to be cool and to whom they were going to be mean. They automatically deemed one girl cool because her older sister was dating a prep. The freshman cheerleaders were acceptable. If freshman girls didn’t already have something going for them when they got to Riverland—an older boyfriend, a popular sibling, a varsity sport, money, or a parent with connections—they were out of luck. “If we don’t know them already by some other affiliation,” Whitney said, “they aren’t worth getting to know”—and they were automatically labeled skanks.


The prep guys had an even clearer classification system. Only the ninth-grade football players who served as the seniors’ “bitches” were granted cool status. These were the boys whom the senior preps could order to throw out their lunch trays or buy them chips in the snack line. “Basically,” Whitney explained later, “those freshmen are, like, building up their popularity by sucking up to popular kids, so when they are our age, they’re popular and can do this to other freshmen.”


Students gathered together in the bleachers, group by group. The “badasses,” allegedly bullies who liked to destroy property, were tossing basketballs in the air. The FFAs, or members of the Future Farmers of America club—the preps called them hicks and rednecks—sat at the end of the bleachers. The wannabes, dressed like their role models but discernible by their whiff of uncertainty, stood at a far corner of the room. Those were the kids who fed the preps’ egos. Whitney would walk down the hall like royalty, while the wannabes would gush, “Whitney, you look so pretty today!” or “Whitney, you did such a good job cheering last night!” If a prep girl showed up at school with a shaved head, Whitney was sure the wannabes would visit the salon that night to do the same. It was the fact that they tried so hard that doomed them.


Whitney looked at the punks, who wore tight pants and band shirts. They could scream every word of the music they listened to. They were unafraid to strike up conversations with other groups, but they usually clashed with the preps. As Whitney saw it, the cliques were just too different. Whitney was certain that the punk girls thought the populars were loud and snobby. Besides, she mused, odds were that she and her friends probably had been mean to the punk girls before.


The popular guys referred to the punks as “weird” and “useless.” They called Dirk, the punks’ alpha male, a scumbag within his earshot. Whitney was as friendly with Dirk as her group allowed, which meant in hallways their communication was limited to awkward eye contact and brief exchanges. She was attracted to Dirk, a funny and talented drummer, but she didn’t tell anyone, because a popular cheerleader dating a punk would cause “crazy scandalous controversy” and further escalate the tension between the groups. She was having enough trouble with the preps as it was.


After the welcome-back hug, the preps hardly acknowledged Whitney, though she stood next to them. The group brought up inside jokes and memories from the summer that didn’t include her. Whitney recognized this weapon because she had used it before. The preps enjoyed purposely making someone feel bad for not being at an event. If you weren’t at a party one weekend, the group wouldn’t stop talking about it in front of you until the next party.


Whitney loved the power and perks of popularity. When the teachers began handing out senior schedules at the back of the gym, Whitney’s group pushed to the front of the line en masse, as students parted without protest. The teachers didn’t bat an eye at the line cut, instead complimenting the girls on their hair and their tans. We haven’t been in school for more than ten minutes and already our egos have grown, Whitney thought. Her group got away with everything. For example, students who were late to class four times automatically received detention. Not Giselle. She regularly escaped detention because of cheerleading practice, and no one dared complain.


Some teachers fawned over the popular group. Whitney’s mother was an administrator, and other preps’ parents held powerful positions in town. Once, Whitney and her friends sauntered into a school entrance prohibited to students because it opened into a class in progress. The teacher stopped them and yelled that they couldn’t go in that door. “Yeah, well, I’m going to my mom’s office,” Whitney shot back. The teacher asked who her mom was. When Whitney answered, the teacher’s expression changed immediately. Not only did she let Whitney’s group inside, but she also told Whitney to say hi to her mother. Whitney thought the staff’s sycophancy was especially amusing because her mother was sweet and unintimidating. Whitney was close with both of her parents, who occasionally tried to encourage her to be more compassionate.


Schedules in hand, the preps left the gym before they were dismissed, and strutted toward “their” hallway. Other students walked by the Prep Hall quickly, so as not to attract attention in the area where the preps heckled the “weird kids.” By the end of junior year, one such student was so fed up with the preps’ rude comments that when they made fun of him for drawing a robot, he lashed out: “You’re going to be sorry when I come to school with a gun and kill all of you.” The preps didn’t say another word to him.


“Ugh,” Bianca shouted. “I hate when stupid freshmen don’t know how to walk in the hall! You walk on the right side of the hallway! Goddamn!”


As the halls filled up, crowds parted for the preps. Some students said hello, but Whitney and her friends gave them the “what’s-up-but-I-won’t-really-acknowledge-you” head nod.


When Whitney walked into advertising class with Peyton, she spotted Dirk. “Hey, Whitney!” he yelled across the room.


“I’m not sitting with Dirk,” Peyton whispered to Whitney. “I don’t see why you like those people. They scare me.”


Whitney shrugged and grinned at Dirk as she sat next to him anyway.


At lunch, the preps cut to the front of the line, as usual, and sat at “their” lunch table in the center of the cafeteria. Whitney hadn’t waited in the lunch line since she was a freshman. In the past, when students told the preps to stop cutting, Whitney’s group either ignored them or shot nasty glares. When the protestors walked off, the preps would follow them and make loud comments, such as, “Wow, fat-asses need their food quickly, don’t they?! I mean, do you really think they need that much food? They look like they could do without lunch once in a while . . .” Nobody complained anymore. Because they favored the preps, the teachers in the room looked the other way.


Before cheer practice that afternoon, Whitney and Giselle claimed their gym lockers. It hardly mattered that they always took the lockers in the back corner of the last row. When the prep cheerleaders changed their clothes, the younger athletes waited until the preps were dressed and gone before going to their own lockers. Once, an underclassman tried to squeeze by and accidentally stepped on Whitney’s Ugg boot. “Jesus Christ! Seriously?!” Whitney yelled. The girl looked mortified, blurted out a meek “I’m sorry!”, and ran away.


As much as she loved being popular, Whitney wished other students understood that it wasn’t so easy. Preps were stereotyped like everyone else, she said. “A prep talks like a Valley Girl, thinks she’s better than everyone, is obsessed with looks, sleeps around, is usually a cheerleader, doesn’t eat, parties all the time, and gets away with murder. Basically, emos want us dead.”


Whitney insisted that the prep description didn’t fit the “real” Whitney. “I’m not snobby,” she said. “I have to be this way because it’s what my friends do. If I wasn’t like this, I wouldn’t have any friends.” She loathed the immediate judgments students made about her. She was a cheerleader; therefore she was a slut. She was a class officer; therefore she was stuck up. She wore expensive clothes; therefore she was spoiled. She said “like” too often; therefore she was flaky. She was a prep; therefore she was a bitch.


The funny thing was that if Whitney could have chosen any group at school to belong to, she wouldn’t have chosen the clique that intimidated other students with cruelty. She would have chosen to be in what she considered the most nonjudgmental, down-to-earth crew at school: the punks. But it didn’t matter. There was no changing groups. Once you were in a group, you were stuck there until graduation, no matter what. That was just the way high school was, Whitney was sure. So she didn’t tell a soul.


REGAN DAVIS, GEORGIA | THE WEIRD GIRL


Here we go again, Regan thought, opening the yellow double doors of James Johnson High School. She loved her classes, but the social scene and high school bureaucracy dampened her enthusiasm. She had never walked through these doors on the first day of school without feeling a sense of impending doom.


Regan headed straight for the first-day-of-school assembly. She looked around at her peers, many nervously speculating about the principal’s new rules. There had been rumors that the administration was going to enforce the dress code more stringently this year, partly to prevent students from exhibiting gang affiliations on school grounds. Regan usually wore innocuous sundresses and long necklaces, but she worried that the dress code would rein her in. Her long, often wild curly hair had been some permutation of every color in the rainbow since she was thirteen. She had removed her tongue piercing a few years ago, but had kept the orbital in her right ear. She would have to be extra careful this year not to expose her tattoos.


Regan merged into the crowd with some acquaintances, grateful to have her new, beautiful girlfriend, Crystal, at her side. Crystal had a calming effect on Regan. A hip-hop artist whose band seemed on the verge of hitting it big, Crystal had dropped out of school to pursue music. She was here this morning, only for the assembly, to give Regan moral support on her first day of school.


Crystal raised her hand as if to touch Regan’s face, then quickly retracted it. “Oh . . . never mind,” she said.


“What?” asked Regan.


“You . . . you have something on your face. I wanted to wipe it off for you, but I forgot we’re at school.”


Regan swiped her cheek and sighed. Is this what I have to look forward to? A year of secrecy?, she thought. Regan was in love with Crystal, but it was difficult to be gay in the Bible Belt. Her Georgia town was an urban mix of white conservatives and black families relocated from a rough neighborhood. Most Johnson students were black. So was Crystal; the town was more accepting of interracial dating than same-sex relationships.


Regan wasn’t openly gay at school. Her friends knew, but at school she played the pronoun game, referring to her social plans using “we” instead of “she,” or “significant other” instead of “girlfriend.” She knew people wouldn’t care enough to ask why she brought Crystal to the assembly.


Regan surreptitiously nudged Crystal’s arm. “In the pink,” Regan whispered and gestured with her eyes toward Mandy, the blonde queen bee, laughing ahead of them in line. “That’s her.”


Crystal looked her up and down. “Viola was right,” Crystal whispered back. Regan squinted, trying to recall what her best friend at school had said. “About her ass,” Crystal continued. “Yours is better.” Crystal pointed with her chin. “And him? With the tattoos? That’s him?” she asked, pointing to Wyatt.


Regan turned to look, her heart sinking. As little as she cared for him now, it still stung to see him with Mandy. “Yeah,” she said. “That’s Wyatt.”


Two years before, when Regan had first arrived at Johnson, a lonely, anxious Vermont transplant, she was surprised to find that she immediately was attracted to Wyatt, who seemed her polar opposite. Where Regan was a mixture of dorky and punk, Wyatt was a popular, motorcycle-riding, often tactless jock. Regan thought now that his in-your-face machismo perhaps was why she had agreed to date him, after dating only girls and slight, artsy boys. Wyatt was her chance to be with someone undeniably manly so that she would know for sure whether she wanted to give up on males altogether.


Wyatt, who had swooped in on Regan that September, had his moments of tenderness, but even months into their relationship he insisted on keeping their connection a secret because “I don’t want anyone to know I’m fucking the weird girl.” This was especially hard for Regan, who was candid and outgoing. Wyatt made fun of her constantly for “being a dork.” He told her that she was the first nerd he had ever been with. When she asked him why he was with her, he said, “I wanted to see what nerd love was like.” Wyatt was fun to flirt with, though, which made school more interesting for Regan.


After nine months, Wyatt dumped Regan via text message. She learned then that he had been cheating on her with pretty, popular, cheerleader-types like Mandy. When they returned to school in the fall, Wyatt and Mandy were openly a couple. Mandy and her inseparable friend Francesca seemed intent on humiliating Regan. They gossiped about how Wyatt showed them PG-13-rated photos that Regan had taken for him (at his insistence). Francesca flat-out refused to be Regan’s partner at a student fundraiser. Mandy spread lies, telling people that Regan was stalking Wyatt and trying to ruin Mandy’s life. Regan had barely ever conversed with Mandy, but Mandy cut Regan off from some of the few friends she had made.


Regan was mostly on her own at school and feeling adrift in a state where people who worked at the grocery store didn’t even know what falafel was. (When she asked someone to help her find falafel, the staffer said, “Tilapia?” Regan said, “No, falafel.” He apparently thought she had a speech impediment. “Aw, don’t worry. I understand what you mean,” he said. Then he took her to the tilapia.)


Now, everyone took seats in the same places as they had before school had let out for the summer. The cliques were divided mostly by subject specialty: the math whizzes on one side of the room, the performing arts department on the other, etc. Separate groups of whites and blacks sat together. Regan thought the racial divide at Johnson was “vast and offensive.” Most students hung out only with students of the same race. At lunch, even among teachers, whites grouped with whites, blacks with blacks, cliques with cliques. Regan ate lunch alone in an office. She tried to steer clear of social situations at school because they made her uncomfortable, as if she had to put on a show. “I don’t want to ‘choose’ a group to hang out with,” she rationalized. “I’d rather be an outcast.”


The black peers with whom Regan had the most interaction formed a clique called “The Seven.” Regan liked them, but they were exclusive. Once, she had walked in on them during a conversation and they immediately fell silent. When they realized it was her, one of them commented that Regan could be the marshmallow to their hot chocolate, and should therefore be included in their discussion, as if conversation could be racially segregated.


As the principal began speaking, Regan’s attention wandered to the middle of the room where Mandy and Francesca were huddled over what Regan assumed was their infamous purple notebook. Mandy and Francesca called themselves “The Divas,” referring to themselves as Diva 1 and Diva 2, even when they did the morning announcements. They had a list of Diva Rules, a Diva vocabulary, and Diva business cards. They even decorated their rooms with similar purple curtains. They brought the little purple notebook to assemblies and meetings, and wrote down the “sqs”—stupid questions—people asked, as well as the names of all late arrivals. They were the school gossips. Regan’s friend Viola referred to Mandy as “the mouth of the South.”


For a long time, their gossip had centered on Regan, who pretended not to know that people were talking about her behind her back. She explained later, “What people say about me isn’t as important as what I know is true. If people want to talk about me, then that’s their problem, not mine.”


Wyatt sat near Mandy and Francesca, in the middle of the group known for being jocks, jokers, and chicks with reputations. They formed a tight clique, blathering over each other, holding exclusive cookouts once a month during lunch, laughing at inside jokes. During Regan’s first year at Johnson, they even wore matching custom-made T-shirts. At assemblies, if one group member spoke up in front of the crowd, the rest of them made a scene, clapping and cheering raucously. Regan was both revolted by and jealous of them.


Regan hadn’t intended to become an outcast at James Johnson. When she was dating Wyatt, she didn’t talk much to people at school because Wyatt told her not to; he said their schoolmates didn’t like her and, being new to Georgia, she believed him. Although Regan was generally strong and independent, she listened to Wyatt because, she said, “I was lost and scared. I was in a new place with new people, and I didn’t really know what else to do.”


Regan no longer cared that people at Johnson thought she was weird. She knew she was different. She was a self-described histrionic “artsy type” vegetarian who performed in community theater plays, went to museums, and often ate ethnic food. She was also a self-proclaimed nerd who liked documentaries, listened to spoken sonnets on her iTunes, adored English classes, and rarely watched television. She was obsessed with dinosaurs. She improvised strange skits starring her younger brother and posted the videos on Facebook. Back in Vermont, she and her best friend watched the three original Star Wars movies in a row and turned everything Luke said to Yoda in The Empire Strikes Back into an innuendo. She took Bengali lessons because she planned to spend next year’s fall semester volunteering in Bangladesh.


Once, after reading Cyrano de Bergerac, Regan and her high school classmates had to write a paper about their metaphorical nose—the single insecurity that kept them from feeling comfortable around people. Regan wrote about her state of mind. She had a different way of looking at the world. She explained later, “I don’t want to be like everyone else, so I just sort of do my own thing. Everything about my lifestyle is alternative. I’m extremely ambitious and antsy. I’m really silly. I don’t try to conform to what people want from me. I’m outspoken and very energized. In school, people don’t know how to handle me. So they’re just like, ‘Oh, she’s awkward.’ ”


At Johnson, her peers teased her for not partying with them because she didn’t drink. They laughed at her ADD and her clothes. People who didn’t know her well joked about how she was “sunshine and rainbows,” naïve and innocent, even as Wyatt and the Divas spread rumors that she was a slut. Regan took Middle Eastern dance classes as often as she could afford to. People at school suggested that Regan was too uncool for such a sensual activity.


Classmates had called Regan weird as far back as elementary school, when during recess she sat against the corner of a fence and daydreamed instead of playing kickball. (When people asked her what she was doing, she would answer, “Going to my imaginary world.”) Her parents worried about how she usually had only one close friend at a time. But Regan felt that once she found someone who understood her, she would stick with that person forever. And she had; she’d made lifelong friends back in Vermont. Although she was gregarious, she inadvertently separated herself from people because she was so often inside her own head, focusing on her creativity. From an early age, she knew she was “different” sexually too, though for a while she dated boys, confused about what she wanted.


Once, in elementary school, she told her aunt that students made fun of her. “Always be yourself and don’t change for anyone,” her aunt said. “When you get older, you’ll be glad that you did.” So far, her aunt had been right. It was hard to be excluded, but gratifying to be herself. She explained, “I’ve had issues with being the odd one out my entire life, so it’s nothing new to me for people to think I’m a little off. It’s always been that way. God, I make myself sound like I’m socially awkward or something. I swear I’m not. I just . . . well, to put it in Johnson lingo, ‘I do me.’ ”


The principal droned on. For no apparent reason, Mandy turned and glared at Regan.


NOAH GIANCOLI, PENNSYLVANIA | THE BAND GEEK


Noah stood at attention exactly three-quarters of a yard beyond the 46-yard line, scoreboard side, tingling with excitement. His crisp white uniform sparkled, the blue-and-gold sash sliced gallantly across his chest. He looked up at the stands, packed with hundreds of spectators, and scanned faces for family, friends, and teachers. He could see them shouting, their voices commingling into a chorus that swelled to a crescendo as the band took the field.


Few band experiences were as exciting as the moments just before the first performance of the year. Noah tensed and relaxed the muscles he used to grip his flag at a precise 45-degree angle. The ceremonial flag, which Noah would keep motionless in the air for the entire show, was heavy and he knew his arms would ache before the fifteen minutes were up. The drum majors raised their hands to ready the band, and the noise of the crowd drifted into silence as if the wind had swirled it away. The drum majors counted off the first four beats, and the band erupted.


Noah, a junior, was fiercely proud to be a member of the Redsen High School Marching Band. The group of two hundred students was so talented that it had been chosen to participate in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade this year, in the band’s first year of eligibility. Noah treasured the band because he’d met his closest friends there. In middle school, Noah joined the band as a saxophonist. He immediately fell in love with the camaraderie and the sense of belonging to something grand. In high school, however, Noah didn’t have room in his schedule for band class. When he asked the director if he could play sax in the marching band without taking the class, the teacher turned him down.


Freshman year had been difficult. Without the band label to identify him, other students pigeonholed Noah with a more limiting label: Asian. Actually Noah was multiracial, although he had his mother’s Chinese coloring. Both parents were raised in the United States. But as a smart, hardworking student—currently he was the class salutatorian—Noah fit the stereotype of the high-achieving Asian.


Classmates made fun of Noah’s Chinese heritage. In the lunchroom, jocks and popular kids handed him scrawled caricatures of Chinese people. They greeted him with what he called the “ching-chong gesture,” in which they pulled up the outer corners of their eyes and let loose a stream of nonsense words ending in -hong, -hing, or -wong. People “don’t really like that others are different from what’s ‘normal’ in our white, upper-class bubble of a town,” Noah said. They also made fun of his hair, using it as an excuse to insult his masculinity. Noah kept his hair long, sometimes past his shoulders, for several reasons. He liked that his hair distinguished him from other guys at school, kept him warmer during the winter, and afforded him a versatile tool for self-expression. Best of all, by growing his hair long and then cutting it off in one fell swoop, he could donate it to an organization that created wigs for chemotherapy patients.


One senior in particular made a point of picking on Noah. Noah didn’t know why Frederick, a popular partier in Noah’s AP Calculus class, zeroed in on him. He had targeted Noah from the first day of school, jeering “Cut your hair!” at every chance. This week, he had loudly remarked, “Your frosted tips look horrible,” and several classmates agreed. Today, he had thrown paper airplanes at Noah’s head during a test. Noah supposed he had to get used to Frederick because they were swimming teammates who would see much more of each other come swim season.


Noah’s hair didn’t affect his swimming because it fit into a cap, but it bothered his teammates. At the end of Noah’s sophomore season, he qualified for the district meet. A team tradition called for championship qualifiers to bleach their hair one night, which Noah did, and then shave their heads at the pre-competition team dinner. Noah refused.


“C’mon, it’s just hair,” chorused the other upperclassmen. “Quit being such a little girl!”


“You’re not being a team player!” a senior yelled, kicking Noah out of the house. “Get out! If you’re not willing to be a part of this team, we don’t want you!”


Noah was wounded. He had hoped that some of his teammates would at least stand up for him. They averted their eyes and found other things with which to busy themselves. Several months later, Noah still hadn’t cut his hair. He kept the bleached ends because he thought they were “funky Asian.”


Noah’s busy schedule included swimming practices, tutoring, Chinese school, Chess Club practice, audio-video work and newsletter writing for his church, and several hours a week of voice lessons and rehearsals for various musical groups. He was the only member from his entire school district in the community’s regional choir.


At the end of freshman year, the band had announced that it was accepting applications for the Honor Guard. Honor Guards carried banners and flags and were the band managers, in charge of setting up and moving props and equipment. Noah applied for the position and got it. He loved spending time with his friends every day throughout the football season. More important, he had convinced his girlfriend to be an Honor Guard too.


In Noah’s opinion, Leigh, a senior, was smart, kind, funny, and mature. They had started going out in the spring of Noah’s freshman year, when she asked him to a movie. Since then, Leigh had been his rock. Noah was stressed from pushing himself academically because both of his workaholic parents had been student overachievers. He was under the impression that “it was necessary to do well because I felt like if I could make them proud of me, I would know they loved me. My parents just don’t show love as easily as I want,” he said. Worst of all, Po’s health was declining. Po and Gung (Cantonese for maternal grandmother and grandfather) had spent weeknights at Noah’s house, helping to raise him and his younger brother when they lived in California. Po, especially, had been a major influence on Noah even after Noah’s family had moved to Pennsylvania when he was nine.


After the move, Noah would come home from school and read or play video games, learning to be independent. Even now, Noah often took care of his brother, cooking dinner or picking him up from field trips and other afterschool activities. While Noah was able to remain close with his mother, he had a difficult time bridging the distance from his father.


When Po, who still lived in California, was recently hospitalized with kidney problems, Noah was distraught. He leaned on Leigh. Knowing that someone wanted to spend time with him raised his spirits.


As the second quarter wound down, Noah and the rest of the band descended from the bleachers again to prepare for their halftime show. Each member of the Honor Guard was in charge of assembling a specific set piece. Noah was assigned to the drum major podium, a six-foot-tall pedestal for the student director. He was also supposed to help another manager set up the bass guitar and its various accessories.


This year, the band director had promoted Noah to section leader. Now that he was an integral part of the band, however, students at school not only associated him with the band geeks but also ranked him lower in status than the musicians. Noah always defended the band when people said it was stupid. “What instrument do you play?” they inevitably asked, and then called him “the band’s bitch.”


The visiting team’s band ran over its allotted time, but Noah didn’t have a chance to dwell on the discourtesy. The moment the performance ended, Noah and the other Honor Guards stormed onto the field, lugging equipment while the Redsen band members took their places. As Noah set up the podium, he came across an item that he had never seen before: a podium skirt, folded in a box. Already the setup was taking too long; the managers had practiced, but never in real time, and they hadn’t rehearsed taking the field together afterward. Noah yelled, “I need help!”, gesturing to four other managers. When they finished assisting Noah, they rushed to the sideline.


The band was ready before Noah was. Noah frantically opened the bass guitar case on the sideline as the managers lined up to join the musicians. He was plugging the guitar into an amp while the other managers strode in step to their spot on the field, arms crossed, front and center of the band. As Noah turned on the battery, the introduction began over the loudspeakers. Panicking, Noah sprinted onto the field. He noticed that he had accidentally set up the podium five yards to the left of where it should have been, which could cause conducting problems. But the band was playing now and it was too late to do anything about it.


Despite Noah’s concerns, the halftime show ended up running smoothly until a trumpet player fell down. The gaffe would not help the band’s image at school. Oh well, Noah thought. We still have nearly three months to get ready for Macy’s.


ELI, VIRGINIA | THE NERD


The girl who sat two seats northwest of Eli in government turned around as the teacher handed out quizzes. Eli thought she was looking at him. “I don’t know the sixth amendment!” he whispered to her, attempting to commiserate about the quiz. The girl returned her gaze to the front of the room without noticing. Eli then realized that a) she wasn’t looking at him and b) the people around him were smirking because they thought he was talking to himself.


After less than a week of school, senior year was just like any other year. Eli’s awkward moments were already piling up. Upon meeting his new math teacher, he said, “Nice to meet you . . . I like math a lot.” (A classmate told him later, “That was weird.”) Or there was the time Eli was chatting in the hall with a few friends. When Chan, one of Eli’s best friends (who sometimes played Dungeons and Dragons), came by, Chan said, “What is this, a gang?” Shortly thereafter, yet another friend approached. “What’s going on, guys?” asked the newcomer. Attempting to continue the conversation, Eli joked, “We’re having a Dungeons and Dragons gang meeting!” The others stared at him, confused. “Whaa? I don’t get it,” someone said. Welcome to Eli’s world.


Most people didn’t understand Eli’s sense of humor. He was low-key and cheerful, but it was tough to stay positive at Strattville High, a large public school in Virginia. On the first day of the spring semester of his junior year, Eli approached a cafeteria table and asked the students—known as “black gangstas”—if he could sit with them. Without so much as a second’s hesitation, they said no. He spent the rest of that semester eating lunch in the library.


Eli still remembered the day in seventh grade when a popular boy knocked a pile of books out of his arms and laughed. As other students joined in, no one helped Eli pick up the books, including a teacher standing four feet away. Eli hated middle school, but the teasing didn’t stop then. Even in high school, sometimes when he walked by a group of jocks, one would follow him, “acting nerdy,” as Eli phrased it, pushing up invisible glasses, mockingly walking in step with Eli, and muttering in a stereotypically nasal nerd voice, “According to my calculations . . .”


Eli had always felt different from his classmates. They didn’t seem to know what they wanted for lunch, let alone what they wanted to do with their lives, whereas Eli knew he wanted to major in finance at Westcoast University and live in the Pacific Northwest after college. (As for lunch, Eli usually opted for pizza.) “I feel like a forty-year-old living the life of a teenager. I just don’t have any connections with anyone at school,” Eli explained. As cliques began to form in elementary school and middle school, his disconnectedness “evolved into nerdiness, just because that was the ‘group’ I best fit into.”


Eli liked to think of high school groups as hierarchies of subspecies. The jocks, for example, could be tiered into football players, cheerleaders, gymnasts, soccer players, “random gym abusers,” and baseball players. The nerds had their own hierarchy as well. This was how Eli described them in descending order of status: “The ADD nerds (who obnoxiously freak over everything, like they’ll walk into class on the day of the test and go, ‘Oh. My. God. Kill me! I didn’t study at all! Aaah!’ when it’s so obvious they spent their whole lives preparing for this test and then they get an A+ on it . . . ); the I-don’t-really-care nerds (this is the rarest group. They do well, but they don’t go out of their way to flaunt it.); the try-to-be-cool nerds (who are too oblivious to realize they don’t belong with the popular kids and that the popular peeps make fun of them); the quiet nerds (who stay in the library during lunch and don’t talk to anyone); and the geeky nerds (like, ‘Oh jiminy crickets! Did you see that episode of Battlestar Gallactica last night?!’ with the squeaky voices).” Eli classified himself as “ten percent quiet nerd, ten percent ADD nerd, and eighty percent I-don’t-really-care nerd.”


Eli had never fallen into the try-to-be-cool nerd category. Why bother attempting that masquerade? As he put it, “I’m not a cool cat.” His school activities consisted of captaining his school’s Academic Bowl team, which competed once a quarter, and participating in the Model UN Club, Spanish Club, and Future Business Leaders of America.


Eli loved Academic Bowl. He was good at Model UN. Other than in those two arenas, Eli felt “kinda out of place. I usually feel like an outsider and looked down upon.” He didn’t know anyone at school whose interests dovetailed with his own. He was a self-proclaimed “geography freak,” often studying a map of the world that hung in his room. He practiced geography trivia, had a goal to visit all fifty states by the age of eighteen (he was missing only three), and in accounting class, while other students played games like Tetris, he was engrossed in the Traveler’s IQ Challenge. His “life to-do list,” which he had written this month, included 124 cities to visit (and 66 things to do). Eli loved the Spanish language and could often be found singing Spanish songs to himself. When he was bored in class, he hunted through his textbooks to find typos or grammatical and factual errors. When he was bored at home, he liked to make up silly conspiracy theories and try to connect the dots. His current favorite was that Scientologists ran the Taliban.


Eli almost never went out on weekends. Occasionally, he hung out with one or two friends and played cards or board games. Mostly he stayed home. He tried to make new friends and create social plans, but people insisted they were busy. Eli didn’t wallow in self-pity. He knew plenty of people who had it worse. One of his closest friends, Dwight, was a mildly autistic student from another school. Dwight and Eli at first had bonded over their love of travel. As they got to know each other, their friendship deepened because they had a similar sense of humor and were both outcasts. Dwight also had been teased often in school. In eighth grade, when a science teacher joined in on the teasing, Dwight transferred to a private school. For Dwight it was worth waking up at 5 A.M. and taking a two-hour bus ride to and from school just to avoid the gibes.


Eli supposed that, like Dwight, he looked the part of the nerd, with short, straight reddish blond bangs, pale coloring, and a slouch that shortened his six-foot frame. Eli carried a gigantic backpack and wore wire-rimmed glasses. He used an expansive vocabulary and tended to fill awkward silences with jokes that inevitably made sense only to himself, though he wouldn’t realize it at the time. Sometimes he tried repeating other people’s jokes, like his math teacher’s line: “Six over infinity equals zero. Kind of like my income over the federal debt.” Eli’s friends reacted with blank stares.


Eli was sure that his manner of speaking caused strangers to think he had Asperger’s Syndrome. Eli would begin to say something, but the words in his mind weren’t necessarily the ones that exited his mouth. He would think, “How are you today?”, change his mind to say, “How are you doing?”, and the jumbled result would be something along the lines of “How are doing?” When that happened, he would close his eyes for a second, take a deep breath, and try again, enunciating each word carefully. People would give him a half-understanding, half-wary look that made him feel even more self-conscious.


That was better than when they laughed at him, though. He guessed that classmates assumed he was vulnerable, so they took their aggression out on him without worrying about repercussions. Eli was vulnerable emotionally, but he typically didn’t bother to fight back because, he explained, “It’s just not that important to me. I figure I’ll win the fight in twenty years or so anyways when I end up with a decent life and they’re unemployed and living at home.”


After classes ended, Eli and two friends walked together to a classroom to turn in homework early for extra credit. Josephine, an ADD nerd, approached the door, also with homework in hand. “Oooh!” she said to one of Eli’s friends. “Let me check my answers with you!”


While they compared papers, Eli tried to jump in. “Did you get ‘E’ for this, too?” He held up his paper and pointed.


Josephine gave him a withering glance. “Um, excuse me!” she said. “I’m pretty sure I was talking to her, not you!”


“Oh, sorry,” Eli muttered, and backed off. But he wasn’t surprised. As he lamented later, “Awkwardness defines my life.”


JOY, CALIFORNIA | THE NEW GIRL


On her first day of school, nearly a month later than everyone else’s, Joy rolled listlessly in bed, unready to get up and move forward with her life. Please let things be different here, she pleaded silently. Please let this school be different.


Joy had worried about this day for months. Not only was she changing cultures, but she was also starting school late. Although she would be a freshman, these weren’t first-time high school jitters—in Jamaica, high school began in grade seven. She had already been told that high school was the “first day of the rest of your life.” But she wondered what she would do in this new country, whether she would make friends, and how long it would take her to stop missing home.


Joy cycled through fear, excitement, and sadness before her mother told her it was time to get up. A striking girl with large soulful eyes and full lips, Joy brushed her chin-length hair into a tight bun. She slipped into her most proper school attire—best to start afresh at a new school!—and ate a hearty breakfast of fool (an Arabic bean dish), Arabic bread, bacon, and eggs before leaving for the second first day of the rest of her life.


As she got lost on the way to the attendance office, Joy marveled at the differences she immediately noticed between her old Jamaica school and her new California one. This school was clean. There was no trash on the floor, which was carpeted, to her surprise. Here, decorations plastered the walls and classrooms had TVs and computers, whereas Joy’s old school had only desks, chairs, boards, and plain walls unadorned save for spatterings of graffiti. In Jamaica, students usually remained in one classroom—except for outdoor classes in drama, music, PE, and agricultural science—and the various teachers came to them. In California, the students moved from classroom to classroom. Joy would have to learn how to open a locker by herself.


This was a lot to take in, coming from a developing country. She loved Jamaica, its vibes and its landscape, if not its poverty and its violence. She wondered if the American school experience would resemble the big party portrayed on the Disney Channel. If so, she wondered if she was ready for that.


Her heart racing, Joy sat down in her first-period health class as she had been taught in Jamaica: her bag in her lap, feet firmly on the ground, hands at her sides. She had never taken health before. When the teacher announced a test, Joy blinked back the moistness in her eyes—hadn’t she had nightmares about being unprepared for a test? She stared at her paper, scrutinizing unfamiliar terms. Surely her classmates could see her pulse pounding hotly through her skin. They said nothing to her.


When the teacher told her he would not count her grade, Joy relaxed. She worked diligently until class ended. As soon as the bell rang, students sprang out of their seats. A few of them narrowed their eyes at Joy; she couldn’t help but feel it was because she was the only black person in the room. More than half of the nearly three thousand students at Citygrove, a public high school in an urban valley north of Los Angeles, were Latino, about 30 percent were white, and 12 percent Asian. Only 3 percent were black. Joy remained in her seat, following her Jamaican school’s rules, until the teacher told her it was okay to leave.


During a break before PE, Joy pulled a box of apple juice out of her drawstring bag and called her mother.


“Hi, Mommy,” she said.


“Hi, Joy, how you doing?”


“I’m fine.” Joy wiped away a rolling tear. She noticed a tall student who sat across from her in second period. She hoped he would say hello, but instead he gazed through her at the wall.


“What are you doing?”


“I’m on break waiting for my next class to start.” With her palm, she tried to catch the rest of the tears before they fell.


“Do you like the school? How’s your day going so far?”


What could she say? Everyone here in California had already adjusted to the new school schedule and formed cliques with friends whom they had known for years. Starting over is hard, whether or not you want to do it, she thought. It’s still morning and I want to give up. She promised herself that she would try her best to make this situation work.


Joy had moved from Jamaica so that her mother and stepfather, whom she loved dearly, could be together after two years of a long-distance relationship. She couldn’t tell her mother that already she yearned to go home. She was exceptionally close to her mother, but Joy didn’t want to tell her anything that would make her feel guilty about moving to the United States for her own happiness.


The bell rang. Joy wrapped up the conversation, glad that she didn’t have to answer her mother’s question.


In PE, a stout Asian honors student caught up to Joy and talked at her monotonously. Joy pretended to listen to Natalie while she observed how American students interacted. She was appalled at the differences. At Joy’s Jamaican school the principal had instituted strict rules; for example, students couldn’t embrace a member of the opposite sex for more than forty-five seconds. At Citygrove, students were sexually explicit. She also noticed a distinct difference in the amount of respect afforded to adults. In Jamaica, when a teacher walked into the room, the class stood up and said good morning. Joy could not do that here.


Joy ate lunch with Natalie at a table in the library, within eyesight of a group of Natalie’s Asian friends, who shot Joy dirty looks. Joy immediately assumed they were angry because Natalie was eating with a black girl instead of with them. She supposed Natalie sat with her merely out of curiosity about the new girl.


Joy had never before felt like so much of an outsider. Everything about her was different from her classmates: her walk, her speech, her mannerisms, her looks, her clothes. She wasn’t “highty-tighty,” as they would say in Jamaica; she was “just a together person.” It was going to be difficult to be herself here, she could already tell. She wondered if, one day, someone at school would see the whole of her.


______


EMOS, INDIES, SCENES, AND BROS: TODAY’S STUDENT LABELS


Imagine, for a moment, that like Joy, you are new to your high school and as yet unlabeled. You can manage your classes because they are structured and supervised, and you can survive the five minutes between them by focusing on getting from one place to another. Then you enter the overwhelming landscape of the cafeteria, where unspoken rules and assumptions overshadow what is, in terms of opportunities for social growth, the most important part of the day.


When the bell rings, you enter the cafeteria, lunch sack in hand. In some schools, preps and populars are virtually indistinguishable; an Alabama middle schooler described, “Preppy people [are] basically like the popular people, but you wear a lot of pink and you’re really hyper and squeaky.” A substantial percentage of the students I interviewed mentioned that the populars shop at prepster stores such as Hollister, Abercrombie & Fitch, and American Eagle when they’re not focused on more high-end designers. (Among students at one Texas high school, a new trend is to keep the price tags on their clothes so classmates can see that they paid full price at a non-discount store.) When a Midwestern eighth grader transferred from private to public school, she felt so pressured to fit in that she not only revamped her wardrobe, but also changed her email address to “hollisterlover.”


You scan the tables for an empty seat. A few Goths are engaged in conversation in a corner. They might favor boots, spikes, piercings, or dog collars, and dye their hair black or bleach it blond. They’re often perceived as artistic or creative writers. A Texas teacher observed, “We get a lot of Goths in the art department and they are generally very pleasant and quirky children. They are almost always very well-mannered.”


Nearby, the reclusive emos brood; they are clad in black and therefore commonly but wrongly lumped together with Goths. Emos don’t bother erecting the prep façade of perpetual chipperness. “Emo” is short for emotional; one running joke is, “I wish my lawn were emo so that it would cut itself.” A Maryland freshman observed, “Goths wear all black and talk like they’re depressed and suicidal but they’re really not. Emos wear all black and actually are depressed and cut themselves.”


In some schools, emo boys might wear tight pants and the girls might wear thick eyeliner. Their hair might be dyed or partially shaved. An emo in Florida said that emos are misunderstood. “People constantly criticize kids for being emo, like we’re trying to keep up an act, but really, the kids who are more normal-looking are the ones who have the most problems,” she said.


Students can confuse emos with scenes because of the eyeliner, tight pants, and attention to music. Scene is a relatively new label, typically used to describe people who prefer alternative or obscure bands. Scene kids say they are more musically inclined than hipsters. They might be identifiable by a bandana adorning a choppy haircut or poking out of a pocket, piercings, funky eye makeup, sparkles, perhaps a vintage look, or long bangs swooping over one eye (which a non-scene described as causing them to “have to do a hotshit head toss every five seconds”). Scenes’ hair might be bleached blonde on the surface and dark underneath, or multiple bright tones. Their T-shirts might advertise screamo or techno, hardcore or ska. Scenes, said a Virginia eighth grader, are “the kind of people who recognize every song in the Apple commercials.”


Scenes are neither punks nor rockers, although some observers might mistake them for either label. Rockers, said an immigrant in Massachusetts who gratefully found a high school identity in the rocker label, “usually have long hair, wear skater shoes (DCs, Etnies, Vans), and listen to rock, alternative, or screamo.”


In some schools, students use the Japanese word otaku to describe anime connoisseurs. This is a limited version of the true Japanese definition, in which otaku refers to an obsession with any sphere, whether anime, trains, or celebrities. Anime devotees say that otakus are more knowledgeable than the average “anime kid.” Blue, whose gamer label relates to another supposed obsession, compared the difference between otaku and anime kid to the distinction between geek and dork.


Geeks and nerds also can find roots in perceived obsessions, nerds with academia and geeks with technological gear. Many students describe nerds as the kids with giant backpacks who, as a Hawaii band geek put it, “even if they aren’t tardy, they run while everyone else is walking.” These types of nerds may overlap with AP or IB kids, but fall below “nerdy jocks” and overachievers on the social totem pole. Various debates have tried to pin down the differences between nerds and geeks. Blue once sent me the following unsolicited table representing his distinctions among “normal” students, geeks, nerds, and dorks. (Note: Blue’s table is biased because, as he said, “People call me a geek. A lot.”)


[image: inline]


I generally subscribe to the idea that although both groups are known for smarts and social marginalization, nerds might be inclined toward unusual intellectual pursuits, and geeks toward unusual recreational ones.


As you traverse the cafeteria, you notice that many students are absent from the room. Just as some overachievers might opt instead to dine in the newspaper office, for example, the band geeks, or “bandies,” might eat in the band practice room. Band geeks are not to be confused with the reportedly quieter orch dorks, also known as “orchadorks.”


On one side of the cafeteria you see the area that some students refer to as Africa, with Mexico not far away and Asia in another corner. Of these, Asia has the most subdivisions. A West Coast Filipino junior broke the categories down into “smart Asian nerds, normal Asians, white-washed Asians, FOBs (‘Fresh off the Boat: They don’t speak English fluently and wear Asian-style clothes’), Koreans, Cool Asians, and Filipinos.”


The religious students also subdivide. When students consider classmates to be more spiritual than average, they might stamp them with one of a number of labels, like Jew Crew, Superjews, church girls, or Young Life addicts, after the Christian ministry.


Today’s students are so label-conscious that there is even a label for students who consider themselves independent of labels. Students described a range of indie characteristics, from “they wear alternative clothes and are obsessed with global warming or they play guitar and draw weird pictures” (Maine), to “the kind of people who are weird on purpose, but aren’t looked at as losers; they’re looked at as ‘individuals’ ” (Hawaii). Indies gravitate toward “underground concepts,” as opposed to “shallow modern culture,” an indie explained to me, which sometimes gets them mistaken for scene kids. Indies may view themselves as descended from beatniks; many cite Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg as influences.


A California junior said she is proud to be indie. “It makes me more sure about myself. I think, ‘Wow, this is what people call me when I’m real with myself,’ ” she said. She described the label as a mix of geek and fashionable artist that manifests in clothes, music, hair, and concise MySpace About Me’s. “Indie kids are into the abstract things in life. You have to be really in the know about things. Being indie means being artistic and finding your own eccentric identity. The name of the game for being an indie kid is to never admit you are one. If you do, it goes against all your beliefs against labeling, thus making you a hypocrite.”
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