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I dedicate this book to everyone who dreams of

something beyond the track, and to the friends

I made at Mirador Senior High School.

This book is yours.
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A Note About This Map



High School Confidential is a true story, within limits.

The world is round, and cartographers make sacrifices to draw it on a flat page. The majestic lands of the Earth have qualities like size, shape, and spacing, but when you project a map, some of those sublime traits are going straight into the circular file.

Take your standard Mercator design. Everything has the right spacing and shape, but humble little Greenland looms over the globe like the new breakout geopolitical superpower. Size took a hit. You can only pick a few elements to preserve at the expense of the others.

The world I drew contained hundreds of real people who did and said many things over a span of many months. Most had not turned eighteen. Not only did I want to protect their privacy, but everything had to fit within these pages.

So, as explorers have done ever since ships passed from sight of shores, I chose guide stars.

Almost every word was spoken exactly as you see it. The events you’re about to witness actually happened.

I made my compromises with characters and chronology, blurring identifying details and collapsing dispersed events and personalities into composite scenes and people. No specific individual is recognizable in—or should be held responsible for—the thoughts, words, and actions on the following pages. So what a French teacher says or does may well channel an English faculty member, a college counselor, or both plus the vice-principal.

And imagine you see a flashback that happens a month before I am present. You know the events occurred and that the dialogue is copied verbatim. So it’s safe to assume I combined words I actually heard people say, together with their quotes from sources like the school newspaper and their online journals, and put them in the mouths of composite characters in composite scenes.

Now that you know all the details, you can safely forget the mechanics of the engine room and prepare to explore.

Like Gerardus Mercator, I drew a map, to the best of my ability.

You can use it reliably to discover another world.








Two days of travel separate this young man (and young he is, with few firm roots in life) from his everyday world…. Space, as it rolls and tumbles away between him and his native soil, proves to have powers normally ascribed only to time.

—Thomas Mann,

The Magic Mountain

Our whole lives laid out right in front of us,

Sing like you think no one’s listening…

—Straylight Run,

“Existentialism on Prom Night”






Part One









This Night



I had a dream, which was not all a dream.

—Lord Byron, “Darkness”




This night, a silvery, swollen moon floated in a heaven of diamond stars. Beneath the graceful silhouettes of tall palms, water bubbled slowly into a Moorish reflecting pool of rough stone, rocking a bed of fragrant lilies.

A steady beat resonated from the adobe arches and crumbling walls that surrounded a wide square of tables and dripping sprays of red bougainvillea. This court formed the heart of an ancient mission where Father Junípero Serra, driven unstoppably onward by a vision only he understood, had elevated the host and established the future County of Orange. Tomorrow the bells would toll over the chapel as they had for centuries. But here lay no space for yesterday or the morning. Here only the moment unfolded.

This night, my date turned to gaze lovingly into my eyes. Her long blond hair blew in the soft, warm air, danced above her sparkling white gown. I in my tuxedo put an arm around her shoulder as we advanced slowly along the flagstone pathways.

A hundred people stood scattered across the grass, talking and laughing in couples or groups, resplendent in their evening wear. As we passed through them, my date put her hand on mine.

“Nice!” I said, smiling tenderly. “I love it. Nice touch.”

“See?” she said. “We’re such a happy couple.”

We shared another vulnerable grin.

“Jeremy!” Alexis Newton wore a tight pink Dior dress with her hair pulled back into two pigtails. She sipped Diet Coke from a plastic cup through a straw and waved. Her friend Padma hovered nearby, giggling.

“Hey, see, I told you I’d introduce you guys,” I said. “This is my girlfriend Heather.”

“Hi,” said Heather. They shook hands and exchanged warm smiles.

“You’ve got a good man standing next to you,” said Alexis.

“Your boyfriend’s really nice,” said Padma. Her long black hair was elaborately done up, the silver flower ring in her nose glinted.

“Thanks,” said Heather.

“Are you guys going over?” I asked them.

“Yeah, soon,” said Alexis. “Our dates have gone missing.” She pulled her brows down. “Grrr. I’m about to like hop the fence and go smoke a cigarette.”

“Where are our loser dates?” said Padma and started to laugh.

Heather and I continued on. A few dozen paces later, smiling broadly, I said through my teeth, “You’ve gotta talk to them more. We’ve gotta get them to like you so we can get invited to the afterparty.”

“Oh, my God,” said Heather. “Those girls are so catty. I don’t even know what to say to these people.”

“Well, we’ve got to come up with something,” I said. “That’s one of our goals for tonight.”

She bit her lip thoughtfully. “I guess I could ask them for a cigarette.”

“Smile,” I said.

We beamed at each other, exchanged loving gazes.

Other couples passed us, leaving the dancing for the seclusion of the empty archways at the far end of the central courtyard.

Derrick Littlefield stood by a mostly abandoned table. His golden tan and curly blond hair glowed like Renaissance art over a white tuxedo and pink shirt.

He sneezed. Then he sneezed again. “Oh,” he moaned. “I’m so sick.”

“Dude, I think you’re like allergic to prom,” I said.

Derrick laughed, displaying brilliant teeth. “No doubt. See, I knew they wouldn’t have the dogs and Breathalyzers. They can’t afford to bring an officer down.”

“I don’t think anyone’s drinking, though,” I said.

He scratched his head. “Yeah, like everybody was saying they wouldn’t have a good time if they were sober, but they are anyway.”

“This is my girlfriend Heather,” I said.

“All the way from Hermosa Beach, huh?” They shook hands. His date Olivia sat alone at the table, adjusting a strap on her tulle dress.

“Are you going to dance?” I asked him.

“I’m coming in a few,” said Derrick. “I have to go over for the Prom Court thing.”

“Nice to meet you,” said Heather.

Amid the flowering boughs and gentle laughter, my eyes met hers in the rapture of young love. “I told him he reminds me of our friend Nick from home,” I said. “So remember that if it comes up.”

“Nick from home,” she repeated to herself. “Nick from home. Do we like Nick?”

“Yeah,” I said. “He’s one of our best friends. We’ve known him since junior high.”

“Nick is great,” said Heather. Then we both laughed, part real, part fake, and part from nerves.

A small stage with speakers rose on the grass. The entire special ed group crowded nearby around their chaperone, a middle-aged woman with a corsage and a worn look on her face. One guy hummed along into a karaoke microphone, holding his wheeled oxygen tank with the other hand. I recognized a senior named Aram who came to the circle sometimes. He danced to the karaoke song, kicking up his legs, whirling around, executing high-energy punches.

Brian Olvera and some baseball players laughed at him as they waited for their turn at the mike. The team had largely gone for striped zoot suits and broad-shouldered pimp outfits, complete with wide-brim hats.

Heather and I clasped hands again, and I looked up at the stars.

“We need pictures of everything,” I murmured. “You should take pictures of these people.”

Heather pulled the disposable camera from her purse and swung it lightly in her fingertips. Passersby saw her in her shining silver gown snapping away among the weeping trails of flowers. I smiled weakly and looked around when other couples crossed our path, doing my best to seem a little bored, indulgent but embarrassed.

We set off again, nearing the freestanding portico that towered at the far end of the stone courtyard. Its coarse brick and mortar abruptly broke off where the primeval wall had collapsed. A silver and gold banner hung from the arch: MIRADOR HIGH SCHOOL JUNIOR-SENIOR PROM. Lights flashed behind the gateway.

Chubby Evelyn Strout worked at a laptop set up on a slender metal table beside the path. She wore a bright red dress and red plastic glasses. She had creatively styled her frizzy red hair by sticking in a pair of what looked like chopsticks.

Travis Newton, short and slick, passed her with a smirk and a junior date. He was probably one of five underclass males who had been invited to prom.

“So the sophomores are graduating this year, huh?” he said to Evelyn. “Did you know you put the wrong date on all our class pages?”

Evelyn’s head snapped up. Her red face flushed darker. “We spent all year on that. Sorry we spent so long on a yearbook and you’re just tearing it apart. All we hear are negative things. That’s really rude, I’m serious.”

Travis shook his head and saluted me as we passed. I tossed back the lazy gesture.

“Oh, it makes me so mad,” said Evelyn, and stabbed the table with a pencil. “Hello, Jeremy. Hello, Jeremy’s girlfriend.”

“Heather,” she said.

We passed the row of steaming buffet trays, strolling the flagstones toward the growing music and lights.

All the spidering pathways converged into one as they prepared to feed through the archway. Here the whitewashed walls of the San Juan Capistrano Chapel itself erupted up from the side of the courtyard to glow in the moonlight. This luminescent ghost was the oldest building in California, one of the string of missions that Father Serra and his disciple had called forth from the wilderness unimaginable ages ago, christening them Santa Barbara, San Diego, San Francisco…

Someone grabbed my shoulders, landed with a thud next to me. It was Vic Reyes, wearing a Split T-shirt under his tuxedo jacket, Element wristbands, and a headband around his spiky hair.

“Oh, shit, you scared me, fool,” I said.1

Vic laughed. We did a handclasp.

“Hey, we don’t have dogs sniffing our crotches, bro,” he said. “Popper’s so full of shit.”

Vic’s date, sophomore Sara Dunbar, narrowed her lids behind too much eye shadow. “Pooper’s a liar,” she said.

“Hey, is this your girlfriend?” Vic asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Vic, Heather, Heather, Vic.”

“Hi,” said Heather, smiling sweetly.

Vic punched me in the arm. “She’s too nice for you, bro. Hah, hah, just kidding, fool. No, but seriously, watch out for this guy. Just kidding.”

He looked up at the prom banner hanging from the archway. “We’re fucking seniors, fool. I can’t fucking believe this shit.”

His date smiled wickedly. “I’d be freaking out,” she said. “I have my Peter Pan complex. It means your childhood is over. I’d go catatonic.”

“What about college?” I asked.

“College is good, because it’s like a buffer,” she said. She shuddered and put her arm through Vic’s. “Aaah, I don’t want to be a junior. I’m not even ready for being a sophomore.”

As Heather and I approached the primordial arch, she held me closer. Her sea blue eyes gleamed as she whispered delicate words.

“I should be going somewhere else for college,” she said. “USC’s boring.”

“No, it’s too late,” I said. “I already said you were.”

“The different colleges thing is going to put like a strain on our relationship,” she pointed out.

“Yeah, well, the whole moving thing already has,” I said. “I already thought you might be cheating on me like a month ago, but we worked it out, and honestly, I didn’t even really want to know. But it’s had so many ups and downs, and college is going to make it really tough. I think we’re gonna break up next fall if I’m still talking to people then.”

Heather clung to my arm as we passed through the whispering palms. The strobes before us electrified the sky like lightning. She smiled. “It’s your friend.”

“Huh?” I asked.

She tilted her head. I followed the angle to see the principal instructor of Mirador Senior High School, Dr. Irma Chao, trotting through the courtyard in a powder blue dress. Behind oval glasses, her eyes flicked across every face. They may have hesitated on us for a split second.

“Avoid, avoid!” I said grimly, turning my face as far as possible the other way, staring up at the mission wall. We quickened the pace.

“I really hope she didn’t see us,” I muttered under the gathering thunder of music. “I bet she thinks you’re someone from Mirador, and you don’t know who I really am, and obviously she can’t like say anything about it. Oh, God, she must think I’m such a skank.”

“I don’t think she saw us,” Heather said.

“I really hope not. I’m going to have to e-mail her tomorrow and try and explain.”

Behind the archway, we’ve arrived, and we behold the towering sandstone ruins of the Great Stone Church. There a thousand people dance to hip-hop on flooring laid across the dusty ground, their forms dwarfed beside the massive crumbling vaults. The shell is roofless, stars bright above the walls. Lights swirl over the dancers, their movements rebroadcast around them on huge video screens.

“They all dance so well,” Heather breathes.

They do. They’re incredible. It’s effortless, natural, spontaneous for them. I’ve never seen anything like it. They are sober, they are undrugged. They are just dancing.

“This would never happen at my school,” Heather says. “People are so self-conscious. It would be nice if we were like this maybe just once a year, like prom.”

A rush of pride swells in me for Mirador, for my school.

We make our way out onto the floor, past couples and groups and circles cheering on people dancing freaky in the middle.

I see some faces I know and we move next to them, staying with the beat. I’m treating Heather like a Fabergé egg made of gossamer, standing inches apart, and I realize our distance would make us a rare sight indeed in a sea of couples holding hips, pressed against each other, sinking down and rising up, running hands along each other’s sides.

“Uh,” I ask, “is it okay if we like grind? That’s what everybody else is doing.”

She shoots me an exasperated look. “I am eighteen,” she says.

“I know,” I say. “But I’m twenty-four.”

Someone calls out; she sees a shooting star pass by overhead, out there above the broken walls.

This night, we’re dancing too, and I glance at my watch and I realize it’s going to be over soon. They’re going to announce the prom king and queen, and then the night will end. And that will be the end of prom, and you don’t get any more of them in this lifetime. And I’ve worked so, so, so hard to put everything together, summon up all the smoke and mirrors and make everything seem perfect and for a moment I can almost believe it’s real, could almost wish it real, but when they call last dance it’s going to be over for good, and reality will return and I will go back to my apartment alone and I will graduate in a few weeks, and at the rising of the sun these chapel bells that have chimed through the fall of empires will ring in the collapse of yet another illusion.

Cody Reisling dances next to us, brow furrowed, sweat and intensity gripping his face. He nods at me. “What’s up, Hughes.” We punch fists.

Freeze-frame.

Heather is not my girlfriend, and Hughes is not my name.

It says Hughes on my ID, but that’s fake. It nestles next to a photo of Heather in my wallet, but I never met her before. I’m from three thousand miles away. My senior year of high school came and went the previous decade.








Diving In



All your life every man has wanted to be a cowboy. Why play Wall Street and die young when you can play cowboy and never die?

—Will Rogers




Forever Tomorrow

Like most monumental undertakings in life, everything started with a total personal crisis. I was on a track, see, this capital-T Track.

Tracks plot our entire lives, nine times out of ten.

They are what we expect of ourselves and the world expects of us. They tell us what to angle for, the right touchstones to hit, how we measure up to our peers.

Some tracks declare you’re supposed to have really expensive sneakers and a huge TV. In others, success means publishing a certain number of articles in a handful of botany journals. Of course, it’s totally arbitrary; all tracks end at precisely the same spot.

I gave mine the capital T just because tens of thousands of people every year not only think that they personally can do no better, but that nothing better exists. The main ethic is to backburner actual happiness and do the most prestigious and lucrative thing possible, as selected from a small list of choices. In exchange, the Track loosely promises that life will be a steady climb upward, and that tomorrows will always be better than yesterdays. All focuses on the day beyond the sunrise.

At first the scheme made sense. I was born in New York City, in midtown Manhattan. I worked hard, and behold, I was rewarded—for high school, I went to what is arguably the nation’s premier prep school. The Track doesn’t strictly require going to prep school, but it does award the experience some bonus self-denial points.

The boarding school stereotypes were a complete joke. People flaunted wealth, family title, or possessions precisely never. Who cared? We lived in identical dorm rooms and all ate the same cafeteria food. No one was a snob.

They adequately compensated with utter fanaticism and omnidirectional cruelty. It didn’t matter the slightest if you emerged from noble patrician lineage or an Appalachian shack, but if you didn’t get straight As, weren’t tri-varsity, and weren’t ripping up every party, then you sucked. Since no one could pull off the impossibility, we all sucked to varying degrees and spent years reminding one another of the fact, often via beatings. We had to wear ties, and we trekked in icy twilight through three feet of snow to Saturday classes, but we gunned for the Ivy League—no, we expected the Ivy League—and we had to make all sacrifices. Joy was a myth, and Harvard was the goal.

And fourteen kids in my class went there, and eighty-four to the Ivys in general, but I headed west to Stanford, only marginally acceptable in the minds of some of my Princetonian dorm mates. (“Duke, shmook,” one sneered when I contemplated traveling south.) Still, the Track had delivered the goods—life had become better, life had become more cheerful—and I stood poised for further success.

Stanford was largely a pleasure. I kept repeating in wonder, “People are so nice here.” I partied, I went abroad, I did all the right internships, I got the grades. As promised, every year had improved on the one before, brought new skills, new experiences. At last I reached a pinnacle where I was ready to graduate Phi Beta Kappa in the top 15 percent of my class with two majors. I was so excited about the next step up the ladder into yet-unimagined growth and bliss.

At this point, senior year, everything I had ever known and believed in fell apart.

We had this career fair where over two hundred companies set up booths in a campus plaza around a big circular fountain. All my fellow seniors came jostling to meet recruiters, to hand out résumés and try to seem as personable and dynamic as they could. Everybody jealously angled for the really prize jobs, investment banking and management consulting. Aside from further academia, or tech jobs for people with tech majors, those two constituted the next great attainment on the Track.

And there I stood with my stack of résumés, realizing I had no idea why. I knew theoretically those were “good” jobs, but now the reality of the promised future confronted me dead-on. College was obviously better—more fun, more free, more stimulating, more social, more creative—than boarding school. But working eighteen-hour days putting together deal memos with two weeks of vacation a year was in no way better than college.

The progression had stopped making sense. For the first time ever, moving forward meant taking a huge step downward. Had we really worked and waited our entire lives for this?

Doubt about the sanctity of the Track entered my mind for the first time ever.

Among the endless financial, tech, and consulting firms on the fair directory, the name Walt Disney stuck out like a fig tree in the Antarctic ice shelf. Heart racing, I tracked down the Disney booth through the rows. It turned out to be the Disney Strategic Planning & Corporate Treasury Division, Unca Walt’s investment banking arm. The RA from my freshman dorm worked the table. He had graduated years earlier and joined up. Deep lines crossed his face and he was balding. I asked him if he liked his job.

“Sort of,” he said. He missed college.

At this point, I realized that the Track had lied to us and tricked us. Like almost everyone else, I would miss college, look back on those peak moments as glory days. I could see my whole life spread out in front of me: the years as an analyst, getting the MBA from the right business school, playing all the right games for decades to end up an executive vice-president. Retirement, golf, death. The Track sucked. No day would come when life turned beautiful.

Standing in a daze, I met a girl I knew, and I told her I didn’t get it. Together we folded my Phi Beta Kappa–Merrill Lynch–foreign policy developer–neurobiology researcher résumés into little paper boats and sailed them across the great fountain. Recruiters and classmates glanced over in suits, confused. Then I thought “fuck it,” and we jumped into the water ourselves, just dove in, and soon we laughed and splashed each other in a sea of little résumé boats under a glistening shower of falling droplets.

At my graduation, our department chair read a brief statement about everyone’s future plans as they stood up to claim their diplomas. A formidable recital heavy with approved next steps: Aside from the usual corporate litany, we had dozens moving to top-notch master’s programs, Oxford fellowships, Washington think tanks, grants and foundations and research.

The chair got to mine and read, “Jeremy Iversen is going to Hollywood.” He chuckled. Then the entire ceremony cracked up, several hundred people, parents and teachers and my fellow graduates all laughing at me. I smiled big as I grabbed my diploma and damped down distant terror of the unknown. I found the laughter awesome and steeling, because I had never been that guy before. Although I was headed to God knew where, I was off the Track, I was doing something new for once in my life.

Teenage Wasteland

The career fair slammed home a lot of harsh realities. When it had seemed like my carefree days of youth were scheduled to end and I had to Get Serious for the rest of my life, I realized I had never had any carefree days of youth.

I had the Track’s terminal delay of gratification. I had the surreal experience of growing up amid Manhattan skyscrapers, never having a car or backyard, and half as many young people percentagewise as the rest of America.1 I had boarding school in Siberian snow with ties and hazing and six hours of homework a night. But possibly worst of all, my teenage life passed over the eight-year span in the nineties when the popular culture largely forgot that teenagers existed. During that dim decade, America completely abandoned the notion that anything meaningful separated us from the jaded ennui of the Generation X set’s twentysomething coffeehouse clientele.2

Coming of age in a teen wasteland on both the local and national levels, I always dreamed of going to a John Hughes high school.

Anybody born between 1965 and 1986 already knows exactly what I’m talking about. John Hughes created the dynasty of teen movies that helped shape the vibrant youth culture of the 1980s and gave me my vision of paradise ten years later in videocassette version. They featured the polar opposite of my life: typical suburban public high schools at a time when teens mattered.

On a trip to Chicago after my junior year at age seventeen, I actually made a day-long pilgrimage to the school where Hughes had filmed The Breakfast Club in 1985. Thunder rumbled on the horizon as I approached a building that looked exactly as it had on film, almost.

Cracks buckled the parking lot. Window glass was blacked over, the doors sealed. The great gray structure now housed a branch of the Illinois State Department of Agriculture. A crackling intercom told me the famous library had been “torn down and replaced.”

A warm summer drizzle fell as I wandered in silence around the drab walls. Behind one streaked basement windowpane I made out some jagged marker left behind on a pillar by some long-departed student. “Metallica ’87.” I pressed to the dirty glass to see better. That kid’s life was unreachable, so close and yet infinitely far. I turned away from the casement into the howling blast of my final stretch of ice and skyscrapers.

After I graduated, I didn’t think about high schools again until I dove into that circular fountain senior fall at college and jumped the Track.

I emerged from the water and spent my final months desperately relishing being a sideways-visor-wearing goofball while everyone else compared signing bonuses and grad program acceptances. I felt like the candle not only burned at both ends but also dropped into a blast furnace. Every day was both exhilarating and terrifying at the same time.

Commencement speaker Condoleezza Rice commanded us to pursue our passion, and I moved to Los Angeles with this idea of being in entertainment. And not calculating Excel valuation models in the corporate treasury division, but actually, you know, out there under the bright lights. Total terra incognita for a refugee fresh from the Track.

Here in the land of palms and perpetual sunlight, facing an unknown future when I realized I never had a past, the old John Hughes high school dream came back to me. I saw teens joking around in the Santa Monica mall as an All-American Rejects music video rocked on the televisions outside EB Games, and I smiled sadly to imagine what it must feel like to go to a Southern California public high school as part of this huge new Millennial Generation overflowing with its own music and movies.

I knew, of course, that the idea would forever remain a bittersweet dream, that I could do nothing about it. Not only had time and fate decreed against me, but I had to, I had to…Well, I had to do something, right? I always had to do something.

Hang on.

I had spent my entire life unquestioningly fulfilling what other people told me to do, but suddenly nobody was telling me to do anything. I stood under the high glass vault of this mall as a totally free agent.

What if, what if I actually made the dream happen?

It seemed totally and arbitrarily impossible, a quest from a universe completely parallel to the one that everybody I knew inhabited—the Google engineers, the intellectual-property lawyers, the private-equity consultants—where tech start-ups delimited the wildest outer bound of imagination and daring.

If I tried to punch through the encircling shell and achieve the dream, my success or failure could serve as a sort of universal test case. Not just for me and my random Track, but for all people everywhere on whatever prescribed paths their worlds obligated them to follow.

Failure seemed almost certain. I didn’t know a single human who had ever achieved anything outside a company office. Hundreds of thousands of global citizens surely realized something I hadn’t, and doubtless I had acted immaturely and stupidly in ignoring the Davos consensus on the good life.3 Humbled and broken, I would have to seriously rethink my choices, fading myself sooner or later into JPMorgan Chase.

But if I could pull this one off, literally anything was possible for anybody. What did people dream of? A few million dollars? Their face on a magazine? Their own country? Easy. The world minted yet another round of millionaires, “it” girls, and coups every day. But never in the thirteen-billion-year sweep of universal history had a supposed-to-be-

Manhattan-investment-banker in his midtwenties become a Southern California high schooler, ever.

I could shatter the limits for everyone.

Now, at this point in my life cycle, I realized having a real high school experience as a student would mean going undercover. Had it ever happened outside of movies?

My breath caught as I realized the constellations might have aligned above the angled plate-glass dome. Yes, it had. Cinema and any sting ops aside, the last adult who actually went back to high school undercover had been Cameron Crowe. Precisely twenty-five years before, he had pretended to be a transfer senior to create Fast Times at Ridgemont High, the book and later the film.

Precisely twenty-five years before. My heart started to pound. His class was the first all-Gen-X class to enter the American school system. He did a great job capturing the state of the kids—but those kids had now reached their forties and sent their own children to Ridgemont. The time had come to find out something about this vast unknown Millennial Generation, yeah?

Okay. I forced my breathing to slow.

Since nobody was telling me what to do, I, I would have to give myself an order for the first time in my life. Just break down the dream into tasks, break the tasks into smaller steps, and, foot in front of foot, walk a new track.

Do it now.

Electrified, I turned my head and tried to catch a glimpse of myself by surprise in a mirrored wall, see myself as a stranger would see me. Too tricky. A fair appraisal told me I hadn’t gained any wrinkles or lost any hair, necessary but possibly not sufficient conditions.

But I could second-guess how I looked until the day my Medicare card arrived. I needed a serious acid test. I had to find out if I could still pass for seventeen. I needed to go before high schoolers and teachers as a teen, to see if they accepted me or edged away slowly, shooting worried glances.

I would start at my local, neighborhood high school.

Morituri te salutant. I was going in.4

Infiltration

Back at my apartment, a dictum from the jolly old days of Trackdom leapt to mind: If you fail to prepare, you prepare to fail. I couldn’t afford to half-ass a single thing. A single slipup at any moment meant no dream and maybe even squad cars.

First, I needed a reason to interact. I could most plausibly deal with administrators, who saw a flood of random students every day. But no kid would wander over to that crotchety woman in the scheduling office just to say “what’s up.” She knows nobody wants to talk to her. I needed a pretext, but one that wouldn’t somehow involve, say, being enrolled as an actual student.

I found the key buried under piles of parent newsletters on my local school’s Web site. College application season had arrived, and the Future Center encouraged all interested seniors to come meet with an advisor. I reached back through the mists of memory to dredge up a name I had heard mentioned one very cold winter long before: FAFSA. It was an application form for college financial aid. Yup, they still existed, and they were due soon. I needed one.

I looked up the map of the school and studied it until the block outlines of buildings burned white behind my eyes. It would spell disaster to wander lost, to peer in doors, to make wrong turns.

Since I wanted to maximize face time with the authorities, I decided I’d also take a look at a book in the library. I examined digital photos of the building interior. I couldn’t hesitate or act as though I hadn’t seen those shelves for years.

I donned jeans, flip-flops, and a hooded sweatshirt. I shouldered my college backpack. It had traveled around the planet with me, from Buenos Aires to Ho Chi Minh City, and now we would go to high school.

Santa Monica H.S. is a humongous, urban, four-block-square monolith with three-thousand-

plus students, hundreds of teachers, and eight assistant principals. No one knows anyone, the kids come in every shape and size. If I couldn’t make it as a teen there, I couldn’t make it anywhere. I might as well just return to the Track and sign myself up as a strategy consultant at McKinsey.

As I turned the corner I saw through the chain-link fence for the first time. Kids wandered out of the gate, and some guys hung around wooden picnic tables and sat on the grass.

Guys dressed just like me, in hoodies and backpacks.

Then it really hit for the first time.

If I could pull off this project, these kids would become my peer group. They didn’t just provide background color like festive and identical extras. I had to fit in with them. I had to get them to like me. I had to accept their judgments on me.

In short, I had to take them seriously.

Those figures weren’t “kids,” they were people.5

I had forgotten.

Some waited around the gate for rides home. I made first contact when I walked past a girl writing in her binder. I honestly expected her to gawk and her lack of notice stunned me.

I entered campus past a giant metal sign warning me that TREPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED. Oh, God, visions of security running up. “Sir. Sir! Can we help you, sir?” Police tackling me, getting locked in the back of a cruiser. But no Klaxons sounded.

I followed a path between buildings, and people passed me, girls, guys, sitting on low walls watching, groups going by, some talking to teachers.

Slouching a little bit, thumbs tucked behind my backpack straps like I saw other people doing, I stayed riveted on their eyes behind my sunglasses. No one stared at the old guy with a backpack. No double takes or whispering.

I let the strange forms of the buildings collapse into the bright map grid I remembered. I walked into the library and may have hesitated for a split second as I took it all in. The librarian sat at a desk by the door. I glanced over at her and she smiled. Dozens of students filled the room, and I passed through them as I walked to the stacks.

The enormity of my situation sank in as I stood by the books. I had entered deep into the heart of this forbidden place and only the fact that everyone thought I was a high schooler had saved me. I focused on the spine in front of my face: Honorable Men: My Life in the CIA. I had ended up in the espionage section. I swallowed, took it down, flipped the pages. I killed another five minutes pretending to search the shelves.

Then I wandered out. I needed to go to the administration building. Could anywhere scarier exist?

I picked a door that looked right. Score. Two secretaries sat behind a big desk, chatting.

My sunglasses dangled from my hand. I had to seem unconfident, seem unpolished. No “excuse me, please.”

“Is the Future Center open?” I asked.

One of the secretaries nodded toward a hallway. “You can go check.”

“Okay,” I said.

I started for the hall and then she said, sharply, “Wait.”

Bam, bam, bam went my heart. I lost my breath. My hands turned cold.

She pointed to her computer screen. “It closes at four. I think you’re a little late. Go check anyway.”

“Okay,” I managed, and slipped away.

The center contained a bunch of desks and bright college posters, in fact deserted. But I needed a FAFSA form. I needed to interact more.

A side door opened and a woman in her thirties hurried in.

“Can I get a FAFSA form?” I asked her as she passed.

She halted and looked me full in the face at a distance of two feet.

Time stopped. Puffy eyes with crumbly liner raked me over. She saw right through me. To keep pretending would doom me. I wanted to scream. I needed to drop the act, stand up straight, deal with her as an equal, say I was someone’s older brother.

Then I broke eye contact, looked down.

“A what?” she snapped. Her lip curled.

“Uh, a FAFSA form,” I mumbled, awed before the power of the adult. “It’s like for financial aid.”

She turned away with a snort. “You come late and you want me to go digging something out for you.”

Then she spotted another woman at the end of the hall and called out. “Oh my God, hi!” They walked into an office together, laughing and talking.

I stood alone when a faint smile flicked across my face.

The rudeness. The dismissal. The lack of squad cars.

Victory!

Illusions Shatter

I tossed the backpack onto my bed and punched the air. Phase one had met total and wildly improbable success. I had gone to my local high school undercover, blended in, and talked with a few administrators. The stars had begun to glimmer, but I needed a whole lot more evidence before I staked serious time and energy on being seventeen. The hour had come to take everything to the next level.

I dialed a Los Angeles number. My uncle picked up. “Hello, Jeremy.”

“You’ll never guess who I need to talk to,” I said.

He paused to think of the unlikely. “Greg?” he hazarded.

“Wow,” I said. “You guessed.”

I had two Los Angeles cousins, a younger one and a much younger one. Greg fell into the second category. At family functions, he was always the little seventh-grader running around when I drank beer with the adults.

Currently a high school senior, he had become my peer group.

I threw myself on his mercy. He found the whole project hilarious. He agreed to take me to his private school the next day and introduce me to his friends and teachers as a senior to see if they bought it. We came up with the story that my parents planned to move from New York midyear, and I had come out with them to look at schools.

In the morning, I put on a different hooded sweatshirt and met him at his house. Adrenaline wired me and I felt ready for anything. I had no fear because I knew I wouldn’t get arrested.

“Look at me,” I told him. “I totally look like you people, don’t I?”

He gave me a critical examination. “You should lose the sunglasses. We don’t really wear them.”

“I like sunglasses,” I protested, taking them off.

“And you’re too shiny. People our age don’t wear sunscreen.”

“You gotta wear sunscreen,” I mumbled.

Greg shook his head and started the car. It was funny that we were cousins, because we looked nothing alike. He had bright red hair and freckles and had quickly grown to tower over me as a six-foot-five volleyball star. People were far more likely to believe that I was seventeen—or thirty-six, for that matter—than that he and I shared any blood relation.

Like most schools in California, Greg’s campus consisted of open buildings spaced around landscaped grounds. Warm November sun rose over the palms.

The gauntlet began the moment I stepped out of the car and didn’t end until last bell. I passed guards, signed in at the administration office, went to four classes, got lunch, hung out in the senior lot, met dozens of students and seven teachers.

The day offered nothing if not a sharp awakening. In a handful of hours, two of my most deeply held illusions crumbled.

First, although I had always wanted the John Hughes high school experience, I never truly believed it existed. I thought Crowe had either transferred to the most atypical school in America or had taken severe liberties in the telling. I wanted to believe that things would be fun and ridiculous, but an older and wiser part of me shook its head and told me I was a fool, that high school was high school everywhere. It’s lame and then it’s over. Even if I could pass and transfer in somewhere, I’d face the reality of six boring and tedious months.

Was I ever wrong.

Aside from three definitions the bio teacher read straight out of his textbook, no actual learning took place at my cousin’s school. The rest of the time was a total madhouse: Saved by the Bell meets the movie Orange County—stoners and princesses mingling in front of wacky and largely ornamental teachers. I had stepped straight onto a set.

Second, I had always believed, deep in my heart, that no one would accept me as a teen. They’d gape at me, unable to tear their eyes away, ask my cousin in urgent conference, “How old is that guy?” I knew this day would hammer the nail in the coffin, confirm that it was too late, that I had passed the point of no return. I would trudge off with a new and sadder wisdom toward a minivan and a mortgage. The Track knew best. I needed to start interviewing at Lehman Brothers on Monday.

Wrong. I was totally and completely wrong again. Nobody once blinked, much less questioned my story.

The students sympathized with my breaking up my senior year and encouraged me to come to their school. Girls showed special understanding and support.

My cousin watched in a daze. “I’ve gotta use that moving-to-a-new-city line.”

The teachers totally ignored me, except for the head of the upper school. He regretted they didn’t accept midyear transfers, but he wished me luck in my search.

By last period, I had stopped feeling like a scared double agent infiltrating a hermit kingdom of robots and had become completely comfortable with acting seventeen.

So wild success, but I still needed to find any chinks in my credibility. That night my cousin took me to a party some teens had at a big gated house up in the hills above Sunset. Facing a moonlit garden, he introduced me to a whole other group from private schools across L.A.

This time, we said I was his friend who went to a public school in Orange County. Not only did I not stand out like a polka-dot cuttlefish, but the most amazing feeling dawned on me: I was subpar for them. I got a few backhanded compliments about my assumed alma mater (“Oh, I’ve heard of Esperanza! Uh, you have a good, uh, soccer team, don’t you?”; to which I happily improvised, “Yeah! We’ve won like CIF six times since ninety-three”), but beyond that the guys patronized me and blew me off, and I struggled to get any acknowledgment from the girls at all.6 I was clearly just a stupid soccer yahoo from the sticks. Having sixteen-year-olds condescend to me felt both absurdly frustrating and unbelievably perfect at the same time.

As far as my ability to pass was concerned, the night reconfirmed the day. But I needed absolute surety. I needed to probe relentlessly for flaws. People can be polite to your face under a wide variety of circumstances and brutal behind your back. Greg needed to go in the next morning, debrief everyone who had met me, and get their opinion. Did they notice anything, uh, different about me?

The next day I watched the clock, waiting for school to get out. I called him three minutes later.

“No,” said Greg. “I asked. Nobody said anything.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Really,” he said.

“Did you really ask everybody?” I said.

“Yeah,” he said.

“Both guys and girls?”

“Yeah.”

“And they didn’t say anything?” I pressed.

“No,” he said.

“Are you sure?” I said.

“Aaah!” said Greg. “Yes, I’m sure. Nobody said anything. Like one girl like said you were cute. They thought you were cool.”

Game on.








You Make It Real



They sold it back to us and claimed no correlation: The iMac, iPod, iGeneration…

Want to be more than info-superhighway traffic,

Want to be more than a walking demographic.

—MC Lars, “iGeneration”




The Dark Night of the Superintendents

Spring semester started in a little over two months.

The time had come to get hard-core.

I needed a statistically average public high school. The Millennials were the most diverse generation in American history, and I wanted a location that reflected both their numbers and a typical middle-class income. I hoped to find something in the suburbs, where the majority of Americans live.1 It would do no good to go to a Beverly Hills High or an inner-city fortress with metal detectors and barred windows. Those places lay almost as far from the mainstream as, say, New York City.

To set some realistic boundaries, I picked the five coastal counties of Southern California. That limit meant a three-hour drive to the farthest point. The area contained 16.9 million people—and 547 public high schools.2

I looked them all up. The schools, I mean.

Depressingly, almost every site fell into one of two categories: mostly white, Asian, and affluent, or largely Latino, black, and poor. If statistics painted joyful and pluralistic harmony, it was because they smashed together two very different types of school. Only a few sites actually had middle-class diversity, and my list quickly collapsed downward to thirty-two potential locations. But still—thirty-two possibilities! What an embarrassment of riches.

I figured that selling an administration on the idea could be a little tricky—with maybe a strikeout or two—but certainly not a major issue. After all, hadn’t it been easy for Cameron Crowe? Back in 1979, twenty-two-year-old Crowe had simply walked into a typical-looking school near his house, told the principal he knew a popular country musician named Kris Kristofferson, and pow—the guy was in. So I imagined my experience would turn out somewhat similar.

As had become a trend, I could not have possibly been more wrong. I started out leaving endless unanswered messages with a string of obstructionist secretaries. Lucky days meant I got shunted to a vice-principal’s voice mail. I made follow-up calls every few days, and waited weeks for two-line e-mails. The no’s came fast and terse and furious: It would not be appropriate for our high school. We are simply not in a position to accommodate your request. We are not in a position to accept your offer at this time. There is no interest in pursuing this project.

Suddenly, thirty-two schools and two months didn’t look so great after all. I operated with tight time constraints and a limited list. Before I knew what had happened, I had slipped to seven weeks and twenty-four schools. I was going nowhere. My chances dropped away. Why was I failing?

I realized I needed a radical change in plans.

Believing they worked as some sort of talisman, I had been repeating the exact words Crowe had used to convince his principal—“The object is to write a book about real, contemporary life in high school”—but nobody bought it.

So I thought of other ways to describe things. I hail from bullet-pointed realms where you Write To Communicate, and the art of prose means crafting everything down with painstaking care to the fewest and smallest words possible. Now I realized I had shot myself in the foot with the clarity, and the time had come to turn one word into eight and dump in the Latinate multisyllabics. An oil tanker spill is also a “logistical petroleum bulk flow discontinuity with scaled impact on terraqueous biomes.” And pretending to be a teen to see what’s going on in high school is, technically, a “participant observation study.” It just sounds better, you know?

I got my degrees in the social sciences and I knew how to give the world a participant observation study, all right, thick reams of paper stuffed with designs and rationales and charts and a brutal castigation of an opposing paradigm for susceptibility “to all the criticisms that Lyotard leveled at metanarratives in general,” what with its derivation from “an underlying neo-Hegelian metaphysics of generational change.”

Ah, what a difference the thesaurus made. Principals started to speak with me, and the principals showed interest.

The obstructionist secretaries danced offstage, and my new nemesis shimmied on, the magic word liability. I quickly realized that sometime over the previous twenty-five years, America had become a land where everybody knew they were victims. Victims who would klutz coffee into their laps and then flail off to sue the human genome for reckless endangerment.

Most principals wouldn’t touch the project with one of those long poles the janitor uses to retrieve basketballs from the roof of the math quad. “That’s sounds like a very interesting idea, but it’s just not going to work at this site,” they told me over and over again on the phone. “Because of liability.”

On the rare chance I got a face-to-face meeting, they would invariably say: “Well, I must admit I’m excited! Just let me run it by my district first.” Then I’d wait a week for the “no.” Slightly embarrassed and feeling they owed me insight, the principals would finish by offering their analysis of the situation: “Well, you know, that was twenty-five years ago. The world has changed so much since then. Liability and whatnot.”

The meetings themselves shaded toward the bizarre.

One avuncular principal settled back into his chair and steepled his fingers. “Well,” he said, after a long time. “I personally don’t have a problem with it.”

“That’s excellent!” I said.

He cleaned a tooth. “It would be very interesting to find out what’s going on. I know they have sex in the bathrooms, because we keep catching them at it.”

I nodded seriously.

“But what if, say this happens. Say you show up, and some girls decide they like you.”

I opened my mouth to launch into my speech about how I was going to have No Intimate Contact. He silenced me with a wave of his hand. “And say the other fellows get jealous, and they think that the new kid is taking all the girls away from them, they decide to beat you up. What happens then? Will you sue me?”

“Oh, no,” I said. “No.”

He became pensive. “You’d have to sign a piece of paper about that, I believe.”

I readied my pen, but he got the “no” from his district, so the point became moot.

I fell to six weeks and twenty schools. I needed to step it up. I began to arrive at my appearances with a dazzling smile, a Ralph Lauren suit, and a leather briefcase. I extracted my formal study proposals from a crimson Stanford folder that I casually left out, offered references and PowerPoint presentations.

Plus I did more research. One source I used to gain information about principals was RateMyTeachers.com, a Web site where students could go and post their opinions of their faculty and score them on a scale of one to five. All eighty students had given one particular principal the lowest rating. Somebody even wrote, pleading: “Look at all the 1s. can’t you see everyone hates you. why won’t you just go away?” And another, “Usually at least a few asskissers say they like their principal but nobody is stupid enough 2 like you, we all hate you sooooo much demented bitch.”

I found a skittish mousey woman with a hunted look in her eye. She kept chewing on her lip.

She glanced at my proposal. “Well, you sold me!” she exclaimed after five seconds, dropping it on the table. “This is more work than my dissertation.”

I suppressed my sweeping elation and shared her pleasant laughter.

“You’re going to need a new wardrobe,” she said, wringing her hands. “Oh, the transformation!”

She rose from her chair. “So who do you want to be? Come on, look out the window.”

The lunch bell had rung, and she pointed to the crowds filling her campus. “See? I’ve got all my groups. I’ve got my skaters, I’ve got my jocks, I’ve got my surfers, I’ve got my wannabes under that tree.”

You know you’re doing badly when your principal singles you out as a wannabe under the wannabe tree.

“If you’d like to be a geek,” she said, “you could be in the Computer Club!”

“I’d just like to be totally average,” I said.

She reflected for an instant. “How good is your English accent? You could be an exchange student.”

“I think I should probably be an American,” I said.

She went to talk to her district. I followed up several times, but I never heard from her again.

No, no, no. I suddenly looked down and saw that I had five weeks and sixteen schools left. I began to panic, slide into higher gears. Time was draining past, the list was shrinking, the window to make up for the void that had been my youth was closing.

Life became a teenage nightmare of constantly approaching, and being rejected by, a series of high school principals. I spent every waking hour on the phone making calls or planning strategy at the computer. Every week or so, I’d swing a meeting, and then I’d suit up and drive to some random campus around Southern California.

The days on my calendar evaporated and I had gone nowhere. I had to work harder, harder….

One principal wore a Hawaiian shirt (RateMyTeachers.com: “decent guy but condecending”). He had a deep tan and slicked-back blond hair and grinned broadly.

“How are you?” he asked me.

“Great,” I said. “How are you?”

“It’s a beautiful day in sunny Southern California,” he said, “and I’d rather be surfing. So let me get this right. You want me to let you transfer in undercover as a student and take classes?”

“Exactly,” I said.

He scrutinized me for a moment. “Well, you look like you’re eighteen. Do you want to be a junior or a senior?”

“I’d like to be a senior,” I said.

He nodded, and his grin got bigger. “I think rules are there to be bent. Whenever I hear about a rule, I think about a way to bend it.”

The vice-principal, who sat quietly in the corner, ventured: “I think rules are there to be followed.”

The principal held up a hand. “Don’t even get started, Roger. If I get fired, I’m taking you down with me.”

Roger must have been very relieved when the district said no.

Countdown to Nothing

I had one month and eleven schools left. I began to go off the deep end. I couldn’t sleep more than three hours a night. I didn’t know a single person in my life who had left the Track and succeeded, I didn’t have a single real-life example that anything else was possible.

Everything fell into a neat pattern. Anytime I couldn’t talk to someone face-to-face, they’d reject the idea out of hand. I needed to meet with both the principal and then the district, but any interested principals insisted on asking their bosses solo first, which meant an inevitable no. I yearned to grab a principal and scream, “For the love of God, I must speak with your district in person! This exact same situation has fallen apart seven times already!”

I had two weeks and four schools left. I hit the wire of desperation. On the Internet, I saw that the assistant superintendent of a desirable district would appear on a television panel that evening. The panel would broadcast live from Carlsbad, a few hours away.

“This is the hardest I’ve ever seen anyone work for anything in my life,” a friend said carefully.

I barely heard him, because my thoughts had flown to the superintendent. Boy, it would be nice to talk with her and tell her my idea. I never got to talk to superintendents.

I pounded Eminem’s “Lose Yourself” as I tore at ninety-five miles per hour down the freeway at sunset. “Success is my only motherfucking option, failure’s not,” I sang along with Eminem as I adjusted my tie and met my fixedly bright gaze in the rearview mirror.

I tracked down the building, said the right things to a lot of people, and got into the broadcast room. I knew I wouldn’t be able to catch the superintendent afterward, so during the commercial break, I climbed right up to her table onstage.

“Liability, you know? I’m sorry, I don’t want to take up any more of your time.”

I had no time left to take. Only a week and a half remained before the spring semester started. Everyone wrote me off. People kept asking what I planned to do now that the high school thing hadn’t worked out. I just ratcheted up the intensity of my smile and repeated Eminem at them until they went away. But I knew the painful truth: My options had basically run out. I had gone through every potential school in Southern California. I had only two possibilities left.

I looked at the handful of days remaining on my calendar. I had spent months doing literally nothing at all—not even on Sundays, not even at 3:00 A.M.—besides hurling myself at the entire Southern California secondary-school system like a migratory bird at a windowpane. I had already met with the principals of both sites remaining on my list. Mirador Senior High School in Emerald Valley had the better statistics, but the point was theoretical. I had nothing else to do but wait with cheery and fatalistic mania for the “no” from both districts.

I was trying very hard not to think about the future when my cell phone rang.

“This is Irma Chao from Mirador High School,” the voice said. It paused briefly. “I’ve set up a tentative meeting for you with the district tomorrow afternoon. I haven’t said anything, because I figured it was probably better to let you tell them what the project’s about yourself. Will you be able to make it?”

The next day, my thirty-first school gave me a yes.

Two Commandments

During the district meeting, I established two rules for the new life ahead of me:


	1) I would initiate no illegal activity.

	2) I would have no intimate contact with any student.




The rest of the technicalities were quite simple:

I would keep the name and location of Mirador secret.

I would play a transfer senior from Hermosa Beach.

I would start school the next week.



High School Eye for the Older Guy

On my way home from the Emerald Valley Unified School District, I found that despite sitting behind the wheel and pressing pedals, I had no idea what was happening. The waking world had become such a solid wall of bliss that I couldn’t drive. I parked on the side of the road and called a few people to share the ocean of universal joy before I felt ready to set off again.

Somewhere on the freeway, I realized I had spent months of anguish wearing suits and trying to impress educational professionals, and now I had a week to transform myself into a high schooler who lived in Emerald Valley.

I needed an address, a family phone number, identification, teen clothing, and enough youth culture expertise to be a high schooler and not a doof in his midtwenties. Major gear shift.

Emerald Valley? Somewhere in inland Orange County. I had never heard of it before either. I’d been there precisely once in my life when I visited the school.

Did I know anyone at all from Emerald Valley? Not off the top of my head, I sure didn’t. And I couldn’t even ask around without revealing the school’s location. When I got home, I went straight to search my alumni directories.

There I found exactly one possibility. We had gone to boarding school together, but I barely knew her. Another Track refugee, born in Emerald Valley, she had dropped out of one of America’s top colleges and moved up to L.A. to front her own rockabilly band under the name Dulcie Younger.

I called her as an act of faith; we had only spoken once before, at an alumni event a few months earlier. At the very least, I believed I could trust her not to tell anyone that I was going to Mirador.

As it turned out, the project charmed Dulcie. The next morning she met me outside her house in full ’50s attire, red patent leather Mary Janes and green Capri pants. We set off for Emerald Valley on a mission to find me a phone number and an address.

Attending Mirador meant a captivating bind. I needed Emerald Valley contact information without an actual place to live. Because of the town’s small size, I couldn’t have an apartment there without fear that someone would find me out, without worrying that I’d go to school with next-door neighbors who knew darn well that I paid the rent. Since I couldn’t handle a ninety-minute commute before first period, I planned on moving to a nearby city soon enough. Right now, however, I needed to create the appearance of a house in Emerald Valley without ever having one.

Dulcie first took me on a brief tour of the streets, getting me just barely acquainted enough for a plausible new guy.

We solved the phone number problem easily. I bought the cheapest prepaid cellular plan from a store in a nearby city. It gave me the allimportant local area code and a voice-mail box that I could dial in to access from anywhere. I needed nothing else to simulate a family number. Dulcie recorded the “we’re not here right now” message in her best middle-

aged-mom voice.

The address posed a trickier problem. We talked to a few people that Dulcie knew, but everybody seemed to have children somewhere in the district school system, and we decided not to reveal what we needed in case they couldn’t keep a secret.

So we became robust solutions architects. We looked up the locations of all the mailbox rental places in town, and we picked the most obscure and seedy one, located in a mainly residential area. We would get a box in the name of my imaginary parents and high school self. I could just give the rental place as my address, and pretend that the P.O. box was an apartment number. I hid in the car while Dulcie went in to scope out the situation.

Success. The mailbox place was closing, so we took the papers to fill out later. On the freeway back to L.A., our missions accomplished, I turned up the music and hit the accelerator as we cruised opposite the unmoving miles of commuter traffic.

“We should definitely write the alumni magazine about today,” I said.

Dulcie laughed.

Next on the list came my X-Treme Teen Makeover. It wasn’t the most radical transformation that Hollywood has ever seen. I never felt tempted to roll up in plaid flannel blasting Alice in Chains, expecting nothing to have changed over the previous ten years.

I had always enjoyed new things, and I had stayed focused in the present, instead of throwing up my hands at some point and ignoring new popular culture, which seemed to have slowly happened to even the last of the holdouts around me. I listened to the radio, for example, instead of continually rethumbing a stack of aging Dave Matthews CDs like some other people my age.

So I already had some idea of what went on, but nothing close to enough. The handful of dubious stats and buzzwords gleefully deployed on upward of seventy million individuals when adults tell other adults about “the Millennial Generation” now had to go deep into the paper shredder so I could figure out what life was really like.

I ignored absolutely anything written by anyone over eighteen and went straight to the primary source. I spent countless hours on popular online sites like MySpace, reading thousands of profiles that teenagers had posted about themselves, seeing what kinds of music, movies, clothes they really liked. What they really disliked. What expressions they really used. I poured though incalculable teen postings on message boards and forums, I Xanga’d and LiveJournal’d, opening the virtual online diaries and profiles of hundreds of teens. I learned about video games, TV shows, subcultures, products, slang, self-perceptions, trends. Whatever I hadn’t heard of, I looked up. That turned out to be a lot, and I learned embarrassingly vast amounts of information. Eventually I reached a saturation point where everything started making sense, and I suspected I had a decent handle on the actual teen world.

I set up an appointment with my cousin to debrief him on adolescent coolness after his volleyball game. I brought a legal pad to take notes. To start, I asked him to list some bands I should like.

He gave me a name.

“Shyeah, maybe like last summer,” I said offhand. “I mean, who’s cool right now?”

I lifted my pleading eyes to meet his shocked stare. Training day had apparently ended quickly.

A few details remained, of course. Since my home had already been set as Hermosa Beach, I had to customize my identity around the given. I came from a lucky place—far enough away that anything I did out of the norm could be chalked up to the peculiarities of the shore, close enough that I wouldn’t have to bring up how warm it was in California every five seconds.

I needed to act like a Hermosa teen, which meant—as in many coastal places in California—an interesting blend of arrogance and mocking self-deprecation. Done. I also had the coastal long hair, versus Emerald Valley’s inland short and spiky. Good.

I also had to dress like a beach guy who surfed. I walked into Pacific Sunwear and dropped five hundred dollars on clothes. Now that may not sound like such an impressive sum, and five hundred dollars may net one polo shirt at Comme Des Garçons, but you get a lot of bang for your buck when the fashion staple is a graphic-printed skate T.

I could barely carry the bags stuffed with sneakers, shorts, belts, sweatshirts, T-shirts, jeans, necklaces, long-sleeve Ts, socks, collared knits. As the cashier, himself a high schooler, stammered: “Enjoy your new wardrobe.”

Now one day remained before school started. The only piece still missing from the puzzle was a driver license. Every single element in my life required faultless and seamless integration. That’s how you make it real. If someone borrowed my cell phone, found my binder, or looked through the glove compartment in my car, nothing could indicate I was anything other than I seemed. Likewise with my driver license—if anyone asked to see it or looked at my wallet, I couldn’t mysteriously not have one. The one and only crack in the immaculate armor would be my house, and I needed to save all my secrecy points and awkward evasions for keeping people away from my home sweet mailbox.

I needed an ID. I asked around. I had a friend whose nineteen-year-old coworker planned to get his own card. His name was Paul, and he had exact directions for a place we could go to. There I could get a fake driver license—or, if I preferred, a real driver license. Or green card, birth certificate, Social Security card, or passport.

Ah, this place was not Compton or South Central, with their quaint down-home values. He referred to the Rampart sector of Los Angeles, an urban disaster zone, a vortex that resisted description. The nicest, Chamber of Commerce sort of thing to say was probably that the area was a sea of petty felons and deinstitutionalized insane homeless wandering against the backdrop of a titanic clash of three hostile power blocs struggling for control of the blasted streets.

Paul was an urban tribal kind of guy, with a shaved head, goatee, Chinese character tattoos, and ears gauged by plugs.3 I guess because I constituted the nominal adult, he still looked to me to lead this venture. Into the wasteland we walked, searching for identification.

We stepped out of the car beside the stagnant lake of a decaying park where dozens of people huddled on the street. One bearded man tried to offer us a lightbulb. “You just turn it on if they come back,” he insisted.

A guy across the intersection in a bandana and baggy khakis stopped talking to a fried pupusa vendor and nodded at us.

“That cat’s giving us the eye,” said Paul. He called everyone “cats.”

The light changed, and we crossed toward the bandana man. My secret weapon was that, although I seem like a total gringo, I speak Spanish fluently. The guy wouldn’t know that, and I could take decisive action if he started talking about stealing our cash or icing us.

“What you looking for?” he asked us when we arrived. “What you want?”

We had entered MS-13 territory, but he didn’t have the right tattoos or colors. I figured he probably claimed a smaller gang, the Crazy Riders, who had bought a Rampart drug and ID franchise from MS-13 in exchange for protection from Eighteenth Street. I had done research for a change.

“Coca? ID?” he suggested.

“ID,” I said. (Although part of me wanted to say, “Shoulder-mounted rocket launchers and South African passports.” That would have been interesting too.)

“Two ID?” he said.

“Yeah,” I said. “But can you do the underage ones? Like with the red stripe and everything?”

My Crazy Rider raised his eyebrows for a second. “You want to be more younger?”

“Yeah, just me,” I said. “I need to be seventeen.”

He nodded. “Okay,” he said. “I can do that.”

The pupusa vendor turned to him. “You’re charging them fifty?” he asked in Spanish.

“No, seventy each,” the guy answered in Spanish.

So I bargained him back down to fifty dollars. Then a burning desire suddenly overcame me to write my ID off on my 1040 Schedule C as a work expense. I wondered if Crazy Riders issued receipts, and was pleased to learn they did.

We followed him a block to a collapsing art deco tower, paint peeling from its carved detailing. We took a cage elevator to a huge office suite, now empty except for a fat woman who waited with a camera amid the flaking columns and paneled ceilings.

The man paced, looking down onto street corners through the grimy windows and speaking nonstop into his cell phone about times and positions. Paul and I proceeded to write down who we would become on small scraps of paper. Our new names, our new hometowns, our new birth dates.

The guy needed some time to get our cards together, and he reappeared across the street forty-five minutes later. We handed off the cash and cards precisely at the moment an LAPD patrol car drifted around the corner.

Paul, the Crazy Rider, and I froze like antelope in the headlights and lived a fight-or-flee nightmare of pounding adrenals. Then the squad car continued onward, and we all shared a hearty laugh before saying good-bye.

Rising up onto the high, arcing freeways that passed over the warren of Rampart, I looked down at the shiny piece of plastic in my hand to confirm who I had become.

I was seventeen. I was from Hermosa Beach. And I had paid tribute to the master whose vision of teenage life had inspired me so many years before.

My name was Jeremy Hughes.








Part Two









Popular



You might take a second look,

It’s just a game we play.

—New Found Glory,

“Constant Static”




Positive Attitude

Back in the foundation time, the old monk Serra had trekked across the mighty rivers and burning deserts and frozen mountain ranges of the new world in his simple brown robe. Restlessly driven to seek the spot where all dust ended, he pounded his sturdy walking staff into the rough dirt of the earth and carved out a trail across the trackless wilderness, a royal road that joined all the communities of his embryonic civilization, from his San Diego in the south to his San Francisco in the far north. He walked barefoot.1

Now steel, concrete, and the passage of eons had frozen Serra’s humble path into California’s two main freeways, the 5 and the 101.2 I sat among the 6:00 A.M. traffic of angry people in SUVs who retraced his ancient pilgrimage for their daily commute. They checked office voice mail on their cell phones, slammed their brakes, gulped Starbucks, and spaced out to the radio.

My first day of class had arrived, and I now lived for everybody who ever dreamed of going back to high school. They would want to be cool. They would want to do and say everything right. I owed it to everyone to make the dream come true. I had resolved to become part of the cool crowd.

Before I even considered becoming a big man on campus, though, I needed to actually get there. The traffic inched past taunting signs proclaiming the speed limit sixty-five.

This commute had to go. Fortunately, the evening before, not only had I found an ad for a perfect apartment in a neighboring city, but I had also traded in my starter mailbox for a major residential upgrade. A friend of my aunt’s turned out to live in Emerald Valley, we swore her to secrecy, and I gained an official address with windows and a chimney.

I exited the freeway in Emerald Valley, and turned onto Orchard Road. There the big green-and-gold roadside marquee declared MIRADOR SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL: HOME OF THE MARLINS, next to a graphic of a grinning swordfish in sunglasses. The low set of concrete buildings stretched away among trees and grass. A letter board underneath the marquee added, cryptically, SAVE OUR SCHOOL. $190,000. THANK YOU.

I didn’t feel nervous or even energized. I stood so far beyond the normal rules of reality that the scene felt more like a dream than a waking day. Life meant business cards and cubicles and down payments and promotions and everyone going desperately to bars with marriage and babies on the horizon. I wore Dickies shorts and skater shoes. A backpack sat on the seat next to me. I had entered a dreamzone.

A stream of cars lined the road outside Mirador, parents dropping off their sons and daughters. I knew the school had two parking lots, the staff-and-visitor area I had parked in before, and a student lot. A large woman with a walkie-talkie stood by the gate to the faculty spaces, and I felt a pulsing sense of danger surrounding them, an ancient feeling I had forgotten. I realized that if I tried to park there, I would get in trouble. Trouble does not come in such a pure form in the adult world.

So I turned with dozens of cars into the student lot. A man with a scar on his forehead scrutinized each of us at the gate, but I just kept my head forward and drove through. I parked, grabbed my backpack, and got out.

One guy leaned from his car window and called to me, “Dude, when does school start today? Is this like a reverse minimum day?”

I shrugged. “Dude, I don’t know,” I said. “Sorry.”

I set off toward the buildings. This guy thought I went to his school. He thought I belonged here. I guess I did go here. I was a Mirador student now. Go, Marlins. Oh, my God. I had entered a dream.

I walked onto the campus, past low cinder block buildings, through quads planted with fan palms, bright-flowered bushes, banana leaves, and tangles of spiky succulents. Hundreds of people talked and laughed in groups, clustered on benches, sat on steps, stood in loose crowds. It felt like virtual reality, a living museum like colonial Williamsburg, as if all the people had shown up just for me. I wanted to stop and stare at everybody and everything, peer into all the classrooms, go up to each group and hear what they were talking about. It required effort to amble along the paths to the administration building, trying to look like everyone else, eyes dully ahead, bored and annoyed to be back for another semester. I was happy to notice that nobody gave me a second glance. I caught sight of the crowds in a big mirrored window and had to hunt to find myself among them, an indistinguishable form, backpack, Volcom T-shirt, shorts.

The receptionist at the desk didn’t blink, sent me to a chair in the waiting area until my counselor arrived. I had one fellow spring-semester transfer, a tiny Filipina sophomore. Terror roiled her wide eyes as we sat and watched students and adults rush past, greet one another.

“Where did you go?” I asked her.

“West High School,” she said. “In Torrance.”

“This sucks, huh?”

“Yeah,” she said, with passion and bitterness. “This really sucks.”

She didn’t seem too up for a chat about the state of her generation, so we sat in silence until a white-haired woman came and claimed her.

A short girl with dark hair, somewhat heavy, hurried past with two sweatshirts tied around her waist, one on the back, one on the front. The receptionist shook her head. “Back again, Sara?”

“He made me cover my legs.” The girl laughed, blushing.

A few minutes later, a fat man with glasses and a striped shirt peered around the comer and read off a folder. “Jeremy Hughes?”

Oh, that was me.

“Yeah,” I said.

He approached with a big smile and outstretched hand.

“Hi, Jeremy,” he said. “I’m Alan Markowitz, I’m going to be your counselor. Could you please come—”

Beeeeeeeep.

At the sound of a tone, he and everyone froze. The room fell deathly silent. All humans swiveled to the corner and lifted their arms. Panic. What was happening?

“Good morning, Mirador Senior High School!” bubbled a staticky beige speaker on the wall. “Please join me in the pledge of allegiance!”

Nobody noticed as I rose and joined in a fraction too late. Neither in New York nor in boarding school had we ever performed this ritual. Curveballs zagged on all sides.

Soon I sat on a chair in Mr. Markowitz’s little office as he reviewed my C+/B- records. Of the entire school, only Dr. Chao knew my true identity. None of the staff knew, none of the teachers knew—nobody.

His eyes lit up when he saw my presumed old school. “Oh, my gosh,” he said. “My nephew went there! Did you know Ryan Markowitz? He would have been a few years older than you.”

“Wow,” I said, “that name sounds really familiar.”

“I’m going to have to ask him about you,” he said happily, as he scanned the pages.

The PA speaker in the background continued listing all sorts of information. I strained to hear, but our conversation and the static made it impossible.

“Hey, it looks like you’ve done”—my counselor paused—“pretty well. What are you planning on doing next year?”

“I sent in the, uh, applications for UCSC and Cal State Long Beach,” I said. “I’m like really hoping for UCSC, but I’m probably going to Long Beach.”

“Well,” he said, “we’ve also got a very good school here that you may want to keep an open mind about, which is Emerald Community College.” He saw my shocked look and quickly added, “Just in case.” He gave me a brochure.

Then he tilted his head. “So how are you holding up with the move?”

“It doesn’t even feel real to me,” I said, in all truth. “It feels like a dream.”

“Well, you seem to have a positive attitude,” he enthused, “and that’s great!”

An intense guy’s voice came on the speaker, loud and sincere. It cut straight through the static. “The Word of the Day,” our beige box pronounced, “is rangiferine. Adjective. From the Old French rangier, a reindeer, possibly from the Old Swedish ren, a reindeer, plus the Latin ferus, wild, untamed. One. Pertaining to or like caribous. Two. Belonging to the animal genus containing caribous. Rangiferine.”

Mr. Markowitz watched me for a reaction. “Ah hah hah hah…,” he laughed, a little embarrassed.

His laser printer fed out a copy of my new schedule. Algebra 2, Physiology, Third-Year French, American Government, LUNCH, PE, Senior English.

“Let me find an ASB student to take you around and get you set up here, Jeremy,” said my counselor, and huffed out of the room. I remembered from my handbook that ASB was the Mirador term for student council.

He returned with a guy in a striped polo and khaki cargo shorts. The guy had popped his collar up and radiated haughty disdain.

“What’s up,” he said. “I’m Ross.”

“Hey, what’s up,” I said. “I’m Jeremy.”

Mr. Markowitz beamed and ushered us out. “Feel free to stop by anytime, Jeremy!” he said, and shut the door.

Away we went on our tour of the campus.

In areas of America where the temperature drops below freezing, high school planners favor the construction of a single big building with locker-filled hallways. No such climatic constraints had troubled the architects who sketched the walls of Mirador Senior High School in 1965.

Their creativity found its canvas in a newly incorporated city in the sunny inland basin of Orange County, an hour south of Los Angeles and an hour north of the Mexican border. The population of California’s suburban Southland had exploded in the giddy postwar years, which meant a whole lot of teens had either arrived or were scheduled to appear shortly.3

Emerald Valley answered their rising challenge with a school that sprawled in the sun like an open-air starfish. Five concrete quads, each one ringed by low classroom buildings, formed the radiant points around a wide central quad.

I have a terrible sense of direction under the best of circumstances, so I tuned out Ross’s lengthy explanation of the five-plus-one quad system and concentrated on remaining very calm.

Two months had passed since my day undercover at my cousin’s school, and I had spent most of the intervening time interacting with adults. I had to remember: Just act like a normal human being but, uh, on the seventeen-year-old level. Breathe.

Ross saw my eyes glaze over as he explained how I could determine quad based on room number. “You’ll get used to it after a while,” he said.

Then he ran through a brief overview of the social topography. “Freshmen hang out down there by the parking lot, sophomores in the language arts quad, juniors over there on the steps, and seniors up at that circle.”

The circle in question meant a concrete ring of a few benches with a California pepper tree in the middle. How did all five hundred and eleven Mirador seniors pack themselves into that space?

I figured I’d wait and see. Ross looked at my green shirt. “Hey,” he said. “You’re wearing our senior color.”

I smiled. “Nice.”

“Red’s juniors, blue’s sophomores, and yellow is freshmen. You usually want to wear it on rally days and for like special events.”

Then we arrived at the ASB office. A digital camera flashed and soon I held my own plastic school ID, which commanded me “You must carry this card with you at all times.” I handed over twenty dollars and caught my bundle of gym clothes—mesh shorts and a Mirador T. I preordered my yearbook, got an info packet about class rings, and a sheet with my locker assignment.

The day warmed up, and the electronic beep sounded. We had missed first period, so as students poured from their rooms into the sunshine, Ross brought me to physiology. My first class.

Demented Kindergarten

The Mirador bio lab consisted of two identical rooms, each with rows of black epoxy countertops and a demonstration table in front. A small corridor connected the two rooms. A stream of people flowed in the doors behind me and took seats in either space; the two areas seemed interchangeable and both seemed to contain our physiology class. No one paid me the slightest attention.

The right room seemed pretty full with about thirty people, so I veered left, where I saw only twelve or so. I took an empty seat at a lab table next to a girl with dark black hair streaked through by a single chunk of blond.

She half looked over at me.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” she said. She wore a vintage Smurfs T.

“I’m new,” I said.

“New in this class or new at school?” she asked.

“At school.”

“Oh,” she said. “I’m so sorry for you. That really sucks. Welcome to an institution founded on popularity, sports, ass kissing, and corruption.”

I smiled. “Tight.”4

“Where are you from?”

“Hermosa Beach,” I said.

“Hah. That really sucks. The beach is so much better than here. I like transferred last year from Corona del Mar, and I miss it so much. I still think of it as my school, like all my friends are back there.”

Thus bonded, we shook hands. Her name was Thea.

I looked around the room. Posters of the Los Angeles Lakers basketball team covered the walls, along with newspaper clippings that tracked the season so far. Huge purple-and-yellow writing on the whiteboard commanded us to “Think Happy Laker Thoughts Tonight!!!” Stars, confetti, and smiley faces surrounded the words.

“Somebody likes the Lakers, huh?” I said.

Thea shuddered. “Unnnh. That’s Ms. Horn. She like grades us down for a week if they lose a game.”

“Where is she?” I asked.

“Check the other room. You probably need to tell her you’re here.”

I pointed to an index card taped to the lab table in front of my seat. It had a number fifteen surrounded by the same magic marker stars and smiles.

Thea rolled her eyes. “Yeah, this class is kinda like demented kindergarten.”

I stood. People talked, doodled, or slept. One tall, skinny girl with tons of makeup, an extremely short white skirt, and highlighted hair hid behind a supply cabinet door and yelled into her cell phone. “You’re such an asshole! Fuck you, Shawn! I hate you and I’m not fucking talking to you.” She hit the hang-up button and clomped to her seat. “Fuck him, Sara, he’s an asshole,” she said to the same short dark-haired girl I had seen in the office that morning.

I walked into the other room.

Here everybody talked. The teacher sat behind her desk playing computer solitaire.

Oh, my God, I thought.

She was my age. She had short brown hair and three piercings in one ear. If the scene had been Hollywood, I’m sure I would have fallen madly in love with her. But I just didn’t feel that special spark. I was too busy wondering how many nanoseconds it would take for her to see straight through me.

Her eyes lit up when I introduced myself. “I have a new student!” she squealed, clapping her hands. “Oh, let me see who you have.” She looked down at my schedule.

“Okay, okay, oh, Mulligan, I had him when I was here! Okay, ooooh, Lamarque. He screams, and the freshmen can’t take it. And Schroeder’s okay.”

“Thanks for letting me know,” I said.

We wandered together into the little corridor. “Where should you sit?” she wondered.

I pointed to the left room. “I had been sitting in there.”

“Well, I’ll tell you,” she said, “that’s where I put all the cool people. The annoying people I put in the other room.”

“Oh,” I said.

She looked me over. “Let’s see what the group has to say.” We entered the left room.

“Hey, guys,” Ms. Horn called over the noise. She picked up a stack of detention forms on the desk. “Guys, I don’t want to hand out equalizers.” The room fell marginally quieter. She grabbed me by the shoulder and brought me front and center. “This is my new friend Mr. Jeremy Hughes, who’s just come to Mirador all the way from Hermosa Beach. Can he stay with us on this side?”

Shrugs. “Okay,” some girl said.

Ms. Horn clapped her hands. “We like you!” she squeaked. “Let me introduce you to everybody.”

She pointed to my seatmate at the front. “This is Theodora, and she’s a sophomore. She’s a little weird and quiet, but she did a good job with the practice cat.”

We moved onward to another lab bench. Ms. Horn pointed to the girl who had been hiding behind the cabinet door. “This is my friend Charity Warner. She’s a junior and she has a boyfriend already, but she’s a good person to know because she’ll invite you to parties.”

“Uhh, I am soooo mad at Shawn,” said Charity.

“Oh, Ms. Warner, are you having problems with your boyfriend?”

“He’s such a liar, I’m so sick of him,” said Charity.

“Ohhhh,” sympathized Ms. Horn. She pointed to the short, slightly heavy dark-haired girl sitting next to her. “This is Sara, and she’s a sophomore. She has a boyfriend who she’s too good for and she shouldn’t be with. We’re hoping they’ll break up, so if you’re looking for a new girlfriend…”

“Heh heh,” I laughed. “I actually already have a girlfriend.”

“Oh,” said Ms. Horn. “Okay.” She pointed to a guy with spiky hair, two silver-balled horseshoe earrings, and an eyebrow piercing. “This is my friend Mr. Victor Reyes.”

Vic had his face down on the dull black lab table. “I’m so hung over, Ms. Horn,” he moaned.

“Me too,” said another guy. “Like six of us were drinking last night.”

“Right on, bro,” said Vic, nodding at him. They punched fists.

“Drinking on Sunday night.” Ms. Horn smiled. She sat on the lab bench and shook her head. “Tsk, tsk.”

“Take an Advil,” said Charity.

“You’re a slut,” said Vic.

“Viiiiicc!” whined Charity.

“‘Viiiiicc!’” mimicked Ms. Horn, making fun of her.

“Ms. Hoooooorn,” whined Charity.

“Ohhhhhh,” whined the teacher.

Vic put his arms over his head. “Sweet Jesus, which is more terrible? Go ahead, rate them.”

“Mr. Reyes,” said Ms. Horn, “was that a nice way to speak to a young lady?”

“She’s not a lady,” said Vic, and he dodged back as Charity swung at him.

“You’re such a fag,” said Charity.

“Miss Warner,” said the teacher, “is that appropriate language for the classroom?”

Meanwhile, of course, everyone else talked or zoned out.

“You’re such a homosexual,” Charity corrected herself.

“Oh, boy,” bubbled Ms. Horn. “I can see what this semester is going to be like. I had this kid last period, this really bad kid…. He was giving me such a headache. I sent him straight into the annoying room.” Then something occurred to her. “Did anybody watch the Lakers game last night?”
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