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To those denied the sky






Conceptually, we may call truth what we cannot change; metaphorically,

    it is the ground on which we stand and the sky that stretches above us.

HANNAH ARENDT

Thou strok’st me and made much of me, wouldst give me

Water with berries in ’t, and teach me how

To name the bigger light.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE TEMPEST








NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

In writing this book, I have drawn from my own memories, as well as from interviews, journals, yearbooks, newspaper reports, and other documentation. Many names, including those of all of my high school classmates and teachers, and of my two kids, have been changed, along with occasional identifying details.






PROLOGUE

It was the summer of 2016 and I was in our bedroom in West Texas searching through tattered boxes my parents had recently sent me in the mail. Out the window was a dead mesquite tree that always felt beautiful to me, perhaps because of its endurance beside all the towering pecans, perhaps because it looked a little like the sapling on my wrist, a tattoo that had felt like a metaphor when I got it at eighteen: me the young spindly tree soon to sprout leaves and bury roots. Twenty years had passed since I got that tattoo. I was pregnant after having miscarried the year before, and our baby was due in two months. Our country would hold an election soon after that. I was hopeful on both accounts. I looked out at that dead tree in our backyard, then down at my tattooed one, before returning to an open box on the floor at my feet. That’s when I found the photo. It was of my high school senior class on a strip of grass near the cafeteria, our bodies forming a roughly hewn triangle, with me at its point—pregnant. Or so I appear. My bright blue tank top swells, but the bump itself was only a sweatshirt I had stuffed there minutes before, an illusion, or a trick, to upset an otherwise innocuous image.

Staring, I was momentarily trapped in the thick heat of that May afternoon, the dishes from third lunch clinking and clunking on the other side of fogged-up awning windows, the thrum of traffic from Sligh Avenue a distant reminder of the world beyond our Florida high school. It was 1997. Bill Clinton has just been reelected. Fox News had launched only the year before. We were seventeen and eighteen, toppling over the brink of one world into the bowl of another. The photographer looked down from somewhere above and yelled at us to smile. I cradled my sweatshirt belly and gazed knowingly at the lens. As if I were the mother of that family hedged into a triangle. As if the baby I feigned to carry had been dreamed up by all of us.

Click.

Finding that photo felt like a pinch, like the past nudging me awake. The mirroring of my body then and now was uncanny, but what stayed with me longer was the image of the rest of them: the eighty or so other students beside me—down from more than a hundred originally admitted to our magnet program. We had been told we were smart, the smartest, and yet what I kept thinking in the weeks and months after I found that photo, after the birth and then the election, was that—despite all of our supposed intelligence, despite our education and assumed potential—so many of us had still fallen for lies.

That thought was the real start of what would eventually become this book, because embedded within it was a question not only about us but also about our teacher. He was the one who was supposed to teach us how to think, a man we adored but also sometimes feared, a guru, my friend Lara would later say, and our idol. I began to wonder if a story about that teacher—the way his influence over us complicated easy narratives about who can be hoodwinked and who unveils the truth—might be an allegory of sorts, a narrative to help explain the changes that seemed to wash over this country the year I was pregnant and found that photo, the year of that election, and the years that followed. So I started trying to tell that story, but I kept getting mired in research, stuck in the hypothetical and philosophical, in questions of truth and fiction considered at a distance, like an ornithologist observing faraway birds. I reread Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, a story that teacher had loved, and then the rest of the Republic, and then what other philosophers and thinkers had said about Plato and his dialogues. I planned a class on the literary history of fake news at the university where I taught and started collecting quotes about truth and lies, a Word document that steadily expanded as the years passed, as that baby, our second, learned to walk and talk, as our new president, our forty-fifth, took office and neo-Nazis marched in the streets and a man ran into a Pittsburgh synagogue and killed eleven people.

My work on that imagined book might have continued as such, with me collecting quotes and reading philosophy, researching the past and reading the news and interviewing everyone from high school who would agree to talk, everyone except our teacher himself, but then, in the spring of 2019, my wife, Marta, got a strange email. We had moved from West Texas to Arizona by then. Our girls were three and six. Everything felt ordinary and safe until it didn’t. That email, and the events that followed it, sharpened and darkened the questions I’d been researching so diligently over the previous three years. The threat they contained collapsed the distance between me and the birds. Because what I hadn’t realized when I found that photo was that the world doesn’t stop just because you’ve decided to traipse into the past to tell a story. One story can easily interrupt another, just as questions build one atop the next. The past may mirror the present but the future also casts its shadow back on us. That teacher from high school was not the only person I needed to worry about.

I am finishing this prologue, and by extension this book, six years after finding that photo in a box in my bedroom beside a dead tree in Texas. We are in the north of Spain for the summer, and all around us the world is burning. In two days, we’ll fly back to the United States, where the president elected at the start of this project is temporarily gone, but his influence lingers, where our division, not only on opinions but also on facts, continues to grow, and where the fires, both metaphoric and real, keep getting lit. The world in which I began writing this book no longer exists, and it feels some days like the only proper response is silence or screaming. But I know we also need stories. If only to remind ourselves that this world is not a story: the stakes here are real. This memoir is not the book I thought I would write six years ago. It is still an allegory of sorts, but it is also a story doubled, a mirroring of then and now and now and then. It is my response. My attempt.
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His first lesson involved a pencil. We watched as Dr. Whiles threw it at the far wall of our classroom, watched as it tracked an amber arc in the air before, clink, the pencil hit the concrete bricks of the wall and fell to the linoleum below. The air-conditioning hummed. Our teenage bodies shifted in plastic chairs, tucked below scratched wood desks as if they might contain us. It was 1993 in Tampa, Florida. A mile in one direction, you ran into porn shops and dying malls; a couple of miles the other way and you found yourself beside a meandering river lined by grassy estates.

“Did it hit the wall?” Dr. Whiles asked us that day.

We stared at the dead pencil, thinking yes but not daring to say so out loud. Dr. Whiles stared back at us, his dress shirt short sleeved, his mustache white and bushy, his belly more barrel shaped than round. School had just begun—it was still only August—but the dynamic was already established: Dr. Whiles would pose a question we didn’t understand. One of us would reach for an answer. And we’d be wrong. Another attempt. Also wrong. Until eventually he’d explain himself—or wouldn’t. Sometimes, Dr. Whiles just smirked, flipped the toothpick staked between his teeth, and said, “Who knows?” or “Think about it.”

But that day, he explained himself.

“To hit the wall,” he said, “the pencil would first have to get halfway to the wall, right?”

We nodded. We nodded again when he asked if the pencil would arrive halfway across that second half of space before it touched the wall. And then halfway across that remaining quarter of space? And halfway across that next eighth of space? And so on, until we were no longer nodding our heads, but shifting our eyes between Dr. Whiles and the wall as if the answer might be pinned to the air somewhere in between.

“So did the pencil hit the wall?” he asked.

We said no.

Dr. Whiles picked up the pencil and threw it again. We watched it sail through the air and then—clink—hit the wall and fall to the ground.

The second lesson arrived sometime after that—though it may have come first. I can no longer be certain about the order of events that year. What I am certain of, and what everyone I’ve talked to also ascertained, was that Dr. Whiles pointed to the clock on the wall one day and asked another question.

“Does the clock exist?” he asked, his voice grave.

I’d gotten high by accident that morning. Lara and I had smoked a cigarette with the burnouts at the gas station across the street before the bell rang, and somehow in smoking, my high from the night before had returned like a ghost, filling my body with a suddenness that might have scared me if it hadn’t numbed me first. I walked to class through the same congregations of students shouting at one another or being shouted at by teachers or administrators to hurry along, remove that hat, pull up those pants; but I hardly noticed their bodies or voices, the reality of our shared existence, or reality at all, until I found myself in Dr. Whiles’s class. The clock on the wall looked like the clocks on all our classroom walls, clocks we glanced at without thinking, wondering how much time remained in this or that subject, how much longer the day would stretch before the last bell rang and we were released into a world that felt infinitely more real than the one inside our high school. Though rarely did I count the time in Dr. Whiles’s class. I never wanted his class to end. It made sense to me that year in a way that little else did. Me in my Grateful Dead T-shirt and ripped jeans, flannels and polka-dot tights. Lara in her steel-toed boots and dyed-black blond hair. We thought Dr. Whiles understood us in a way no one else did. But I saw the clock that day; we all did. The second hand ticking forward on a circle that never stopped.

“How do we know the clock exists?” Dr. Whiles asked, turning to face us. “We all see it. We could go up and touch it if we wanted. But can we confirm it exists outside of our perceptions of it?”

In that moment, I thought I understood. He wanted us to consider more than just the clock. He wanted us to consider reality itself, and how impossible it is to know if the physical world exists for others as it exists for us—or at all. How we are all trapped within the cages of our own perceptions of not only the clock but of all objects, and people, too, which are objects of a sort.

“What the fuck,” I said to Lara on our bus ride home that day. We sat near the back, side by side, sweaty thighs sticking to green pleather seats. Tiny wisps escaped from Lara’s ponytail and were whipped by the wind from the opened windows.

“I get it but I don’t get it,” she said. “It’s almost too deep.”

“I do,” I said. “But I can’t explain.”

Outside our window, reality passed unperturbed by our awakening. We crossed over the Hillsborough River and drove under live oaks trailing Spanish moss, palmetto bushes staked beside them like props in a movie set version of Florida. We passed a baseball diamond where players threw balls into the air, catching them in gloves that I now recognized as ontologically distinct from the gloves Lara or anyone else on that bus might see. Even the other kids—some of whom we’d known for years—no longer seemed real to me if I thought about them for long enough.

“Do you think he thinks about this all the time?” I asked.

“Yep.”

“God.”

The third lesson was Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. We may have read it—the allegory is relatively short—but what I remember, and what others remember, too, is Dr. Whiles telling us Plato’s story and all of us listening, rapt.

“It begins with a scene,” he said that day. He asked us to imagine prisoners chained to the floor of a cave, staring at shadows on the wall in front of them cast by a fire behind their backs they cannot see. Those shadows are the only reality the prisoners have ever known, he told us, and thus they give them names and spin stories among themselves to account for their existence.

“Those people in that cave,” Dr. Whiles said, “are just like you and me. Picture them in your head.”

We did as he said. It wasn’t difficult. High school often felt like a cave anyway: all of us trapped behind desks, anchored inside concrete buildings or portable classrooms, staring at chalkboards filled with lessons we were told to accept as true, often without understanding them first. It was a reality that felt inevitable, if disappointing—like being cast in a play comprised of predictable, never-ending acts.

“But then one day,” Dr. Whiles said, “a man breaks free from his chains.”

Or perhaps he is freed, I no longer remember the specifics of the first time I heard the story of Plato’s cave—which errors in my memories come from the passage of time and which might be attributed to Dr. Whiles. What I remember was knowing that this man was exceptional. Chosen even. Rubbing his wrists, he stands up, bewildered but also relieved to have found his freedom. He turns, sees the fire behind him, turns back and sees the other prisoners, staring at the shadows, talking about them as if they were real, and the man realizes that he’s been tricked his whole life.

That’s me, I thought that day in class. That’s us: Lara and me. We were the kids other people called freaks, the ones who got high and mismatched their clothes and wrote their own commandments because the rules from church no longer made sense. The kind of girls enamored of the word “ennui” and then enamored of saying we were “enamored of” things, which is to say we were weird kids but also earnest about our weirdness. And I assumed that meant that I would be the one freed from her chains, that both Lara and I would be, that Dr. Whiles was talking about people like us.

I doubted myself only when Dr. Whiles reached what he said was the end of Plato’s allegory—though later I’d realize he may have misled us there, too. The man, now free, he told us, stands beside the fire for a moment before he notices light in the distance. He walks toward that glow until he finds the mouth of the cave and, pushing his way through it, he leaves the darkness behind and enters the sunlight above. When the man reaches the world outside, the sun blinds him with its brightness and at first he can’t see a thing. It’s painful, this birth or rebirth, but when the man adjusts to so much light, he looks around him and finds that everything is real. The sun is the sun. The stars, the stars. The clock, the clock. It all exists, in its true form. He sees this and everything else around him for what it is. He sees the truth.

“The cave is life for most of us,” Dr. Whiles said, looking around the room after he finished the story. “But not everyone.”

I blinked back at him, wanting his description of the open sky and sunlight to feel familiar, to again recognize myself in the story of that man muted by wonder. But I couldn’t find myself in the ending. What felt familiar was the metaphor of standing by the firelight staring at others you think have it all wrong, not finding yourself in the sun, knowing the world for what it is. I stared at Dr. Whiles anyway, hoping he’d look at me like he sometimes did, like he knew I got it, or he believed that one day I would. But Dr. Whiles looked at the clock instead.

“Are you in the cave?” he asked us. “Or are you in the sunlight?”
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I have a memory of a lake. Lara and I are in a canoe with a guy who looked like Jesus, who years later I will only be able to call Jesus in my mind, because by then both Lara and I will have forgotten his real name. He was older and good-looking, a tennis pro at the country club, where I was on the swim team and Lara took tennis lessons. His shaggy brown hair hung to his shoulders and his body was long and lanky like it might fold itself into a puzzle box. He must have been at least twenty but he acted like he was closer to our age, like hanging out with fourteen-year-old girls made perfect sense. His wide mouth would open to a smile when he saw us ride up after school and park our bikes beside the pool gates.

“Hey, you two,” he’d say in a slow drawl that was either Southern or stoned.

We smoked weed with Jesus sometimes behind the tennis courts, and then one night near the beginning of ninth grade we snuck out of my house and met up with him at a park down the road. It was something Lara and I did a lot back then: sneaking out. She’d spend the night at my house, and we’d wait until my parents fell asleep, then slip from my bedroom to the screened-in porch behind our house, and after that down the steps into the backyard, uncaged. The air always hit me at that moment of release, thick and warm; and, entering it, I felt like everything I did had never been done before, like we were grafting our own existence right then and there, mini-gods or demons. Lara and I would run from the swamp that backed my house down the street to Oak Park, where someone was always waiting for us—usually a boy, sometimes a man, and on that particular night, Jesus in his beat-up Honda Civic, already smoking a joint, which he passed to us, grinning like the Cheshire cat, while Lara and I climbed in, twin Alices.

We got high in Jesus’s car and then he drove us out to another neighborhood on the other side of Tampa, a place called Carrollwood, and asked if we wanted to steal a canoe.

“Totally,” Lara said, as we idled in the night, staring out at an expansive lake ringed by neat two-story houses.

“Definitely,” I agreed.

Lara and I had been friends since seventh grade, a year after my family moved to Florida from Wisconsin, two years after we moved away from Missouri, the state where I had all but grown up. Florida had stunned me with its alligators parked in the middle of sidewalks and Spanish moss spilling like piliferous clouds from stately oak trees, but also with the cacophony of concrete and crowds that comprised its public schools, the hour-long bus ride I took to a massive “sixth-grade center” I attended that first year, where the open-air hallways were always filled with too many kids, grabbing ass and hocking loogies or, one day that fall, rushing into lockdown, after a guy ran onto our campus with a gun. It felt like a place where it was hard to be alone. I spent my first year there, before I met Lara, either in school, on the bus, or in church. The church my mom had found for us in Tampa—a Methodist one to replace the Presbyterian congregation in Wisconsin and the Episcopalian community in Missouri—felt unassuming at first. We met in rented rooms in an office building led by a pastor who looked a little like Bill Clinton but with red hair, a man who would later have his own scandal involving an affair with a parishioner. I joined the youth group, where we played sardines and sang Jesus songs but rarely read the Bible. We were almost all white and upper middle class, mildly interested in God, but mostly looking for something to do in the suburbs besides swimming alone in our individual pools or watching MTV. But then a girl on my swim team invited me to a sleepaway camp for Christian athletes, and I came home more religious than many of my peers. I started singing songs to myself about the Lord preparing me to be a sanctuary and writing to God in my journal, telling him about my bangs and science experiments, about how annoying my sister was and the boys I thought I liked or didn’t, but also, timidly, about the doubts I harbored. “I don’t believe that homosexuality is wrong,” I wrote to God in seventh grade. “I’m sorry. I hope you can still love me.”

One day, I showed up for a youth group event and found someone new, a girl from school I’d never noticed or talked to before, standing in the parking lot beside her mom. It was Lara. I’ve always had a strong instinct for good friends, by which I mean that I know right away when I meet someone with whom I’ll fit platonically. There’s a sort of shimmering between us, as Joan Didion described the subjects she was drawn to writing about, only with early friendship it feels like slipping on a clean dress or moving furniture to just the right spot in a room. It’s a feeling of things settling into place, cosmically perhaps, or interpersonally, and it happened when I met Lara that day. We stood under a canopy of trees by the office complex where we met while the church raised money for its own building. Lara’s mom’s white Infinity was parked nearby and when it came time to choose rides, I asked to go with her. I had permed blond hair then and neatly pressed jeans. Lara had big brown eyes and a quiet voice. We listened to U2 and Lara repeated her favorite lyrics back to me.

After that day, we hardly spent time apart. We sat together on the bus to and from Buchanan Junior High, a chaotic yellow building where I ran cross-country and Lara drew pictures of long-lashed eyeballs into notebooks we passed back and forth between classes. We spent Saturday nights at each other’s houses and went to church on Sunday, praying and standing and sitting and singing and afterward eating little cookies with punch while her parents and my mom talked about God or work or the heat. We rode our bikes back and forth from her house to mine in our housing development, a place called Tampa Palms, passing artificial lakes lined with sandhill cranes and a golf course where wild boars roamed at night. Some days we stopped at the Tampa Palms welcome center, where salespeople explained the development’s tiered neighborhood system to new families shopping floor plans for houses that hadn’t yet been built, and where Lara and I would watch and rewatch a promotional video about the perfect place in which we lived. It told us that our community had been expertly designed. It boasted that parts of the jungle once covering this land had been preserved before all the houses were built, and, because of that, we should call the swaths of wilderness bordering our homes “the preserve” instead of a swamp. We sat in the air-conditioning of that tiny theater, the two of us, spindly legged and tan—Lara always tanner than I was, and prettier, too—watching the public relations version of our life. Then we walked outside, got on our bikes, and started writing different stories for ourselves.

In the stolen canoe that night, in another suburban neighborhood that wasn’t all that different from our own, I watched smoke leave Lara’s mouth like a river rising up toward the moon. I could hear the frogs chorusing and the cicadas singing high in the trees. Jesus paddled us farther and farther out until suddenly we were in the middle of the lake, exposed to anyone who wanted to see us, if only they looked out their windows, if only they were awake. I took a hit, and passed the bowl to Jesus, who laughed at us, at the situation, or perhaps at the unknowability of all of it: time, consciousness, the self, this world.

Lara took a hit and looked up at the palm-cupped moon.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, exhaling another river of smoke.

“It’s a moon,” Jesus said, not meanly. He watched the bowl move from Lara’s hands to mine, watched the way I lit it with a flick of gas from my Zippo.

“It’s a canoe in a lake,” he added when no one said anything. “We’re a canoe. The three of us in this lake. We’re a canoe.”

You’re Jesus, I thought but didn’t say. The smoke left my mouth in clouds instead of a stream.

When Lara and I first became friends, we were briefly normal, or what people back then considered normal. We wore bright white Keds and bodysuits. We listened to Power Pig 93.3 and talked about boys and music on the transparent phones we got for our birthdays, nameplate necklaces dangling at our throats. We followed the rules, or if we rebelled, it barely counted—like that time we snuck out of the sanctuary during the pastor’s sermon and climbed onto the roof of the office building, reveling in the way you could see everything from up there, acres of identical houses sprouting from flat Florida swamp, while somewhere below us our parents and community prayed.

Then the summer before high school, two months before we started in Dr. Whiles’s class, something happened that I still don’t quite understand. We went on another youth group trip—a week in the Florida panhandle—and while we spent the days at the beach and evenings at prayer services, at night Lara and I began sneaking out, smoking cigarettes with local kids around bonfires on the beach, savoring the way our bodies felt out there, hot sand on our bare feet and fingers singed with the scent of tobacco. We did that all week, and when we got back, the secret of those nights stayed with us, unspoken. Until, that is, we made it visible: first through our clothes and then with everything else. We layered polka dots with plaid with ripped jeans with steel-toed boots, tie-dyed shirts we’d found at Goodwill, enormous top hats we bought at the mall, a brass ring with a naked lady on it I’d stolen at the Renaissance fair, her legs straddling my finger as I took my first hit the summer before ninth grade, my first tab later that year, and soon after that my first pills. We fell in love with the Pixies and the Violent Femmes; we read Siddhartha and The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test; we felt like we knew something that the rest of the world didn’t, that we were free in a way that so many other kids our age would never be.

By the time we were out on that canoe with Jesus, getting high and looking up at the moon, Lara and I had all but given up on the original Jesus, the one they kept hammering on about in church and youth group, whenever we went, which was less and less frequently. In place of him, I had found drugs and the discussions in Dr. Whiles’s class and of course Lara. She liked drugs, too, but more than that, Lara found a replacement for God in boys, usually older ones with a friend who I would try to like back, and fail. On the lake that night with Jesus, though, what I loved, and probably why I would remember that moment years later, was that Lara was momentarily single, and yet she didn’t seem interested in Jesus either—nor did he seem interested in either of us. We were just some kids paddling a stolen canoe to the center of a lake to see what things looked like from out there. I was on the far bench and Lara in the middle, leaning back, her legs toward mine, her tan belly exposed.

“I love this,” she said, watching the moon while I watched her.
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What is soma?” Dr. Whiles asked us.

This was a month or so into the school year. August had passed and fall had almost arrived, which meant I sweated less in cross-country practice and the air-conditioning felt less brutal in class, but the heat remained—the swampy feel never went away, no matter the time of year. We had our copies of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World out on our desks: some dappled with brightly colored tabs, some stuffed with lists of vocabulary words, mine dog-eared and spine bent. I no longer remember who was in class with me that year, but I imagine that James, if he were there, would have already thrust his hand in the air, ready to speak, his thick glasses slipping down his nose. Marcus would have had his head down, tapping out 2Pac lyrics on his desk, maybe, his mind somewhere else. Gayle would have been double-checking a passage in her book, knowing one answer at least, but still doubting herself. And Eric or Joel, had they been in my class period that day, likely would have made a joke.

Years later, I would remember these people like family, but back then, especially in ninth grade, they were mostly strangers to me—except for Lara. What held us together was our acceptance in a new international magnet program, the fact that we—all hundred or so of us—were the only freshman in a public high school of more than three thousand. It was a program we’d all heard about in eighth grade when Mrs. Morris, our guidance counselor and later administrator, visited our junior high school auditoriums and cafeterias and told us how getting into this program would be like gaining access to an education in Europe. You’ll be in a big public high school, she said that day, but the classes will be small, your teachers will be smart and better paid, and you’ll study things like art and philosophy and calculus 2. You’ll get to choose if you want to focus on math or science or literature your last two years, she said, and at the end of it all, you will take a slate of exams that, if you pass, will allow you to skip several courses in college, maybe even a whole year.

Everyone had different reasons for applying. Some because their parents made them, others to spite a mom or dad who said they likely couldn’t get in. Some wanted to get to high school early, while others needed out of their junior high school now. Marcus told me he applied because his junior high, Burns, was 5 percent Black, and he was tired of being such an obvious minority, while Chapin High was majority Black. He would have gone there anyway in tenth grade—he and Naomi and I and a handful of others were zoned for Chapin—but this way he got in a year before his friends. “I read the thing that said three hours of homework a night,” he told me later. “I thought if don’t have to go to Burns, I don’t care.”

I applied because I liked the idea of studying like they study in Europe. I’d never been out of the United States; I didn’t know what Brie cheese was until a college roommate told me years later, and yet I could picture myself smoking in the cafés of Paris, a book open in one hand, my mind alight with ideas. But I also applied, like Marcus, to get out of junior high. I’d dated a boy named Travis there because he asked me to, and then his ex-girlfriend started telling people she was going to jump me. I dated another boy, Graham, after that—again because he asked—and he called me up each night to describe what parts of my body he liked best. What I likely needed was to stop dating boys, but instead I applied to a competitive, international magnet program, hoping that would do the trick.

Lara applied because I had. When we both got in, we celebrated. I imagined us, that fall, spending even more time together, doing homework late into the night and gossiping about all the people we did or didn’t like. Instead, soon after school started Lara met a guy named Danny, an older kid at Chapin not in our magnet program, a wiry, high-strung guy with his own car, with whom she fell madly in love. I started dating a friend of Danny’s named Kevin soon after that, and the cycle continued. Except now I was in a competitive magnet program in a sprawling public high school where the older kids tried to sell us elevator passes for a two story building and joked about how small and nerdy we were. We went to classes on a block system, each course meeting for two hours every three days—maybe the way they did in Europe, though that seemed less and less likely. Every third day I would show up in Dr. Whiles’s classroom, where our task was sometimes to dissect utopias and drugs called soma, and other times to determine what was actually true in this world and what we might all be dreaming up. His class that first year was called Inquiry Skills because the focus was supposed to be on research and critical thinking, but he taught it like an introduction to philosophy course, like the questions he posed to us each period were the most important ones we’d ever have to answer in our lives.

“What is the soma in our lives?” Dr. Whiles asked that day in September, after our initial silence led to more silence and we’d begun to fidget.

The word “soma” came from a Sanskrit term for the drink of the gods—Dr. Whiles had told us that already—but I knew he didn’t want etymology. He wanted us to say what soma represented in Huxley’s novel, and by extension in our own world. He wanted us to build a connection between that story and our individual, nonutopian lives.

“Christianity without tears—that’s what soma is,” Mustapha Mond, the leader of the society in Brave New World, says near the end of the book. But soma sounded to me like the feeling of getting high in that canoe with Jesus, the brief conviction that I existed as a body alone and nothing else, a body moored in the present tense. And that would make soma the opposite of Christianity, with its insistence on the soul as our real self, its imagination of the body as more impediment than virtue. Dr. Whiles had also told us that “soma” meant “body” in ancient Greece, and that etymology felt closer to how I imagined this imagined drug and the power it had in Huxley’s utopia.

“Maybe soma is TV?” someone in the back of the room tried. Dr. Whiles had been calling TV the “drug of the masses” recently, and some students in our program had begun parroting that narrative back to him, connecting the images on TV with the shadows on the wall in Plato’s cave.

“Why do you think that?” Dr. Whiles asked, but when the kid started to explain, he interrupted. “What’s wrong with something making you happy?” He flipped the toothpick in his mouth. “Happiness is what you’re supposed to want. Who wouldn’t want to be happy?”

“Maybe we need unhappiness to understand happiness,” I said, and instead of asking another question, Dr. Whiles just nodded.

“Interesting,” he said, and I felt a flush of real happiness. I took out my journal and wrote down what I’d just said, as if it were one clue in the larger mystery Dr. Whiles seemed to be unspooling that year.

Dr. Whiles returned to his desk, kicked up his feet, and started talking about the Epicureans and the rites of Dionysus, how pleasure was king in that world, the aim being to release participants from the constraints of society, to strip them of their egos and superegos, leaving only the id. But after the stripping away of constraints, he asked, what happens to the rest of us? Where do we go if we are only the body and its desire to be pleased?

I had no easy answer to that, and I still don’t, thinking back on the person I was then, a teenage girl convinced there was a solvable equation for enlightenment, a fifteen-year-old confident she could figure out what was true by the end of the term. Every time I tried, scribbling away in my journal after Dr. Whiles’s class, I ended up quoting song lyrics or inventing bland metaphors to describe how unhappy I was.

“I believe no god put us on this earth with the snap of his fingers,” I wrote in my journal that year. “But I cannot even define time. Is it moving, does it exist? I’m so confused. Is everyone?”

My biggest obsession then, besides Plato’s cave, was the concept of “conditioning,” which I’d picked up from Brave New World. At the center of Huxley’s book is a planned society, a utopia or dystopia, in which books and philosophy are banned, in which citizens all take a drug called soma that offers a “holiday” from discomfort and pain, but also one in which babies are genetically designed and then behaviorally conditioned to accept their assigned status in life and think as a collective rather than as individuals.

“I want,” I wrote in my journal, “to free myself from this societal conditioning that has formed me.”

My body had become Plato’s cave, and yet the problem of escape felt even more tortured. How could I undo the work this world had done in creating me? I asked myself, convinced I’d find an answer. I borrowed another book by Huxley from Dr. Whiles that year, The Doors of Perception, which landed on peyote as the answer. But I kept getting high or tripping—once taking so many Dramamines before math class that I thought I was a listing ship—and my self was always there once I came down again. I borrowed The Tibetan Book of the Dead from Dr. Whiles after that and started writing in my journal about bardo, a state between death and rebirth, sure the answer to the cave and thus also the self lay somewhere beyond the life I was currently living. But that provided even less help in my quest to identify what was true and figure out who I actually was, before the school year came to an end.

Standing on the sidelines for all this, Dr. Whiles was relentless with his questions. What is true? What is the self? But also, what is this world, this “brave new world”—a phrase that Dr. Whiles told us came from Shakespeare’s The Tempest—that shapes the self and either shapes, or perhaps hides, the truth? Some days, it felt like Dr. Whiles knew that students like me were losing themselves within his questions, taking them more seriously than we’d taken any subject in school before, and yet he held out hope that we would eventually find the answer. Other days it seemed like he knew we were struggling, and he was glad to see that struggle—regardless of where we ended up.

“Some of you will eventually discover the answer,” Dr. Whiles told us at one point that year. “But only some of you.”






4

My mom dropped Lara and me off near the entrance of the library at the university where she worked, idling in our gray Astro van while she handed me a note that said I had permission to check out books using her faculty card. In her ID she looked younger: her hair less tightly permed, the laugh lines on her face less deeply grooved. But you could easily see the resemblance between us: both with light blond hair and angular faces, only my mom was slimmer and taller—prettier, too.

“Thanks, Mom,” I said, sliding the door closed behind me.

I had told her we were researching an essay for Dr. Whiles on the ethics of the Human Genome Project.

“Is this a repeat of Brave New World?” he’d asked us in class the week before. “Or will this help humanity? Think about it.”

I told my mom we were going to research those questions, like the grown-up college students we would eventually become, searching for books and articles in the boxy computers on the library’s first floor, then riding the elevator up to the stacks, poking around, photocopying, figuring out in the span of two hours the ethics of mapping our biological code so that one day we could replicate it—or “fix” it.

As soon as my mom drove away, though, Kevin pulled up in his VW Bug with Danny in the back seat. Lara and I laughed and climbed in, the Violent Femmes loud inside and the windows down as Kevin steered us back toward his house, where Lara would slip into the back bedroom with Danny and Kevin would lead me to the scratchy plaid couch in his living room—his mom, a nurse, still at work. He was a skinny kid with frizzy chestnut hair, a couple of years older like Danny. They smoked Marlboro Reds and went to school about as often as they skipped, getting high by the river, listening to grunge bands or metal while they waited for Lara and me to get out of class. I’d agreed to date Kevin after he walked up to me at lunch one day, his T-shirt tugged aloft, puffy-paint words written across his pale belly: “Will you go out with me, Sarah?”

I liked that he’d read Siddhartha, and that the week before we’d talked on the phone for more than an hour about heroes’ quests and enlightenment and whether we should both give up traditional learning and go find ourselves on the road somewhere. But on that couch that afternoon, he wasn’t interested in nirvana. He was interested in lifting up my shirt and unhooking my bra. He wanted to pull down my shorts and push aside my underwear, to snag my pubic hair with his fingers while he poked inside me, asking again and again if it felt good.

“Do you like it?” he breathed in my ear, hot and a little wet, and when I said yes, I didn’t recognize that I was lying.

“I want you to touch me,” he said, and when I didn’t respond, he turned my hand palm up, spit on it, and showed me how to jack him off, how to hold tight but not too tight, how to pull and stroke.

“That’s good,” he said again and again, as if he had discovered its true form.

“Did you see Kevin and Danny at the library?” my mom asked after she’d picked us back up later that day, after we’d dropped Lara off at her house, and it was just the two of us in a Florida evening turning into night. I watched how tightly she gripped the steering wheel, the clenched muscle in her jaw.

“No,” I lied.

“Sarah,” she said. “I was early to pick you up. I saw Kevin’s car driving away.”

My mom used to tell this story I loved. When she was in high school, she and her mom lived in a small apartment in Chicago. Her father, a French professor turned university president, a man from Georgia who smoked Lucky Strikes and drank bourbon out of thick glasses, had died of a heart attack when she was thirteen, and her older brothers had gone off to college soon after that, which meant by the time she was a teenager, my mom was alone with her mom in a quiet apartment, still trying to be the perfect daughter she’d been before. Her mom had worshipped her father and struggled to find her place in the world after he was gone. My mom would comfort her when she broke into tears at dinner. Sometimes she tucked her own mom in at night. I suspect she never had a chance to mourn her father’s death, much less rebel, which is likely why she secretly took up smoking in high school. When her mom was out of the house, my mom would smoke a cigarette alone, relishing that small rebellion, I imagine—maybe on the balcony, the bitter winds biting her face, or maybe in the living room, like the adult she longed to be—until afterward, when she was left with the butts, evidence of her transgression. She could have thrown them away. A better liar would have done that. Instead, she stashed them one by one on the top shelf of their linen closet, until eventually they formed a neat row: organized evidence of her quiet lies.

My grandmother Margaret never said anything about the cigarette butts, and the first time my mom told me that story, she said she assumed her mom never knew. I accepted that version when I was younger, but over the years, I realized how improbable that was. Cigarette butts smell. And she’d put them in the linen closet. Behind the towels, I imagined, stinking up everything. A more probable explanation was that my grandmother had noticed and decided to ignore it. Maybe she wanted my mom to nurture one small rebellion. Maybe she didn’t care. But I did. I thought about those cigarette butts all the time.

“I’m not lying,” I said as my mom pulled into the garage and we both heard the familiar barking of our dog, Ubu, then the voices of my brother and sister yelling about something, as I opened my door, grabbed my backpack, and ran into my bedroom. My mom followed but stayed in the kitchen. I heard her sigh while she started dinner.

Growing up, I used to thrill at the unconventional ethics of our family. We could swear all we wanted as long as we never swore at anyone. I could say “shit” or “fuck” when I stubbed my toe or dropped a glass of milk, but if I said “fuck you” to someone, my dad’s fury would rise to the surface. “ ‘Fuck you’ is like telling someone you want them to die,” he told me once, and I hung on to that definition for years. I didn’t want anyone to die, I decided, so I never said “fuck you” again. We never talked about sinning at home, or any Christian conception of right and wrong—probably because my dad was an atheist and my mom went to church more out of habit than any deep faith. But lying was something both my parents abhorred.

My dad was the son of Swedish immigrants, Lutherans who eventually gave up on God but retained the severity of their church’s teachings. He grew up poor and severely nearsighted in the shadow of a petrochemical plant in Southern California and became an adult who had the utmost faith in capitalism and yet was unforgiving of anyone who would cheat to get ahead. He’d been an academic, twice, but he hated bureaucracy enough he eventually quit. He became an economist for the state government, until he was fired for speaking out against ethical lapses of his elected bosses. He believed in following the rules if he could see the reason for them, but he didn’t give a damn about stupid ones like color-code requirements for houses in our subdivision or, years before that, the Vietnam draft.

When I was in eighth grade, Lara and I stole bowling alley shoes once because we thought they were cool, leaving behind the shitty sneakers we’d worn bowling on purpose. The next day, we slid into our new stolen shoes before school, and Lara’s parents laughed at the audacity and oddness of their kid, but when my dad found out that afternoon, he put me in his Toyota Camry and drove me back to the bowling alley, where he waited, drumming his hands on the steering wheel, while I returned mine.

“That’s stealing,” he said, though theft itself wasn’t the problem—I knew that—it was the deceit inherent in theft.

My mom hated lying for other reasons. She had a job as a social worker when she and my dad got together—around the time my dad left his first wife and my mom was getting ready to divorce her husband—and when I was a kid, she enrolled in a PhD program in psychology. I remember watching her draft mnemonic devices to memorize mental illnesses in the DSM IV—trichotillomania and Tourette’s syndrome, pica and malingering. I remember her telling us about Freud and the superego, ego, and id—the same concepts that Dr. Whiles would later tell us were essential terms that all thinking people needed to know. Honesty, for my mom, was important because she equated it with psychological wellness. If you lie, you might be rebelling, but you also might be crazy. If you tell the truth, you’re mentally sound.

More than doing drugs or skipping school or jacking off boys or lusting after my best friend that first year of high school, what felt rebellious to me was when I started to lie. Lying separates you from another person, briefly, temporarily, by creating one reality they believe and another you know is true—and I felt that acutely that year, even as I tried to ignore that guilt. I lied in tacit ways when I snuck out or skipped school, but I also began to lie directly to my parents’ faces, like when I told my mom I hadn’t seen Danny and Kevin at the library. Or later that night, after I came out of my room and told my mom I was ready to tell the truth.

“You were right, we did see Danny and Kevin at the library,” I said. “They came to help us study, but they’d only stayed a little while.”

I started crying without meaning to and I knew my mom saw that as evidence that I was telling the truth. But I was crying because I wasn’t, but also because something else had happened that afternoon at Kevin’s that I didn’t want to share. At one point after separating we all came back together again and Danny had said it’d be hot if Lara and I would kiss, so we had. I’d noticed her teeth first, how they clinked against mine in a way that had never happened before with boys, but also how much softer her lips felt. There was air in the middle of our kiss, like space had opened up between us within the movement. But then before I wanted it to end, it was gone. Kevin and Danny were there again, too close, saying how hot we were, how hot that was, how much it had turned them on.
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