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To Dad, Mom, Bryan, Lins, and Andy. My own high school years were unremarkable except for having you as their anchor.





You road I enter upon and look around, I believe you are not all that is here, I believe that much unseen is also here.

—Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass





Author’s Note

“Although my book is intended mainly for the entertainment of boys and girls, I hope it will not be shunned by men and women on that account, for part of my plan has been to try to pleasantly remind adults of what they once were themselves, and of how they felt and thought and talked, and what [strange] enterprises they sometimes engaged in.”

So wrote Mark Twain in his preface to The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, and so was my own intention while spending many hundreds of hours with the young people—all high school seniors—described in these pages. I spent those hours in order to capture not just a vital, fleeting passage of life, but also a moment in our country—one whose significance very few foresaw in the late summer of 2016 when this work began.

I had previously been invited to speak at both Ánimo Pat Brown Charter High School and Beverly Hills High School, and so I was acquainted with administrators and teachers who graciously permitted me wide access during the 2016–17 school year and introduced me to the students whose stories comprise this book. During that year, I went to classes, dances, sports games, school board meetings, assemblies, plays, homecomings, proms, graduations. I visited homes and spent time with parents and grandparents and siblings. I willingly entered gridlock to intercept four separate points of the Los Angeles Marathon, in which one of the students ran. But for the most part, I just sat with these boys, typically over takeout from In-N-Out Burger, and talked frequently throughout the year—about their days, their futures, their hopes and doubts, their challenges both known and unknown, as well as the whimsical moments from which much of their lives was wrought. The stories within this book largely take place in schools, but this book is not necessarily about “school.” This book is about people—mostly young people who are foolish and flawed and impulsive, of course, but who are also (I believe) among the best of us. They are certainly the future of us.

In my first remarks to these boys, I stated that I was not interested in having them try to represent a race, a neighborhood, a school, a socioeconomic condition. I asked that they try, as best they could, only to represent themselves.

I was physically present for many but not all of the events written. Those I was not present for were reported to me in detail by people who were there, including dialogue and other fine details.

The internal workings of individual minds were also reported to me in recorded interviews and written as closely to their descriptions as I am capable of—not quite in real time and stream of consciousness, but not far removed.

Data regarding neighborhoods and the various educational systems described were pulled entirely from publicly available documents.

A number of names have been left out of these pages, but only two names in the pages have been changed.
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Chapter 1

AUGUST 11, 2016


It’s school so it gets crowded, there’s noise. But even when it’s loud, it’s a healthy loud, people wanting to express their opinions. It’s a peaceful loud.

—Tio



Tio

A young man wearing a navy blue collared shirt and khaki slacks walked north along Juniper Street. A light backpack was strapped tight to both shoulders, and he tucked a battered, much-decaled skateboard between his forearm and hip. His hair was carefully treated to form a slick vertical wave off his forehead, and he walked with a slight limp gained from a skate park crash the previous afternoon, his last of summer. He’d lost purchase on his board during that weightless instant between upward momentum and downward fall; he’d also heard a popping sound within his knee upon contact with the asphalt but thought little of it. His skin was bronzed by both his Mexican heritage and the myriad afternoons spent skating over the past June and July, and his body was lean and strong. At the corner of Juniper and 103rd Street, he tossed his board to the sidewalk pavement and jumped on in a fluid, propulsive motion. At seven thirty in the morning, the sun already blasted down at a steep slant and he quickly sweat through his shirt. The summer’s heat wave felt fixed and eternal. Gingerly, he pushed himself from his family’s current bungalow, past the bowed stucco apartment complex they used to live in and the lot where at another point they’d occupied a trailer home for a time (Tio had spent his entire life on Juniper Street). He proceeded in a stairway pattern alternately left and right, west and north, along busy Compton thoroughfares and quiet residential streets, passing the elementary school at Ninety-Second and Grape Street, then the tall electric towers standing over dense weed entanglements on Fir Avenue, the Rio Grande Market on Eighty-Eighth, the Church of God in Christ on Milner. Cars made hard right-on-red turns in front of him despite the solid white walk signs giving him the right of way. Soon he met the massive concrete anchors of the blue Metro line connecting downtown Los Angeles with Long Beach along Graham Avenue, and he made his way due north, parallel to the tracks, toward school.

Thousands of young men and women were making their way around the South LA gridwork of streets. Many, like Tio upon his skateboard, wore muted colors beneath their backpacks: navy and khaki, maroon and khaki, white and khaki. They were headed to school as well, usually moving in small groups for reasons pertaining to both companionship and safety. Others on the street wore baggy shorts and sleeveless undershirts, brightly colored baseball caps tipped at odd angles, and multiple tattoos to signify allegiances or aesthetics or both. If those guys were out this early, it meant they’d probably been out all night—working—and were on their way home to sleep, too exhausted to bother anyone. Traveling alone and by skateboard put Tio in an inherently vulnerable position in this stretch bridging the neighborhoods of Compton (where Tio lived), Lynwood, Watts, South Gate, and Florence-Graham (where Tio went to school). The in-between spaces made the dominant gang entities harder to ascertain. But he’d been getting to school this way since fifth grade, after he bought his first used board, much preferring the wobbly platform to the cramped, loud buses lumbering through Los Angeles traffic. Aside from witnessing a man take a fatal shot to the head from a car window when he was eleven (five steps away with a female friend, Tio had crouched and pushed her against the fence with his lanky fifth-grade body shielding her, relieved when the squeal of tires signaled the shooter’s flight), he’d never had any trouble beyond the occasional empty taunt. Schoolboys were mostly left alone. Even the most menacing types tended to be respectful if not admiring of the aspiration required for young people—mostly poor, mostly black or brown—to trek to school early each morning. If any sketchy person approached, Tio just said, humbly, “I don’t bang,” and kept rolling. Police had halted him now and again, as skateboarders were generally associated with drugs and truancy. Usually they would just ask if he’d seen any suspicious activity or tell him to stay in school, stay away from drugs and bad sorts, stay off the street after a certain hour: all the tired commands he’d been hearing since toddlerhood. He figured that throughout the course of his youth, ninety-nine out of one hundred transits had been uneventful, so Tio always moved casually in the context of the ninety-nine while maintaining a modest alertness for the prospect of the one.

At the Firestone Boulevard Metro station, dozens of teenagers wearing the same navy/khaki binary streamed down the steps from the elevated train stop, past a colorful mosaic wall depicting a human body in prayer. Tio pivoted through and around them across the intersection, sometimes playfully tapping the head of someone he knew. He rolled past a long row of small furniture restoration and auto repair storefronts, really just one-car garages open onto the street, facing the tracks, replete with detritus. A right on Eighty-Third Street followed by a quick left on Beach Street brought him to the front gate of the one-story, modern building that was Ánimo Pat Brown Charter High School. Students who’d already arrived kicked soccer balls or loitered in the narrow, paved space between the fence and the school’s glass door, or splayed themselves along the row of white picnic tables occupying the grassy side lot. The principal, an unflappable white man in his late thirties, gently ushered students inside with his kind, calm demeanor in advance of the shrill PA announcement indicating five minutes before first period.

Beach was a relatively quiet street, residential on the east side with single-story stucco bungalows on small plots sporting citrus trees, laundry lines, and the occasional fuselage of a decades-old car resting dormant. On the west side, where the school occupied the southern corner, stood a row of tall warehouses guarded by bent gates. A collarless Jack Russell wandered in and out of the driveways. The train tracks heading to and from downtown Los Angeles, four miles north, cut a graveled swath a few meters behind the school grounds.

Tio kicked up his board and limped inside. Ahead, he recognized a thicket of hair resembling an unmade bed atop a tall, wide, shambling frame. He yelled, “Yo, Luis, you got fleas in that thing, bro!”

Luis turned around, gave him the finger, and replied, “You know that because you can hear them talking?” This dig was in reference to Tio’s large, protruding ears. He had heard variations of the same joke since elementary school, including from elementary school teachers, and found them uncreative. He didn’t even bother with a rejoinder.

“Why you limping, bro?” Luis asked with more humor than concern.

“Ah, I fucked up my knee. Like maybe I severed some nerves or something? It’s fine.”

“People get surgery for that.”

“Nah, nah, I’m good.”

Carlos

“Shut the fuck up,” Carlos whispered to Tio in AP Calculus class later that morning.

“I’m sorry, man. I just can’t handle that it’s August eleventh,” Tio replied, exasperated. “They can’t even say school starts in mid-August anymore. This is early August.” He shook his head in unaffected grief, big ears rotating side to side. “I’m just not down with this.”

Two hours into the year, they’d all gained a foreknowledge that the novelty of new classes and teachers would stale by the end of the week, and thirty-five more weeks would follow, and Tio could not help but express his dismay—his exhaustion with being seventeen—vocally. (Tio knew this wasn’t a charming quality of his.)

“Just chill,” Carlos said. He was slight in stature, five foot four with narrow shoulders. The growth spurts that had elevated Tio and Luis and so many others toward six feet and beyond since ninth grade had passed him over, and presumably wouldn’t loop back around since he was already taller than his father. His voice was slight as well, though he deployed it with authority: “Pay attention.”

“You’re just as depressed as me, admit it.”

Carlos paused before saying, a little mournfully, “Yeah, I am.”

Tio kept muttering jokes under his breath, trying to make proximate kids laugh; Carlos knew that this was what Tio did when the material or something else caused him stress. He elbowed Tio gently and told him to shut up, again.

“But we’re talking about rate of volume change in a can of soda—what does that have to do with anything in life?”

“That’s a good point.”

“Right?”

“But you still gotta quit fucking around.”

“What would you do without me fucking around?” Tio asked. “You’d be so neglected and sad.”

“And I would have finished this problem set fifteen minutes ago.”

A week earlier, Carlos had been walking around the familiar streets of his Compton neighborhood with his older brother, Jose. They were wearing street clothes, eating fast food, in no rush to be anywhere or do anything, lamenting the end of summer while talking about girls and music, the school year ahead and the things each needed to organize in order to be semiprepared. His brother’s company had always had a grounding effect on him, and so in their light talk he could harbor a sense of confident equanimity with the moment he inhabited, this quite lazy and aimless moment on the precipice of the most consequential stretch of school—and hence life—thus far. He had a premonition that elements would align over the course of the year, and high school would pass him over to a college that suited him in a very simple progression. In odd moments, usually alone, a small pressure lanced his chest as he wondered if all the potential he’d amassed during his first eleven years of school would prove illusory in the end for a kid who, from the perspective of any ignorant person driving past on Central Avenue, might well be dismissed as “just another Mexican without a real job.”

Such a person wouldn’t know, for instance, that he’d just spent three weeks at a Brown University academic camp taking college-level instruction, sleeping in his own room, meeting bright kids his age from all over the world. The time hadn’t necessarily changed his life—it was just more school, far away—but it had proffered a glimpse into the human reach of the planet beyond South Los Angeles. He’d befriended a boy of Chinese descent who, having grown up in Alabama, spoke with the deepest of Southern drawls. He’d met white people who seemed genuinely interested in knowing him better, and were genuinely interesting once he came to know them better. He marveled at peers discussing immigration policy in lengthy detail who didn’t seem to know who Cesar Chavez was. He’d turned in work to professors famous in their various, highly specific fields. He’d won a $30 bet that a preppy classmate would not only buy a bag of crushed kale posing as marijuana, but would smoke it and fail to notice the difference. And he had come home from Rhode Island with a long-distance girlfriend, his first.

Such a person also wouldn’t know that his older brother walking beside him was about to begin his sophomore year at Yale.

Now his last high school summer had ended, and Jose had left again for New Haven, and Carlos finished his first, light homework assignments at the kitchen table in the compact backyard shack his family had been renting for ten years. Textbook notes for government, a sheet of equations for calculus, a chapter summary for English, reading about the structure of matter for chemistry, all of it basically interesting and conceptually simple for him, beginning-of-the-year stuff. Throughout, his phone dinged with Facebook direct messages and group chats, friends either asking for help on math or else transmitting inane, usually vulgar memes.

Then he opened a folder that contained form I-821D and its dense thicket of accompanying documents, which his school advisers had been helping him compile. In addition to a photocopy of his Washington State driver’s license (Washington had a much more lenient ID process than California, so he and his brother had been licensed there: a sixteen-hour drive each way upon their respective sixteenth birthdays), most of the documents were school attendance records exhumed from the file cabinets of his elementary, middle, and high schools. He’d also gathered what records he could of doctor appointments, national exams, awards that he’d won, proof of extracurriculars like mock trial, Students Run LA, Minds Matter—essentially any official piece of paper bearing his name and a date in order to prove his continuous presence and schooling in the United States. Even though his parents had been as meticulous as they were capable of in keeping track of paper over the years, the gathering process had been arduous and basically a full-time job over the summer.

His sister, a seventh-grader, deferred her own homework by watching TV in the adjacent living room and fussing incessantly with her eyebrows—always her eyebrows, plucking, combing, lining. His father, having just gotten home from his job driving a delivery truck around the mammoth Chutes and Ladders board that was Los Angeles, tended to a pot of ravioli. His mother was working her three p.m.–to–eleven p.m. shift as a dispatcher for a different delivery company. Their home was somewhat removed from the street and its invasive noises. Even so, the firecrackers that blew up four or five times each night felt like they’d been set off right in their yard; Carlos had never understood the fondness Latino men maintained for their recreational explosives. All his life, they’d interrupted his homework on a nightly basis. Tonight was no different as he neared completion of his Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals application, about the size and weight of a standard college packet. The stack of documents held such promises as the ability to work for wages and apply for federal college financial aid and to no longer endure the good-natured yet really-fucking-irritating jokes his friends made constantly about his status. Yet DACA also meant formally declaring his illegality while sharing with federal authorities the home address and places of employment of his parents. Deportation efforts were supposedly focused on the criminally inclined, but they’d been applied to people he knew: expulsion without warning, sometimes in the middle of the night, neighbors who had children in school and paid taxes, like his family.

His older brother had received his Dreamer status last year so that he could work at a data analytics company over the summer rather than manual-labor jobs in area warehouses as he’d always done before. Jose’s application had been processed within two months, and no one dressed in black, bearing holstered firearms, had come to their door. So Carlos and his parents, after much recent dinner discussion, had decided that the potential benefits outweighed the risks. He’d communicated the decision to the school faculty, and they’d supported him through the technical process. Once submitted later this month, the mysterious standby period would settle in. All of his fellow seniors would spend much of this year waiting for colleges and universities to inform them as to their deemed worth or lack thereof. In Carlos’s case, these universities would be among the most prestigious in the world. But because he’d been brought to the country a few months after he was born instead of a few months before, and thus was still here illegally seventeen years later, he would also be waiting for the United States government to inform him as to whether or not he could be called an American—well, not quite “American,” but something adjacent, something temporarily legal. He hoped that this particular wait would not be a long one.

The windows were open and a nocturnal breeze had mercifully kicked up, but the residual heat from the day caused sweat to fall from his brow onto the papers that he filled out methodically, checking and rechecking each entry, as Carlos did in all things.


Owen

A tall, lanky, pale-skinned teenager lurked near the portal to the swimming pool, wearing a Speedo swimsuit and nothing else. A water polo game was in play, the first of the fall season. At a certain point, with the ball live on the far side of the twenty-five-meter pool, this kid crept across the beige deck tiles and then paused a moment on the pool’s edge, the way comedians sometimes do before delivering a punch line. He jumped into the water sideways and upside down. He was capable of swimming skillfully, but he chose to doggie-paddle around in a circle. The spectators—fourteen or fifteen parents in the stands—didn’t seem to notice as they alternately watched their children and intently tapped cell phones. He did some splashing for the benefit of the camera: a friend was filming this stunt. He spit water in a weak arc like a fountain statue. He back-floated. Then an intercepted pass led to a thrashing of swimmers in his direction. Now people began to see him and he felt their eyes. The time had come to exit the pool, and he did. His longish sandy-blond hair was matted down over his face, and his body shivered slightly as a coach stalked toward him.

“What are you doing?” the coach asked.

“I’m on the team,” the boy replied.

“No you’re not.”

“I’m on the JV,” he amended.

“I’m the JV coach!”

A moment passed while the coach simmered. Then this prankster, Owen, cocked his head slightly to the side and extended his forearms palms-upward in a sign of low-level contrition. “Okay, look, I played freshman year.”

“But you’re not on the team.”

“I’m not.”

“So… what were you doing in the pool during a varsity game?”

“I just had to do this.”

“What?!”

“I’m sorry, I just had to.”

The words didn’t make sense to the adult, who maybe even half-smiled at the inexplicable nonsense of children. He jabbed a thumb toward the bleachers. “Just get off the deck.”

As he walked away, Owen received a thumbs-up from his friend, indicating that the video was saved and Instagrammable. Still wearing the Speedo and now a towel over his shoulders, Owen ascended into the bleachers and sat apart from the crowd, on a wet bench in a growing puddle of water. He parted his hair from over his eyes and put his glasses on and watched the coaches shout and point while the players splashed around seriously, and he remembered his own brief, unhappy water polo career, which had begun and ended during his freshman year three years ago—a lot of treading water interspersed with typically fruitless bursts of effort and the occasional fingernail gash across his shoulder or knee jab to the crotch. He didn’t know why he’d ever played in the first place. Freshman year, he’d wanted to join a bunch of things before realizing that joining things for the sake of joining had little value when it came to passage through high school—though obviously much value when it came to college admissions. He was aware that today’s shenanigans had no value at all to anything.

He’d entered his last year of high school with the goal of creating a “senioresque” experience. The goal was not couched in grandiose terms; he didn’t want to become part of Beverly Hills High School lore by any stretch and didn’t care if future seniors mentioned his name breathlessly two or three years from now: “Remember when Owen…?” “Wasn’t that Owen who…?” He didn’t even care about having vivid stories to tell at future reunions that he might or might not attend. He simply had realized that this was the final segment of a certain fleeting time of life, and he was compelled to create a few loony memories now—ones that might somehow stand out from the malaise of classes and the indistinguishable afternoons in basements with friends—rather than grow older retrospectively picking apart scenarios in which he could have created them, could have done something interesting or funny, but didn’t. Doggie-paddling in the middle of a water polo game was not something he would have conceived of doing any other year. The exercise was pointless and a little bratty, self-consciously clownish, disrespectful to players and coaches. He might not remember it anyway. Then again, he might, during some odd moment in the life ahead, flash upon that minute spent in the pool, summon the video from a computer drive, and smile. The prospect of such a moment felt worth the effort and embarrassment.

“What are you doing?” Another incredibly assertive and gravelly male voice, clearly directed at him.

Owen turned around. He assumed the voice belonged to some parent irked by his violation of the game’s sanctity, but behind him was the athletic director, wearing his usual reflective sunglasses and suit beneath crew-cut silver hair. “I’m watching the water polo game,” Owen replied.

“You can’t do that!”

“I have no other obligations right now.” Though Owen didn’t surf, he had a surf bum’s cadence, with drawn-out vowels and accented syllables that meandered up and down in half octaves.

The AD crossed his thick forearms. “You’re not wearing a shirt.”

“No.”

“Why’s your shirt off?”

“It just is. I’m wet.”

“You can’t have your shirt off here.”

“But this is a pool. We’re watching a water polo game.” He kept his voice, as best he could, earnestly observational, not overtly smug, as he gestured toward the team benches below, where twenty teenaged boys leaned forward on their knees with towels draped on shoulders, all of them shirtless and pale, just like Owen. And just like Owen, the AD seemed to have realized that this dialogue had drawn on far longer than its content merited.

“Just get a shirt on or get out,” he said, and walked away.

Jon

Jon was still in school as dusk fell. Something about being at school hours after others had left was empowering to him. The hallways felt wider and taller, the classrooms with their bulletin boards of student work somehow more solemn. Even the posters on the walls advertising school spirit in ubiquitous, brightly colored phrases seemed to hold more power than they did during the crowded, frenetic days. Though Jon was familiar with all the various sectors of the school from having spent nearly six hundred days of his life there, the place still felt explorable when it was empty.

He wasn’t the only one here, of course. Maintenance staff vacuumed and mopped, the security guard made slow periodic sweeps, teachers and administrators worked late, athletes remained out on the lit football field and inside the gymnasium. And the Beverly Hills High Academic Decathlon team secluded themselves on the second floor of the science center.

Aca Deca comprised nine teenagers from all four grades who had committed to staying after school every day throughout the year, sometimes for five or six hours, in order to study—not for standardized tests or AP exams, but to gain comprehensive knowledge of a randomly generated subject each year. Jon’s freshman year, the subject had been World War I. Sophomore year it was new alternatives in energy. Junior year, India. This year they were immersing themselves in the art, literature, music, economics, and even mathematics of World War II. George Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue” played while the teammates quizzed one another on the nuclear physics that determined the war’s Pacific front. To Jon, Aca Deca was a kind of celebration of nerddom, undertaken for no extra credit or tangible benefit except for a modest addition to one’s college application. It was also an insulated venue in which to commune with like-minded peers, procrastinate, and be somewhere other than home. A great deal of giggling emanated from that room—high-pitched, staccato giggling, the kind most often heard from very young children caught up in some fresh delight, the kind that was easily ridiculed in a wider school setting but cherished here with this core group of outliers.

His father was waiting in his Hyundai outside at eight fifteen that evening; Jon usually rode the bus home but his father picked him up when he could. The sky above Moreno Drive was a deep, dark blue. The traffic lines on the nearby thoroughfares of Santa Monica Boulevard, Olympic Boulevard, and Century Park East sounded their many horns, fiercely protesting the basic reality of a city with too many cars and not enough lanes. But the plot of land occupied by the high school, with its curved sidewalks and clock tower and adjacent stadium lights, felt generally calm—incubated, somehow, from the surrounding madness of tens of thousands of people trying to get from one place to another at exactly the same time.

Jon and his father talked about baseball for most of the short ride home, using a residential street to evade the worst of the traffic, stopping and starting at the signs every block for a mile along with other in-the-know or Waze-influenced drivers. They crossed La Cienega Boulevard and passed La Cienega Park, composed of three baseball diamonds where, years ago, Jon’s father had taught him to throw and catch. Naturally, the ball play had been accompanied by visions of accomplishing great feats of skill at the plate and in the field, leading future teams to many dominant victories. Now, in the last year of his playing career, he remained primarily on the JV team (technically, he was varsity, but his loaded afternoon schedule for the most part precluded practicing with them; he went to varsity games when he could) and lacked the size, speed, and fast-twitch muscle fibers to ever be better than a bit below average; baseball was yet another thing that Jon participated in, was okay at, and loved. And the game was an easy channel of conversation with his father—one of the few they seemed able to carry with constancy year by year. Baseball was one of the easiest subjects in the world to talk about, so it was mostly what they talked about together on this particular commute, and on any commute. They turned left on Gale Drive and parked in the lot beneath the wide, blockish condominium complex where Jon had grown up. The building stood on the very last, easternmost city block within the Beverly Hills school district, which was the reason Jon’s parents had first placed a down payment on the compact two-bedroom on the third floor just before Jon started elementary school. Like thousands of local families, his had chosen to spend much of their income on a modest unit (that they were still paying off) within one of the most expensive zip codes in the country, giving up space and disposable cash for the guarantee of a good, free primary education. Jon was reminded of this sacrifice constantly and from all angles. Its resulting claustrophobia had in some ways defined his youth.

His mother was on the couch watching news on Chinese television while simultaneously texting with friends and relations in the motherland. An aromatic stir-fry dinner was still warm in the pan. Jon began unpacking books onto his desk in the corner of what was designed to be a small dining room but was used by his family as a multipurpose office and music room. While his father (a low-key, nonpracticing Jew) began watching YouTube clips of classic rock concerts, his mother detached from her phone in order to make Jon a plate and then, while he was a captive eater, intensively interview him.

In Chinese, she asked rapid-fire questions that, as ever, revolved around academics: math, physics, English, statistics. The year was too young for specific numbers to be raised, such as test scores and his GPA, but those would soon enough become the focus of her inquiry. For now, she desired to know precisely what he was learning and how well he was learning it. Jon was well aware that, like many Asian parents, she was highly concerned about his grades. He also knew that, beyond grades, she viewed school as the sole conduit through which she could relate to her son and show sincere interest in his life (she had only a minimal understanding of baseball and zero appreciation of rock music). Still, he had little stamina to rehash the day that had just unremarkably unfolded, and he gave mostly one-word answers until the dialogue naturally trailed off. The act of explaining—and justifying—his existence was a fundamental rhythm of life that most teenagers shared, he figured, but he also figured that few were obliged to do so with the acute constancy that he was. Caught in the complicated rubric of trying to ward off her interest without seeming to condescend, he simply wished that he were back in school.






Chapter 2

AUGUST 12–SEPTEMBER 1


Looking back, I think I realized maybe some of my complaints as a freshman, maybe some of them still hold true to some degree senior year. The key is not to give a shit about it to begin with.

—Owen



Ánimo Pat Brown Charter High School looked different from most structures in the surrounding environs; in a neighborhood that had seen minimal development investment for decades, the building looked new and cared for. The carapace was divided into colorful rectangles, and front classrooms faced the street through tall glass windows without wrought iron bars bolted over them (though bars surrounded the small campus plot, and multiple security cameras angled down from perches around the roof). The school had been established in 2006 by the Green Dot charter network, which had rolled out five other South LA middle and high schools over the previous seven years. This influx of institutions occurred in response to the poor and falling graduation statistics in the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD), and it was made possible by the splintering-off of teachers from those same schools, the sometimes forcible transfer of space, the desperation of city and county politicians, and millions of dollars’ worth of public and philanthropic investment—each one of those dollars controversial in the context of the vicious and ongoing public/charter conflict. APB had opened with 150 ninth-graders. Four years later, most of those students graduated while 450 more rose through the grades below, all there through either lottery or sibling preference. After two address changes brought the campus farther and farther south, away from downtown and toward the most impoverished districts in the county, the network procured and retrofitted the permanent campus on Beach Street in a decrepit building that had once been a mattress factory. The space was too small for its student body, precluding school growth, sports, and lockers along the walls. But it was permanent. The stability of a school carried a tremendous weight in any neighborhood. In the neighborhood of Florence-Graham and those surrounding it, where of the roughly ten thousand residents packed into each square mile, half were renters and a quarter lived below the federal poverty line, its significance was nearly cosmic, a signal of a promise that the nation had made many generations before and largely forgotten—or seemed to—in places such as South LA. For students and educators, the logistical challenges and basic discomfort of managing a cramped space were worth enduring in exchange for constancy.

Beverly Hills High School, by Los Angeles standards, was a historic structure. It had been christened in 1927 as part of the Los Angeles City High School District before Beverly Hills established its own district in 1936 (Beverly Hills itself was only first subdivided in 1907, following a failed stake for oil; before that, the land had been a lima bean farm). Over decades, wars, and social movements, the school adapted to changes both local and national, sometimes successfully, other times less so. The city of Beverly Hills was founded as a whites-only covenant, which was only overturned after extensive litigation following the arrival of black actors and businessmen in the 1940s. Diversity had always been a visible issue in the neighborhood and the school, with permits issued to applicants from a limited number of LAUSD middle schools beginning in the seventies—a program that ended in 2010 after years of contention from both local parents who feared the level of education would decline and permit-district parents who feared the phenomenon of brain drain from their schools. A citywide experimental busing program also initiated in the 1970s proved one of the causes of white flight from public schools, contributing to the proliferation of private schools in Los Angeles and a steep enrollment decline at Beverly (where an unusually large proportion of residents could afford private tuitions). The spaces were then filled by an influx of Persian Jews expelled from Iran in the seventies and eighties who made Beverly Hills the second-largest Persian Jewish community in America, altering the demographics of the neighborhood and the school. Enrollment again began to decline, falling from 2,400 students in 2008 (when Ánimo Pat Brown was a year away from graduating its first senior class) to 1,500 students in 2017. Rapid teacher and leadership turnover accompanied this exodus. Public school board meetings as often as not entailed a succession of parents yelling into the microphone about program funding, teacher tenure, whatever the issue of the day happened to be. Throughout such changes and agitas, the pale French Normandy façade of the high school peered down over the tiered lawn while teachers and teenagers filed in and out dutifully each day. The school had been built ninety years earlier to be a pleasing place to learn, with wide hallways, tall windows, durable wood, and finely wrought details. But like the streets surrounding it, the school had long ago been cast as a national symbol for wealth, disparity, and bad-to-mediocre TV and film—the aspirations and the psychosis of the American dream.

Within these two spaces, separated by much more than the twenty-two miles of city pavement between them, four boys began their senior years in 2016—four boys essentially anonymous among the nearly seven hundred thousand students in the country’s second-largest school district, which also ranked fifth from last in per-pupil spending; four boys with over two thousand mostly unexceptional school days behind them and one hundred eighty highly determinative days remaining ahead; four boys residing in two neighborhoods, Compton and Beverly Hills, so alternately celebrated and maligned and caricatured that their names had long since come to signal more of a sociological condition than a geographical place; four boys passing through their daily lives beneath all the wonder and mundanity therein, with less than a year in which to shape the remainder of their time on earth, to resolve what their day-to-day existence would look and feel like five or ten or twenty or forty years from now; four boys born into the very outset of the twenty-first century and raised in a polarizing country in which technology had opened myriad channels between people while corrupting their ability to connect and to sustain independent thought; four boys existing, striving, questioning, experiencing. They spent large portions of their time, both consciously and unconsciously, measuring the value of their experiences, or wondering if they had any value at all—wondering if their lives would matter, if some piece of the world, however small, would be better for Tio’s, or Carlos’s, or Owen’s, or Jon’s having passed through it. They also spent large portions of their time on YouTube.

They were now in the final length of their passage through secondary school, what could be deemed the first consequential milestone in American life, bearing some of its first truly adult decisions. They were nearly, though not quite, men, and tasked with sorting out what manhood meant—this in a culture that still broadly marginalized the emotional lives of young males and clung to old tropes of machismo over vulnerability. They were about to enter the complex, biased, overwhelmingly confusing matrix that was contemporary college admissions, representing not just themselves but their schools and families. They struggled with the likelihood that friendships sustained in some cases for nearly two decades were about to be riven by the outcomes. Whether they were aware or not, the coming months, with all their inevitable hours of boredom and precious moments of connection and vital instances of hilarity, would embody the human condition that their lit teachers rhapsodized about so often and eruditely. Plus they had math to learn, and history, and chemistry, and English—and homework, reams of it.

Carlos

Carlos hadn’t spoken English when he and Tio first encountered one another in second grade. When Carlos was five and about to enter kindergarten, his family had moved to South LA from northern Washington State, where they’d lived in a town called Brewster near the Canadian border, in a community of itinerant pear and apple pickers. At the time of their southward relocation in 2004, his older brother had been seven and entering second grade. His sister had been an infant. Neither Carlos nor his brother had ever really heard much English before, having lived exclusively among immigrant Latino laborers ever since they’d left Mexico. South LA had been changing demographically for years as Latino families were drawn to the area for its lowish rents and its promise of employment in factories, auto shops, food and cleaning services—jobs uneducated but industrious non-English-speaking people could perform. His parents found stable work in the delivery sector, his father as a truck driver and his mother as a dispatcher. Through family connections, they moved into a two-bedroom shack in a local couple’s backyard, where Carlos shared a room with his siblings (their bunk bed had a sliding trundle beneath, such that the three could stack themselves while sleeping). Though the unit was unzoned and therefore illegal, compounding their stress as noncitizens, his parents could afford the rent and still have enough left over to sufficiently feed and clothe their children—as well as get them to school. Their extended family was already established in the area, so Carlos and his siblings had cousins and aunts and uncles. The landscape change from very rural to very urban was traumatic; he and his brother had once had freedom to traverse the wide fields often covered with snow alongside all the other young children of pickers, and now they had concrete and asphalt, all unobstructed sunlight and heat, a pervasive sameness in which they weren’t permitted to go far or unsupervised because, on occasion, people killed other people in South LA.

Despite the growing availability of elementary ESL classes, his parents placed both him and his brother in regular classes at Florence Avenue Elementary School without any supplemental language aid. The decision was neither strategic nor ignorant, but simply based on the rationale that, since they were an American family, the children should experience school as Americans. Carlos spent kindergarten and first grade rarely understanding a word spoken or written by the teacher—though half his classmates spoke Spanish and so recess and lunch, at least, made sense. He imitated the motions of his classmates at any given time, pretending to write numbers or letters, producing gibberish. Because he was quiet and obedient, his teachers passed him along from grade to grade even though he was incapable of the work. By second grade he’d learned to read the basic sight words and equate them with speech, coming clumsily by English, which, with its unruly conjugations and phonetic variables, was a language far easier to abuse than to master. By third grade he was speaking more or less fluently, though tripping over sentence constructions often; placing adjectives before rather than after nouns was a particular frustration. He began journaling almost nightly, in English, as a way to exercise his language and composition skills and also mark the progression of his strange young life. Due to teacher shortages in the LAUSD, Carlos had the same two teachers from third grade through sixth, which was stifling for some students but a boon to him: he liked both of them, and the consistency of style and manner allowed him to ease into his second language to the point where he could think in English, the key threshold in the tremendous human feat of language learning. In fifth grade, he was placed in honors classes.

By this time, kids in school began viewing Carlos as simply a natural overachiever, one who could work half as hard for twice the grades. Some admired him. More resented him with an accompaniment of ridicule, that old side spur of jealousy—usually offered in Spanish because its insults sounded more penetrating.

“Empollón.”

“Panocha.”

“Cobarde.”

Carlos was easygoing and nearly impossible to anger, innate qualities he’d carried from youth. His grades, contrary to what classmates assumed, were not natural. He labored hard to earn them, hours each night in middle school, reading, writing, reviewing, retaining. He didn’t advertise his efforts, because at age ten in the inner city, devoting time to school was not a source of pride. It was something he did at home under the watch of his family, behind walls and curtains.

At the outset of senior year, upon his unremarkable physical body, he carried the weight of remarkable expectations: he was the lone member of his class realistically capable of being admitted to a top-ranked university, possibly even an Ivy, and everyone in his orbit was aware of this—mainly because of his Yalie older brother, a living advertisement of Carlos’s own potential. And so Carlos served as a kind of human metric of high achievement, and people tracked his every quiz score just as they looked to him to answer every question posited in class. This was exhausting, and what he truly wished to express—an ethos he’d spent much of his high school years forming without any platform from which to widely articulate it—was that these nearly six hundred kids in his school who looked up to him, the dozens he knew and the hundreds he didn’t, had all grown up in the same place and were progressing through high school. They should all draw an intrinsic and powerful confidence from that stark reality, a pride not of place but of place within place. They could all navigate the city’s labyrinthine bus system and buy groceries for their households and speak two languages and be responsible for young children and avoid the city’s danger and metabolize the pain of watching their parents toil, often so that rich people didn’t have to, while at the same time learning geometry and the canon of Romantic poets; they could all order these intellectual and emotional tasks, and that was an astonishing baseline from which they were all about to launch into the greater world.

But there was no national quantifying system for these aptitudes, no SAT section that measured how competent or resilient a person was, and so grades remained the sole means by which he and his peers could project themselves beyond their high school. And since Carlos had the best grades, as senior year began he was responsible for projecting not only his own potential but that of all of those kids who looked to him in class and whispered about him in the hallways. He was their emblem, if a sometimes reluctant one, and his task in the coming year was nothing less than to perforate the narrative in which he and everyone he knew had grown up, the one in which a high school diploma and blue-collar job signified a successful life.

Popular culture seemed quite absorbed with the differentiation of generations: baby boomers, X, Y, Z, millennials. X-ers behaved a certain way, millennials a different way, and so on. But since Carlos could remember, at community gatherings and holidays and quinceañera parties, all such talk and decision-making revolved solely around the next generation. So though this year’s senior class somewhat straddled the border line between millennials (the last born in 1999) and Generation Z (the first born in 2000), he thought only in terms of “next.” He and his friends, his older brother at Yale, and his younger sister with her eyebrow fixation, the kids on the trains and buses and sidewalks each morning, the hundreds of thousands of teenagers in high schools all over South LA: they were all members of the next.

Owen

Most afternoons upon returning to his home in Westwood (a neighborhood just west of Beverly Hills, similarly moneyed but free of the pop culture baggage), Owen climbed the narrow stairway behind the kitchen to sit at his mother’s bedside. There, he described a few mundane details of the day, did what he could to mine them for humor, and tried to gauge her pain level without inquiring about it directly.

His mother had always been an incessantly active person as well as a creative parent. (On a flight with her when Owen and his brother were young and acting like obnoxious little jerks, she’d pulled an attendant aside and said, “I want you to come over and yell at my boys. Then I’m really going to yell at you. Then they’ll be good. Okay?” The attendant had seemed dubious. “Trust me, it will work.” When the attendant did as instructed, his mother had flashed a loud and maniacal outrage worthy of her soap star past—“How dare you speak to my sons that way!?”—prompting a mortified Owen to plead, “Mom, she’s totally right, we were being terrible, we’ll stop if you just stop.”) At school, she was a fixture at school fund-raisers and performances; she was a staple in the lives of his friends, for whom she maintained an open-door policy at their home; she was constantly buying tickets for the family to random concerts and shows; and she was always writing and doing voice-over work for TV shows. Her stamina was awesome and seemed to expand with age, and she was also an electric wit whose offbeat humor penetrated even the cynical preteen in him.

Four years ago, when Owen was in eighth grade, she had fallen ill with flulike symptoms and steeled herself for a week of achy discomfort. But her symptoms didn’t fade with rest and hydration and Tamiflu. When she did seem to recover after a few terrible weeks, she still needed help walking—at first just the modest support of a forearm, but soon Owen and his brother felt as if they were practically carrying her from room to room. She was exhausted and increasingly in pain. She only had the strength to be out of bed for eight hours a day, then six, then four. Then she could only rise for family dinners. Then she couldn’t rise at all and they brought dinners to her room.

Her pain and immobility worsened, terrifying her husband and sons. Prescriptions didn’t work. Doctors ran out of solutions. A succession of experts were confounded as their surefire remedies failed, and as Owen and his brother and father’s erstwhile hopes ended in disappointment. The best diagnosis anyone came up with—this after months of agony and confusion—was that she had experienced the activation of a case of dormant Lyme disease picked up by a deer tick at some point in her childhood. The family latched on to this explanation, even if it seemed like a bit of a reach. In the meantime, she planned and executed Owen’s Bar Mitzvah from her bed, attended his eighth-grade play in a wheelchair, talked him through middle school angst, and provided a consistent and wondrously uplifting presence amid all the downward emotional pulls of one’s early teens. During these early teens, Owen also became inured to that aspect of life that many people his age were still sheltered from, or were able to consciously ignore, but was impossible to elude in the end: the awful randomness of chance and its countless forms and amorality and disregard for upturning the order of things. In his case, this randomness had manifested itself in the theory that a mite the size of a pinhead whose weeklong life span had played out two decades before he’d been born had injected his future mother with the bacterium Borrelia burgdoferi, and in its thrall he’d progressed through the confusion that was high school. His mother lived almost entirely in nightgowns and bathrobes.

She remained bedridden now, years later, while friends and work associates whirled through for meetings from the chair beside her while she sat propped up (Owen thought of her as a petite, blond, and hilarious incarnation of Brando’s godfather).

Owen’s older brother, now a senior at Tufts University just outside Boston, had preceded him at Beverly Hills High School with something like a classic high school experience: he’d been popular and athletic, he’d dated attractive girls and attended the best parties, he’d caused some trouble but had been hard to dislike—and he’d always been present for Owen, even from three thousand miles away, as a sounding board and wellspring regarding high school: safe, unjudging, and even tender. Being as they knew each other better than anyone else did, and that they shared the recent history of their mother’s condition, Owen relied on his brother heavily once he first passed under the high school’s tall, white, French Normandy façade at the outset of freshman year.

And so Owen could make little sense of the way he floundered through the first few months of freshman year, why he failed to immediately occupy the popular spaces of such realms as sports, parties, and girls, or why he was so jealous of those who did. From an awkward remove, he observed such self-designated peers with their cliques, their breezy, well-funded lifestyles, their general entitlement. Though Owen, the son of two highly successful TV creatives, could not refute his association with such privilege—couldn’t deny that he lived in a big house or that his parents owned a second, beachfront home in Santa Barbara, that he was familiar with studio lots and acquainted with celebrities—he fairly quickly discerned that jealousy was a wasteful emotion and that his place lay elsewhere. The question became not just how to locate that place, but how to avoid the entire superficial act of positioning and simply exist as a human being with blood and hormones in his system, a body lengthening and a mind widening, a person with hopes and anxieties and judgments and an earnest desire to achieve originality and substance in his aspirations and to not be an asshole while doing so.

He did so—or at least tried—by spending most of his time in the basements of the same friends he’d had since elementary school, by committing to the school drama and media programs, by treating school culture as little more than a weird phenomenon to be observed, and by devoting so many of his evenings to sitting in the quietude with his mom, trying to make her laugh even as she, reclined among pillows and ever in the presence of pain, drew more laughs from him.

Tio

A shooting occurred outside Ánimo Pat Brown on a Thursday three weeks into the year, in the late afternoon. At the T formed by Beach Street and Eighty-Third Street, a few yards from the school entrance gate, two cars abutted and a member of one gang shot and injured a member of another gang, over either drugs, territory, initiation, or—statistically most likely—a girl. School had been let out two hours earlier, so only a few teachers and students were inside. The cars screeched off, and later the shooter’s car was cornered by police a mile away. After a volley of gunfire, the man was dead. The following day, the administrative sector of the school, a clutter of desktops and printers visible from the front hallway through glass windows, was busy with police appropriating the school’s security cameras to verify what had happened.

Students passed by and conjectured throughout the morning: either drugs in someone’s backpack or some other code violation. Once the actual event was verified, no one seemed to give it much thought or want to talk about it. Since it didn’t involve anyone in school, it didn’t feel important.

“Just some shit that happened,” Tio said with a shrug on the way into AP Language class.

Outwardly, as the first days and then weeks of the school year progressed and his knee pain gradually ebbed, Tio worked to project his defining aura of nonchalant joker, feigning apathy toward school and its consequences. He remained the guy with the skateboard, the guy with the combative wit, the guy with the confidence, the guy with the 4.0 who was cool with pretty much everyone—the guy whom anxious freshmen exploring these hallways for the first time could look at and aspire to emulate.

He didn’t want a single one of them to know that, a few layers deep in his consciousness, he was scared: scared that the University of California school system he aspired to attend had set new application and tuition records each year; scared that admissions officers—the faceless administrators who would decide whether or not to open their portals for him alongside hundreds of thousands of other applicants—already harbored a fair idea regarding what South LA was and who came out of it and what a young man with the name Tio might be capable of; scared that he would fail to raise his self-proclaimed “garbage” SAT score of 1100 when he retook the test in October (the verbal section had crushed him; no matter how fluent a person was in speaking English, writing it was really damn hard when growing up in a Spanish-speaking home); and scared that the thousands of hours he’d invested in school might not amount to anything beyond the dictates of his birth: the flat sprawl of bungalow homes and apartment buildings, parking lots, mechanics, Spanish-language billboards, medium-sized palms, lawyers’ offices, taquerias, liquor stores, McDonald’s, check-cashing centers, churches, groups of men watching soccer games on small TVs in open garages, mercados advertising EBT acceptance, more mechanics, tens of thousands of people packed densely together, wary of strangers, working very hard for very little money, watering their flowers, waiting for their buses, hosting large extended family gatherings, coping with the difficult math of urban American life mirrored and refracted all around the sixteen square miles of South LA. Such math predetermined that boys like Tio would strive and strive and strive without the prospect of ever quite reaching.

He was familiar with anxiety from his freshman year at Ánimo Pat Brown, when he’d come to this charter school known for academic demands from his local public middle school not known for such, a self-proclaimed “dumb potato.” Back then, the anxiety had spilled from typical freshman doubts regarding the workload and teachers and grades and friends and girls and, arching over all, his own uncertain capabilities. He and his freshman classmates who hailed from the same public middle school had been, for the most part, unprepared for grade-level work. They were not used to teachers making strict demands of them, both disciplinary and academic. They were unfamiliar with the concept of expectations. They were accustomed to being disregarded due to their skin color and countries of extraction, not exhorted to see themselves as exceptional, college-bound individuals. Freshman year had been a confusing one within this H-shaped alignment of three short hallways and twenty-nine classrooms.

Three years later, he’d gained much clarity. He could do the work. He got along with teachers. He had deep friendships and a girlfriend of three years. He would graduate high school and go to college. The 4.0 GPA he’d carried away from junior year spoke a great deal for these certainties. Yet it seemed that as his mind and worldview expanded and became more complex between freshman and senior years, so did the questions within it, the most resonant being: Was he worthy?

He heard his father’s voice often. “I don’t know why you go to school… It doesn’t mean shit… It’s a worthless thing… A few grades don’t make you better than anybody else around here… that high school’s not gonna make you amount to something.” He’d heard the voice since he was a boy, resounding through the family’s various small living spaces on Juniper Street. Even during entirely peaceful moments—baking Rice Krispies treats with his girlfriend, running along the Dockweiler State Beach waterfront in preparation for the LA Marathon, landing a new skateboard trick for the first time—that voice would be there, lodged firmly in his consciousness, affirming his unworthiness, intractable and imperious and acid in its surety. He knew that even if the following fall found him on some pristine college campus far from South LA, the voice would continue to sound and he would continue to resist being contaminated by it.

Jon

A Saturday in late August presented Jon with the rarity of a totally free afternoon. He slept in very late, close to noon—another habit that agonized his mother. Later, he locked a borrowed bike onto the rack on the front of a city bus and rode directly west for ten miles, to the edge of the bluffs where America ended. Soon he was pedaling along the palisades, sixty sheer feet above the beach and the Pacific Ocean. He made his way down the connector ramp to the Pacific Coast Highway and the bike path parallel to the shoreline, then headed north toward the Santa Monica Mountains and the fine oscillating groove their folds cut against the sky. The beach was wide and the people spread out, more so as he progressed away from the pier and beach clubs, past a series of unused volleyball courts, across a few jetties. He turned right on Temescal Canyon Road and had to ride standing up, pressing his full weight down into each rotation of the chain along the uphill passage. After a short ascent, he reached a small green space called Asilomar View Park. He left his bike on the bluffs and sat on a grassy outcrop peering down at the ocean surface, which, from this vantage, looked absolutely still, the ripples petrified. To his right, the mountains threaded along past Point Dume, a tall headland that cleaved the great bay. To his left, the famous Ferris wheel on the pier carried Angelenos and tourists around and around in the hazy marine layer. Jon took out his digital camera and began taking photos, a hobby of his. He’d also brought along his notebook, maybe to write a poem that no one would ever read. Here lay a brief interlude of total, self-conscious aloneness in a city of roughly ten million people, a patch of dry grass and rocks where the stillness countered his maniacally active days, a few moments during which absolutely no one knew where he was. A person could do this in Los Angeles: travel a few miles, enter a different realm, and disappear for a time. He looked around at the sublime and accomplished nothing.

The contrast between the way he spent these hours and the way his typical hours were spent was surreal. Jon’s mother’s approach to his school-related activities had always been rigorously concentrated, and Jon’s earliest remembered feelings toward her involved a strange entanglement of love and exasperation. He’d always known that her attention flowed directly from her love for him, and that certain habits of his—particularly severe procrastination—caused her endless exasperation in turn. As a result, the two of them were parleying with each other always: for time and acknowledgment and respect and boundaries and affection that felt overly conditional. These negotiations were really a personalized version of the contrasts between the Western and Eastern worlds, and both Jon and his mother understood this to a certain degree even though the deep emotional aspects of, respectively, growing up and raising a son, seemed to nullify any kind of intellectual grasp of the root cause. He’d always dreamed of baseball glory; she made sure that piano lessons underpinned his childhood. He enjoyed creative approaches to learning; she believed in retention via drills. He was strategic about turning middling grades into high grades in the last weeks of a given term, and proud of being ranked fourth in his class; she did not comprehend why he would not aspire to perfect scores on every test and the top rank in his class. He’d grown up in a school-based culture of guilt; she hailed from a national culture of shame. He felt that the way he carried himself in the world and the achievements he came by represented himself; she believed they represented not just his family but their entire lineage (he knew that many of those hours she spent on the phone with relatives were spent boasting about his successes, down to decent scores on meaningless quizzes and unmemorable at-bats in JV baseball games). Jon was flustered by the fact that much of the friction in their relationship resided in well-established clichés characterizing the earth’s two superpowers, all of which continued to be ubiquitously abused for easy comedy throughout popular culture. He wished that they might clash over more original content—or, better yet, not clash at all. But wishes were classified as such because they were unlikely to come to pass. When he was in middle school, a friend (who was not Chinese) had asked him if he’d read Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother by Amy Chua, a celebrated memoir touting the merits of strict, Eastern parenting. He’d replied, “I don’t have to read that book. I’m living it.”

Meanwhile, the dialect from his mother’s native region of China, which Jon had adopted himself and used at home, was very fast and built around heavily accented syllables; even casual, grounded discussions between them regarding these differences could sound to the American ear like frantic yelling. The volume in their apartment was loud.

Ultimately, Jon wanted what most teenagers wanted most of the time, that seemingly simple commodity that was deceptively confounding in the rhythms between parents and children: space. By virtue of the apartment layout, there was very little of it; he worked at the juncture where the kitchenette opened into the dining room, and she always cleaned both rooms in the evening, passing back and forth behind him every few moments, clocking his computer screen through the rapt lenses of her pretty eyes. His father, whose own desk was situated directly behind Jon’s, usually listened to music through headphones or watched baseball on the TV mounted in front of their crammed work space.

During the first few weeks of school, since assignments were still light and left him feeling restless, he closed his books each night and played Debussy’s “Suite Bergamasque” for a bit on the upright piano; his mother had been successful in propelling him not just to master the instrument but to find joy in its use. Afterward, he attempted to sleep in a twin bed opposite his mother’s bed. She slept in his room because his father snored.
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