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THE	minute	I	walked	into	the	St.	Stephen’s	School	for	Boys,	I	began	to	sweat.
There	was	still	no	air	conditioning,	and	the	temperature	inside	was	higher	than	it
was	outside.	 I	used	 to	 think	 that	maybe	one	day	I	would	be	a	rich	man;	 then	I
would	 send	 a	 pile	 of	 money	 to	 the	 school,	 earmarked	 for	 air	 conditioning.	 I
would	 be	 the	 big	 shot	 who	 cooled	 the	 place	 off.	 Mauricio	 Londoño:	 Air
Conditioning	King	…	King	Cool	…	Mr.	Freeze	…	Prince	Frosty	…	LL	Cool	…
something.
I	used	to	dream	about	that	kind	of	thing	all	the	time.	And	I	still	wanted	to	be

rich—ridiculously	 rich,	 but	 I	wasn’t	 so	 sure	 anymore	 about	 giving	 a	 bunch	of
cash	 to	St.	Stephen’s.	Despite	 how	hot	 I	was,	maybe	 everyone	here	needed	 to
sweat	it	out.	Endure	the	misery	as	I	had,	and	as	every	guy	before	me	had.	The	St.
Stephen’s	rite	of	sweltering	passage.
But	 right	when	 I	walked	 into	 the	 building	 that	 day,	 I	 knew.	 I	 knew	 that	 no

matter	what	I	endured	or	accomplished,	how	much	I	sweated	it	out,	how	much
money	 I	 earned,	 or	 even	 if	 the	 New	 York	 Times	 or	 the	 Wall	 Street	 Journal
applauded	 some	 phenomenal	 accomplishment	 of	mine,	 I	would	 always	 be	 the
pathetic	ninth	grader	I	had	been	on	my	first	day	at	that	place.
It	was	as	if	my	eighteen-year-old	body	was	an	empty	shell	housing	that	punk

high	school	freshman.	I	would	never	stop	being	the	scrawny	boy	who	walked	the
halls,	scared,	anxious,	and	stooped	under	the	weight	of	an	enormous	backpack.
And	 worst	 of	 all,	 I	 was	 still	 waiting	 for	 a	 goddamn	 golden	 ticket—access	 to
something—even	now.	Yet	I	had	managed	to	survive	ninth	grade,	and	all	the	rest



of	it,	when	five	of	my	classmates	hadn’t.	There	were	a	bunch	of	casualties	from
that	whole	mess	freshman	year.
No	 matter	 what	 was	 going	 on	 in	 that	 place,	 it	 was	 always	 hot	 inside,	 an

inferno.	The	heat	and	the	noise	were	oppressive.	A	lot	of	people	thought	that	St.
Stephen’s	was	the	hottest	school	in	the	city,	but	they	didn’t	get	that	the	adjective
was	about	the	temperature,	not	the	billions	of	guys	who	went	on	to	Ivy	League
colleges	 or	 anything	 like	 that.	 St.	 Stephen’s	 School	 for	 Boys	 was	 the	 hottest,
loudest	 private	 school	 in	 Manhattan.	 Maybe	 that’s	 what	 comes	 from	 stuffing
eight	 hundred	 blue-blazered	 boys	 into	 one	 building,	where	 fifteen	 floors	 filled
with	 classrooms	 and	 libraries	 and	 lunchrooms	 and	 science	 labs	 stacked	 and
buried	desperate	kids	right	on	top	of	each	other.
Even	the	kindergartners	in	that	place	were	desperate.	They	all	wanted	to	be	the

top	dog	with	the	most	Pokémon	cards.	By	ninth	grade	the	stakes	changed—the
terms	of	our	attempts	 to	prove	ourselves	and	one-up	each	other	were	different,
but	underneath	all	that,	it	was	the	same	old	story,	the	timeless	male	legend,	the
eternal	 saga	 of	 proving	who	 has	 the	 biggest	 dick.	My	 classmates	 and	 I	 spent
most	of	our	 energy	 trying	 to	 sort	 that	out.	Mostly	we	discovered	who	was	 the
biggest	dick.
But	what	always	lurked	beneath	our	endless	squabbles	and	daily	drills	was	that

desperation.	I	had	no	idea,	when	I	started	there,	how	much	the	school	tie	would
come	to	feel	like	a	noose.	Yet	somehow	my	faith	in	St.	Stephen’s,	my	desire	to
belong,	 never	 evaporated—not	 even	 after	 my	 first	 year,	 when	 everything	 and
then	some	unraveled.
I	 had	graduated	 from	St.	Stephen’s	 about	 a	month	 ago.	Before	graduation,	 I

thought	all	the	time	about	how	it	was	almost	over,	how	I	didn’t	ever	have	to	go
back	into	that	loud	inferno	again,	how	I	was	finished	with	that	place	and	would
head	 off	 to	 college	 and	 be	 done.	 I	 kept	 trying	 to	 figure	 out	whether	 it	 had	 all
been	worth	 it.	All	 that	happened	my	first	year—it	kind	of	 lingered,	way	 in	 the
back	of	my	mind,	 sort	of	buzzing	around	back	 there	 like	a	 trapped	 fly.	Then	 I
won	a	big	fancy	award	at	graduation,	and	I	got	sucked	back	in.	Like	the	keys	to
the	castle	were	right	there,	jingling	in	front	of	my	face,	beckoning	me	back	and
promising	me	something	incredible.
What	 I	wanted	 now,	why	 I’d	 come	back	 to	 the	 school	 a	 couple	weeks	 after



graduation,	was	to	find	my	name.	It	had	been	carved	into	one	of	the	five	million
plaques	lining	the	walls	of	the	main	foyer	announcing	all	the	names	of	students
who	had	distinguished	themselves	at	the	St.	Stephen’s	School	for	Boys.	I	had	to
see	the	evidence	to	be	sure	that	the	award	wasn’t	just	another	fantasy.
It	was	the	Headmaster’s	Award—the	“nice	guy”	award—	the	one	they	give	to

the	good	kid	who	isn’t	the	best	student	or	athlete	or	thespian	or	fencer	or	soccer
player	or	mathematician	or	cellist	or	poker	player	or	anything	else,	but	even	so
deserves	 to	win	something—deserves	 to	have	some	bone	 thrown	to	him.	 I	was
the	decent	guy	who	did	his	homework.	The	guy	who	didn’t	cheat.	The	guy	who
was	on	time.	The	guy	who	was	in	dress	code.	The	guy	who	didn’t	think	he	knew
more	than	the	teachers;	or	if	he	did,	he	shut	his	fat	trap	and	didn’t	let	anyone	else
know.	 The	 guy	who	mostly	 didn’t	 smoke	 or	 drink	 or	 hook	 up	 and,	 no	matter
what,	kept	showing	up	on	time	every	day.	The	boring	guy	who	nobody	wanted	to
throttle	but	nobody	cared	about	either.	The	guy	who	tried	like	hell	to	be	good	at
something—anything.	The	guy	who	wasn’t	the	biggest	dick.
At	 least	 that’s	 what	 people	 believed	 about	 me.	 And,	 for	 as	 long	 as	 St.

Stephen’s	continued	to	exist,	eight	hundred	boys	would	walk	down	that	hall	and
believe	it,	too.	I	had	done	more	than	survive.	The	plaque	confirmed	my	triumph.
I	wanted	to	see	it.	I	needed	to	see	it.
Although	I	wasn’t	so	eager	anymore	to	get	out	of	there	and	never	come	back,

it	 felt	 as	 if	 the	whole	 thing	had	caught	me,	kind	of	 like	 a	 fish	on	a	hook,	 and
reeled	me	back	in.	But	the	hook	was	stuck	in	my	mouth	now,	and	it	wasn’t	clear
whether	this	was	catch-and-release	or	what.	Maybe	I’d	spend	the	rest	of	my	life
with	a	hook	stuck	in	my	face.
I	didn’t	rush	over	to	the	plaque.	I	was	measured	and	cool,	or	as	cool	as	I	could

be	 with	 sweat	 running	 down	 the	 sides	 of	 my	 face	 and	 dampening	 my	 hair.	 I
could	feel	my	shirt	sticking	to	my	back,	but	I	had	learned	at	St.	Stephen’s	how	to
appear	calm	and	confident,	 sure	and	certain	of	myself,	 cool	and	composed,	no
matter	how	I	felt.	Never	reveal	anything.	That	was	a	huge	St.	Stephen’s	lesson:
the	deadpan.	Even	in	the	face	of	total	disaster,	show	no	sign	of	trouble,	not	even
the	twitch	of	an	eyebrow.	My	ex-friend	Henry	Steel	was	the	master	of	this.	Hide
it	all	or	risk	having	everybody	know	your	secret	shit,	your	vulnerabilities,	your
weaknesses.	Hide	it	all	even	if	the	efforts	to	do	so	gnaw	through	your	body	like	a



cancerous	tumor.
But	 even	 at	 the	 moment	 when	 I	 was	 about	 to	 see	 myself	 immortalized—

forever	a	part	of	St.	Stephen’s	history	and	glory	and	its	ten	million	traditions	and
honors	and	all	that—and	even	though	I	had	become	somewhat	skilled	at	the	St.
Stephen’s	 deadpan,	 it	 felt	 as	 though	 something	 inside	 of	 me	 was	 rotting.
Something	was	 decaying	 and	 threatening	 to	 poison	me	 or—even	worse—leak
out,	right	along	with	my	confession	that	I	really	wasn’t	sure	about	anything.
I	had	never	felt	 this	way	before	I	went	 to	St.	Stephen’s,	and	I	never	stopped

feeling	 this	way	 after	 that	 first	 year.	But	 I	 kept	 getting	 up	 every	morning	 and
getting	dressed	and	showing	up	on	time.	Hell,	I	was	still	desperate	to	be	the	St.
Stephen’s	 “gentleman”	 everyone	promised	 I	would	become,	 regardless	of	 how
much	deception	and	decay	lurked	beneath	the	shiny	marble	façade	of	that	school
and	within	my	own	heart.
Then	I	saw	it.	Hanging	in	the	middle	of	the	wall,	right	in	the	main	foyer	of	the

fabulous,	 famous	St.	Stephen’s	School	 for	Boys,	was	my	name	on	 the	plaque.
But	it	wasn’t	my	name.	It	was	Mauricio	Londono’s.
What	a	goddamn	surprise.	They	had	always	gotten	 it	wrong.	 I	was	Mauricio

Londono	at	St.	Stephen’s.	It	was	too	much	trouble	to	figure	out	how	to	make	the
“ñ”	on	the	computer.	Despite	all	 the	foreign	languages	taught,	everything	from
Mandarin	to	German,	French,	Spanish,	and	Italian	(along	with	a	couple	of	dead
languages),	somehow	the	registrar	couldn’t	make	the	“ñ.”
He	needed	the	boss	I	had	last	summer	at	a	crappy	copyediting	internship.	That

guy	was	always	screaming	about	the	difference	between	the	em	dash	and	the	en
dash,	like	it	was	some	kind	of	life-or-death	matter.	No	one	was	screaming	at	the
registrar	at	St.	Stephen’s;	no	one	was	holding	a	gun	 to	his	head,	 telling	him	to
figure	out	the	“ñ”	or	hit	the	road.	Hell,	no	one	was	even	politely	asking	him	to
learn	how	to	use	Word.
Now	here	I	was,	almost	four	years	after	my	first	day	of	ninth	grade,	the	year

that	changed	everything,	the	year	when	it	all	began.	Yet	I	was	still	fourteen-year-
old	Mauricio	Londoño,	 sitting	 on	 one	 of	 the	 old	wooden	 benches	 in	 the	main
foyer,	waiting	and	hoping	 for	my	 life	 to	make	sense—somehow	 still	 believing
that	the	school	mattered	and	that	it	could	make	me	matter.





I	walked	into	the	upper	school	assembly,	and	it	was	as	though	I	had	stepped	on	a
beehive.	 All	 around	 me	 boys	 of	 every	 shape	 and	 size	 swarmed.	 Guys	 were
running	 around,	 pounding	 each	 other	 on	 the	 back,	 and	 whooping	 it	 up.	 They
yelled	 and	 backslapped	 and	 punched	 each	 other	 in	 the	 arm	 with	 abandon.	 I
looked	out	across	the	room,	wondering	where	I	had	landed,	and	what	stood	out
as	much	as	all	that	intense	activity	was	how	the	whole	room	was	like	a	huge	sea
of	blue	blazers.
There	wasn’t	one	barrette	or	hair	ribbon	anywhere.	No	pastel-colored	sweaters

or	pink	T-shirts,	backpacks	with	a	thousand	Hello	Kitty	key	chains	hanging	off
them,	pencil	bags	with	smiley	faces	on	them	and	pens	in	every	color	inside,	or
strappy	 sandals,	 lip	gloss,	or	 anything.	The	 squeals	 that	had	driven	me	nuts	 in
eighth	grade,	shocking	and	thrilling	me	when	they	burst	out	of	small	clusters	of
whispering	 girls,	 were	 gone.	 It	 felt	 like	 losing	 an	 annoying	 cousin,	 whose
presence	at	Thanksgiving	was	part	of	the	annual	routine.
But	now	as	 I	 stood	 in	 the	back	of	 that	 room,	 I	was	 lost	 in	 that	big	blue	sea,

floating	aimlessly	in	that	turbulent	ocean	on	some	homemade	raft,	and	all	around
me	were	these	big	honking	yachts,	full	of	sailors	whose	sea	legs	had	developed
over	 a	 gazillion	 years	 of	 sailing	 and	 boating	 in	 the	 tropics.	 This	 school	 was
theirs,	 and	 as	 I	 watched	 them	 jumping	 into	 their	 seats	 and	 slouching	 down,
leaning	over	each	other	to	talk	to	guys	down	the	row	or	just	give	a	high	five	or
something,	it	was	clear	that	they	were	as	comfortable	here	as	they	were	in	their
own	living	rooms.



Right	when	I	was	trying	to	decide	whether	to	risk	entering	the	frenzied	hive	or
run	like	hell	out	of	there,	an	older	man	came	up	to	me.
“Freshman?”	I	nodded.	“Up	front,	on	the	right,”	he	said,	pointing	toward	 the

front	of	the	room.
“Thanks,”	 I	 mumbled,	 then	 took	 a	 deep	 breath	 and	 started	 creeping	 slowly

toward	an	empty	aisle	seat	I’d	spotted	near	the	front.	Right	then	a	trio	of	seniors
barged	 by,	 pushing	me	 into	 a	 row	 of	 seats	 as	 they	made	 their	 way	 down	 the
middle	aisle.	When	 I	 finally	managed	 to	 fold	myself	 into	 the	 seat,	hoping	 like
anything	 to	 blend	 into	 the	 blue	 sea,	 one	 senior	 who	 was	 high-fiving	 all	 his
friends,	backslapping	and	hugging	all	over	the	place,	did	this	big	dive	right	over
me	and	several	other	guys	to	grab	some	kid	a	couple	seats	down.	I	tried	to	see
what	he	was	doing,	but	with	his	body	crushing	my	head,	I	could	barely	make	out
that	 he	 was	 rumpling	 the	 kid’s	 hair.	 I	 heard	 him	 shout,	 “Hey,	 baby!	 How	 ya
doin’?”	I	was	relieved	when	he	moved	along,	although	he	rapped	each	freshman
between	“baby”	and	the	aisle	on	the	head	as	he	wiggled	himself	up	and	off	us.
While	 freshmen	 sat	 in	 the	 front-right	 section,	 across	 from	 the	 seniors,	 we

could	just	as	well	have	been	organized	according	to	facial	hair	(or	lack	thereof).
Most	 of	 the	 freshmen	 had	 little	more	 than	 peach	 fuzz	 above	 their	 upper	 lips,
while	many	of	the	seniors	were	freshly	shaved—or,	what	was	more	common,	in
need	 of	 a	 shave,	 with	 a	 few	 of	 them	 sporting	 carefully	 crafted	 goatees	 or
scraggly	mustaches	accompanied	by	long	sideburns.
There	were	 adults	 scurrying	 around,	 trying	 to	 settle	 the	 boys	 down	but	 also

joining	 in	on	all	 the	backslapping	along	with	a	whole	bunch	of	handshaking.	 I
had	 never	 before,	 at	 any	 school,	 seen	 this	 many	 joking	 and	 back-and-forth
exchanges	between	adults	and	kids.	For	God’s	sake,	these	were	teachers.
When	the	head	of	the	upper	school	walked	onto	the	stage	and	spoke	into	the

microphone	 at	 the	 podium,	 the	 noise	 wound	 down,	 as	 though	 someone	 were
turning	the	volume	knob	slowly	to	the	left,	easing	us	into	a	short	break	from	the
tumult.	Row	after	row	of	boys	filled	the	theater,	and	we	sat	there	in	silence,	lined
up,	waiting	for	school	to	begin.
By	now	I	had	taken	a	couple	of	deep	breaths	and	sort	of	settled	into	my	seat,

but	I	was	feeling	this	 intense	mix	of	anxiety,	excitement,	and	awe.	I	had	never
been	part	of	anything	like	this	in	my	life,	but	I	had	fallen	in	love	with	the	school



during	my	admissions	visit.	Everything	in	the	school	looked	new	and	expensive,
from	the	dark	red	velvet	curtains	hanging	down	behind	the	podium	on	the	stage
to	the	trays	in	the	lunchroom,	which	had	the	school’s	insignia	right	in	the	center
of	them.	For	some	reason,	the	lunchroom	trays	had	stuck	in	my	mind	ever	since
that	first	visit.	 I	wanted	to	go	to	school	 in	 that	setting,	I	wanted	to	become	the
fine	young	gentleman	that	the	school’s	mission	statement	promised	to	make	me,
and	 I	wanted	 to	 eat	my	 lunch	off	 a	 tray	 that	 proclaimed	 the	 school’s	motto	 in
Latin:	Mens	 sana	 in	 corpore	 sano.	Mostly,	 though,	 I	 wanted	 to	 be	 important.
That	seemed	to	be	the	promise	of	the	place.
Now,	early	in	the	morning	on	that	first	day	of	school,	I	sat	in	the	assembly	hall

like	a	frightened	mouse.	Staring	at	the	dark	red	curtains	and	thinking	about	those
trays,	I	wondered	what	would	happen	next.
In	that	moment,	as	we	all	sat	 there	waiting,	it	was	as	though	we	were	taking

collective	 breaths—like	 we	 were	 inhaling	 and	 exhaling	 together.	 There	 was	 a
strange	 tension	 percolating,	 as	 if	 at	 any	 second	 some	 surprising	 or	 shocking
event	 would	 take	 place.	 The	 energy	 in	 the	 room	 was	 palpable.	 We	 were	 all
waiting	 for	 something	 to	 happen,	 and	 it	 wasn’t	 clear	 whether	 it	 would	 be
wonderful	or	horrible.
On	that	first	day	of	ninth	grade,	I	had	no	idea	what	could	come	of	packing	all

those	 boys	 into	 one	 school	 building.	 I	 could	 not	 have	 imagined	 how	 the
competition	would	play	out—in	 relentless	 insults	 and	 the	 constant	 sorting	 that
went	on	all	day,	every	day,	to	determine	who	was	okay	and	who	was	worthless.
Of	course,	there	were	several	kinds	of	worthless:	some	boys	were	worthless	and
basically	nonexistent;	others	were	worthless	and	should	get	their	asses	kicked.
The	 No	 Fighting	 rule	 meant	 these	 boys	 had	 to	 be	 verbally	 attacked	 for

everything	from	the	shoes	they	wore	to	their	mothers’	names,	their	families’	cars,
the	stupid	little	dogs	they	had,	the	way	they	laughed	or	sneezed	or	hiccupped	or
farted	 or	 chewed	 their	 food	 or	 anything	 that	 others	 could	 detect	 and	 seize	 on,
leap	on	and	 rip	 to	shreds.	And	everyone’s	position	was	always	changing.	Very
little	was	secure;	we	were	all	trying	to	swim	in	quicksand,	and	it	was	a	daily	drill
to	spot	weaknesses	and	attack	them	as	if	we	were	fighting	a	war.	Everything	was
always	 right	 there	 on	 the	 edge,	 threatening	 to	 go	 over	 it	 so	 that	we	 destroyed
each	other.	But	then	at	the	last	moment—just	as	I	witnessed	on	that	first	day	in



the	assembly	hall—something	or	someone	would	rein	in	all	that	incredible	noise.



FROM	 the	 stage,	 Mr.	 Michael	 Mitzenmacher	 looked	 out	 at	 us	 and	 nodded.
“Gentlemen,	 welcome	 back.	 Welcome	 to	 the	 274th	 year	 of	 this	 grand	 old
school.”	 Before	 his	 final	 word	 was	 out,	 the	 seniors	 began	 to	 cheer.	 Almost
immediately	every	boy	in	the	room	was	shouting	at	the	top	of	his	lungs,	and	then
everyone	began	to	stomp	his	feet.	The	sound	was	deafening,	but	also	addictive.
There	 was	 something	 alluring	 about	 joining	 in	 with	 the	 noise-making,	 and	 it
made	me	feel	less	anxious	to	throw	my	voice	into	the	cacophony	and	stomp	my
feet.	My	body	began	to	relax	as	my	shouts	and	stomps	joined	those	of	the	two
hundred	and	ninety-nine	boys	who	surrounded	me.	I	could	have	been	at	a	hockey
game,	I	thought	as	I	pounded	my	feet	into	the	concrete	floor	as	hard	as	I	could.
Finally,	 there	was	something	 to	do,	and	 I	was	eager	 to	do	anything	 that	would
take	the	edge	off	the	feeling	that	was	threatening	to	make	me	throw	up	all	over
the	floor.
But	just	as	quickly	as	the	noise	started,	it	ended.	What	had	seemed	eternal	was

over	 in	a	minute.	There	was	the	head	of	 the	upper	school,	smiling	down	on	us
from	the	stage,	relieved	the	noise	was	over	but	energized	by	it	himself.
His	 face	was	 flushed,	 and	 he	 spoke	with	 an	 excited	 eagerness.	 “Gentlemen,

now	 I	 know	 that	 I	 am	 back	 at	 the	 St.	 Stephen’s	 School	 for	 Boys.	 While	 the
summer	 is	 an	 important	 time	 for	 taking	 care	 of	 the	 school,	 readying	 it	 for	 the
forthcoming	year,	the	lifeblood	of	the	school—our	beloved	students,	our	raison
d’être—is	 gone.”	 His	 voice	 shifted	 with	 the	 French	 phrase,	 and	 with	 four
syllables	he	established	the	quality	of	his	foreign	studies.	My	mother,	who	was



French,	would	have	been	impressed.	“Welcome	back,”	he	continued.	“I	wish	you
the	best	for	the	school	year.”
Mr.	Mitzenmacher	was	a	large	man,	well	over	six	feet	 tall.	He	leaned	over	a

little	 when	 he	 was	 speaking	 into	 the	 microphone.	 I	 thought	 about	 how	 he’d
shaken	my	hand	firmly	when	I	entered	the	assembly	hall,	looking	right	at	me	and
addressing	me	by	name.	He	knew	all	the	students’	names	and	even	went	beyond
names	 to	 the	hobbies	we	had	 listed	 in	our	applications.	He	 let	us	know	he	had
read	our	files	without	saying	so.	The	returning	boys	addressed	him	as	Mr.	Mitz,
but	I	soon	learned	they	all	called	him	Mitzy.
“Gentlemen,	we	all	know	that	 the	 faculty	at	St.	Stephen’s	 is	 like	no	other	 in

the	 country,	 perhaps	 even	 the	 world.	 We	 have	 the	 most	 talented	 teachers
anywhere,	 and,	 of	 course,	 we	 need	 such	 skill	 and	 talent—such	 masters	 and
scholars—because	 we	 have	 the	 best	 and	 brightest	 students.	 Today	 I’d	 like	 to
introduce	two	new	faculty	members—but	first,	let	us	thank	all	of	your	teachers
for	 everything	 these	 masters	 and	 scholars	 do	 in	 their	 service	 to	 this	 noble
institution.”	The	room	again	exploded	with	clapping	and	cheering,	followed	by
more	 stomping.	Mr.	Mitz	 held	 his	 hands	 up	 high,	 and	 after	 a	 couple	 of	 long
minutes,	 the	 noise	 subsided.	 “Both	 of	 our	 new	 teachers	 bring	 excellent
experience	and	impressive	credentials	to	St.	Stephen’s.”
The	first	new	teacher,	Mr.	Nathan	Hawthorne,	had	been	an	“oarsman”	during

his	years	at	Yale—whatever	an	oarsman	was.	He	had	started	a	boating	company
somewhere	in	Massachusetts	when	he	was	in	high	school.	His	face	looked	like
brown	shoe	leather.	He	was	an	expert	in	ancient	cultures	and	was	going	to	teach
world	history	to	freshmen	and	an	archeology	elective	to	juniors	and	seniors.	He
didn’t	seem	to	mind	all	of	us	scrutinizing	him	and	smiled	as	he	rocked	back	and
forth.
It	was	with	the	second	introduction	that	the	atmosphere	in	the	room	changed.

The	humidity	had	been	 thick	when	we	walked	 in,	but	 it	now	became	 instantly
heavier.	At	any	moment,	sweat	threatened	to	drip	from	the	ceiling	and	run	down
the	walls.
I	had	seen	a	few	female	teachers	in	the	auditorium	before	the	assembly	started,

but	they	were	all	stout	and	gray	and	more	like	a	librarian	or	an	elderly	aunt	than
anybody	this	crowd	would	have	stopped	to	look	at.	None	of	them	were	capable



of	making	the	thick,	heavy	atmosphere	even	more	so	or	quickening	the	pace	of
every	boy’s	heart.
The	second	new	teacher	was	young	and	beautiful,	and	the	collective	organism

that	was	that	roomful	of	three	hundred	high	school	boys	was	in	agreement	about
this.	The	small	whispers	and	muffled	 laughs	 that	accompanied	Mr.	Mitz’s	 first
introduction	disappeared,	and	the	room	now	assumed	an	unusual	quietness,	as	if
everyone	 in	 there	was	 holding	 his	 breath	 and	 trying	 not	 to	 let	 anybody	 notice
how	excited	he	was.
She	stood	at	the	back	of	the	auditorium	and	briefly	held	up	her	hand	when	Mr.

Mitz	began	his	description	of	her	life	and	work	before	St.	Stephen’s.	I	couldn’t
stop	 looking	 at	 her	 and	 wondering	 what	 she	 was	 doing	 in	 this	 room—this
sweaty,	 smelly,	 noisy	 room.	 Mr.	 Mitz	 said	 something	 about	 a	 PhD	 and
intellectual	 something	 or	 another,	 but	 to	 this	 day	 I	 cannot	 remember	 anything
other	than	what	she	looked	like.	That	image	was	burned	into	my	brain	and	still
thrills	me	when	I	pull	it	up	and	bring	it	into	focus.
She	had	smooth	light	skin,	which	contrasted	with	her	long	dark	hair	and	blue

eyes.	Her	eyes	were	super	blue,	noticeably	so,	deep,	deep	blue,	and	across	her
nose	was	a	sprinkling	of	freckles.	She	was	beautiful	and	cute	at	the	same	time,
and	she	couldn’t	have	been	more	different	from	the	gray	ladies,	who	were	like
normal	teachers.	She	was	wearing	a	pale	yellow	sweater	that	looked	so	soft	that	I
started	 thinking	about	 touching	 it.	 I	wondered	what	she	would	do	 if	 I	did.	She
was	small	and	curvy,	and	the	sweater	clung	to	her	chest.	I	couldn’t	stop	thinking
about	her	tits.	I	imagined	they	had	to	be	as	soft	as	her	sweater.
I	stared	at	her	and	squeezed	my	hands	together	in	my	lap.	My	hands	now	felt

like	enormous	clumsy	clubs,	and	I	looked	at	her	hands,	one	of	which	was	resting
on	 the	side	of	her	 face.	She	had	fingernails	 that	were	shaped	 like	 little	moons,
little	red	moons.	Even	from	where	I	was	sitting	across	the	room,	I	could	see	the
bright	 red	polish	on	her	nails.	 I	wondered	what	 she	was	 thinking	about	 as	 she
gazed	out	at	the	rows	of	boys,	who	were	all	staring	at	her	and	thinking	the	same
hungry	thought.
Apparently	she	was	going	to	teach	French	and	Spanish.	I	thought	about	how	I

would	 be	 able	 to	 talk	 to	 her	 in	 both	 languages,	 and	 I	 was	 trying	 to	 decide
whether	I	should	address	her	as	Señorita	or	Mademoiselle	when	I	heard	Mr.	Mitz



say,	“	…	and	I	would	like	to	introduce	this	year’s	student	body	president,	James
Merchant.	I’ll	turn	the	assembly	over	to	him.”
In	 an	 instant,	 the	 seniors	 shattered	 the	 quiet	 reverie	 with	 cheering	 and

whooping	and	whistling.	A	mere	prologue	to	the	next	act,	in	which	an	enormous
boy	jumped	out	of	his	front-row	seat	and	leapfrogged	onto	the	stage.	We	could
hear	Mr.	Mitz	saying,	“Mr.	Merchant,	the	stairs	next	time,”	as	much	to	all	of	us
as	 to	Merchant,	 but	we	 now	 knew	 that	 that	was	 the	 only	way	 to	 get	 onto	 the
stage.	In	response,	the	boy	gave	him	a	huge,	ironic	smile,	and	it	was	clear	that	he
would	never	use	the	stairs.	In	his	hand	was	an	enormous	wooden	gavel,	which	he
waved	at	his	fans	from	the	stage.
The	seniors	began	shouting,	“Merchant,	Merchant,	Merchant,”	over	and	over

until	Merchant	 held	up	his	 tan	 arms,	which	had	 at	 least	 six	yellow	LiveStrong
bracelets	on	them.	He	bowed	a	few	times,	gestured	to	them	to	quiet	down,	and
then	banged	the	gavel	up	and	down	on	the	podium	until	the	chanting	stopped.	I
could	tell	that	he	loved	this,	banging	his	gavel	right	in	sync	with	their	chanting.
He	was	 like	 the	 ringleader	of	 a	 three-ring	 circus,	 confident	 about	bringing	out
lions	and	tigers	and	certain	that	every	trick	would	thrill	the	audience.
I	 could	 not	 imagine	 standing	 on	 that	 stage	 in	 front	 of	 this	 crowd.	 I	 was

astonished	by	his	 confidence,	 and	 I	 could	not	 stop	 staring	 at	 him.	 I	 had	never
seen	anyone	like	him	in	my	life.
The	 St.	 Stephen’s	 teachers	 lined	 the	 walls	 of	 the	 auditorium	 like	 security

personnel,	complete	with	their	own	blue	blazers	and	stern	expressions,	but	they
seemed	 to	 relax	 when	 James	 Merchant	 took	 the	 stage.	 He	 could	 control	 the
crowd	better	than	they	could,	and	everyone	seemed	to	know	that.
Once	 the	 room	 had	 quieted	 down	 and	 the	 rhythmic	 pounding	 had	 stopped,

Merchant	stretched	his	huge	body	over	the	podium	and	leaned	way	down	on	his
forearms	as	if	he	were	planning	to	engage	in	a	private	conversation	with	each	of
us.	“Well,	hello,	boys.	I	mean,	gentlemen.	How	are	you?	Thank	you	for	coming
back	to	school.	You	look	lovely,	Tommy,”	he	said,	looking	straight	at	a	boy	who
had	an	enormous	mound	of	curly	brown	hair	burying	his	eyes	and	even	part	of
his	nose.	He	was	slumped	down	in	his	seat	 in	the	middle	of	the	senior	section.
“Yes,	you	do.	And	your	hair	…	fantastic!”	He	smiled	and	winked	at	his	friend,
who	shook	his	head	like	a	dog	that	has	just	gotten	out	of	a	pool.	The	senior	next



to	Tommy	rumpled	the	huge	mound	of	hair.
Then	Merchant	scanned	the	room	and	waved	at	a	couple	of	teachers	on	one	of

the	far	walls	before	continuing.	“This	will	be	a	year	of	growth	and	change	and
all	sorts	of	stupendous	accomplishments	for	all	of	us.	We	need	to	take	risks,	push
ourselves,	climb	higher	than	we’ve	climbed	ever	before,	and	never	forget	to	be
in	dress	code	at	all	times!	Such	sartorial	splendor!”	He	came	out	from	behind	the
podium	 and	 struck	 a	 pose,	 then	 looked	 over	 and	 winked	 at	 Mr.	 Mitz,	 who
nodded	at	him	with	one	eyebrow	slightly	raised.
“Remember,	we	 are	 special.	We	 are	 all,	 every	 last	 one	 of	 us,	 very	 special!

We’re	St.	Stephen’s	boys—St.	Stephen’s	gentlemen.	If	two	roads	diverge	in	the
woods,	and	it’s	a	snowy	evening	and	all	that,	take	the	path	that’s	well	worn.	Why
go	where	 nobody	 has	 gone	 before?	We’d	 have	 to	 shovel	 a	 lot	 of	 sh	…	 snow.
And,	remember,	whatever	we	do	in	life,	we	are	products	of	the	greatest	school	in
New	York	City	…	no,	make	that	the	United	States	of	America	…	no,	make	that
the	world!	We	go	to	the	greatest	school	in	the	world.	Don’t	forget	that!	And,”	he
added,	pausing	for	a	minute,	“long	live	the	Tribal	Brotherhood!”	His	last	words
whipped	the	group	into	a	frenzy	again.
I	was	 now	 familiar	with	 the	 script	 and	 did	my	 part,	 stomping	 and	 shouting

along	with	every	other	boy	in	that	packed	room.	Then	Merchant	raised	his	hands
high	above	his	head,	as	if	he	had	just	won	the	Tour	de	France,	before	bringing
them	down	to	the	podium	again	and	pounding	the	gavel	to	demand	silence.
He	 smiled	 at	 us	 and	 winked.	 “Thank	 you.	 Now	 …	 are	 there	 any

announcements?	Come	right	on	down,	boys!”
At	first	 I	didn’t	 realize	 that	he	was	 joking,	mocking	all	 those	adults	who	are

always	telling	kids	about	roads	diverging	or	taking	risks	or	reaching	for	the	stars
and	scaling	 the	highest	mountains	and	all	 that.	And	 I	wasn’t	 sure	whether	 this
was	the	best	school	in	the	world	or	not.	Was	it	possible	that	it	was?	Did	I	go	to
the	best	 school	 in	 the	world?	If	 it	weren’t	 the	best	school,	why	would	 this	guy
pretend	 that	 it	was?	Or	claim	 it	was?	Hadn’t	Mr.	Mitz	basically	 said	 the	 same
thing?	Jesus,	how	could	I	be	at	the	best	school	in	the	world?
At	my	middle	school	graduation,	one	of	our	teachers	had	read	the	Robert	Frost

poem	about	the	two	roads,	so	I	knew	it	was	an	important	poem.	Besides,	Robert
Frost	was	famous—the	prize	I’d	received	for	being	the	best	language	arts	student



was	The	Collected	Works	of	Robert	Frost.	Perhaps	 James	Merchant	didn’t	 like
that	 poem?	 It	 had	 never	 crossed	my	mind	 that	 I	 might	 not	 like	 a	 poem	 by	 a
famous	poet.	Why	else	would	Merchant	 tell	everyone	 to	 take	 the	well-traveled
road?	That	was	the	opposite	of	what	my	teacher	had	said.	Robert	Frost	looked	so
big	and	powerful	on	the	front	of	my	book,	all	 that	white	hair	and	that	big	face
covered	 in	 lines.	 He	 was	 famous.	 Who	 was	 I?	 This	 was	 my	 first	 day	 at	 St.
Stephen’s	and	I	hadn’t	attended	one	class	yet,	but	already	I	was	learning	things.



MY	first	 class	 of	 the	 day	was	English.	No	more	 language	 arts—this	was	 high
school.	What	the	difference	was	I	didn’t	know,	but	I	did	know	from	my	schedule
that	 freshman	 English	 was	 in	 Room	 442.	 I	 followed	 the	 pack	 of	 freshmen
shoving	its	way	out	of	the	auditorium	and	hoped	that	some	of	them	were	going
to	Room	442.
After	we	climbed	what	seemed	like	hundreds	of	stairs,	we	arrived	at	a	 room

with	a	large	round	table	in	the	center.	One	of	the	stout,	gray	ladies	beckoned	us
in.	“Come	in,	boys.	Find	a	seat.	This	is	freshman	English.	I’m	Ms.	Wright.	Let’s
get	started!”
The	 room	was	 nothing	 like	 the	 classrooms	 in	my	middle	 school,	where	 the

desks	were	bolted	to	the	floor	and	arranged	in	straight	rows.	There	we	had	been
assigned	seats,	which	changed	only	when	someone	got	in	trouble.	Here	everyone
sat	around	one	big	round	table.	It	was	like	a	dinner	table,	only	much	larger.	Big
and	wooden,	kind	of	King	Arthurish.	It	was	impossible	to	hide	in	the	back,	yet
there	was	no	way	I	was	going	to	sit	up	front.
Apparently	 other	 guys	 had	 the	 same	 idea,	 since	 they	went	 for	 chairs	 as	 far

away	from	the	teacher	as	possible.	But	Ms.	Wright	directed	a	couple	of	the	boys
to	 take	 seats	 at	 the	 front	 of	 the	 table,	 right	 on	 either	 side	 of	 where	 she	 was
standing	by	 the	board.	“Don’t	be	afraid!	Come	right	on	up.	These	are	 the	best
seats	 in	 the	house,”	she	said,	smiling	as	she	gestured	 toward	 the	chairs	next	 to
her.	Best	seats,	ha.	Not	only	would	she	be	right	there,	right	on	top	of	me	and	able
to	see	my	every	move,	but	everyone	else	could	look	at	me.	Every	time	anybody



looked	at	her,	he’d	be	staring	at	me,	too.
I	 slunk	 down	 in	my	 seat,	which	was	way	 over	 on	 the	 left	 side	 of	 the	 table,

pretty	far	from	where	she	was.	It	was	close	to	the	door;	that	might	also	be	good.
If	I	got	any	more	nervous,	I	 really	might	 throw	up.	I	sat	 there	 like	a	stone	and
stared	at	an	empty	page	in	my	notebook.	All	around	me	kids	were	talking	to	each
other,	joking	about	stuff.	I	focused	like	hell	on	that	lined	piece	of	white	paper.	I
was	 staring	 so	 hard	 at	 the	 lines	 that	 they	 got	 all	 blurry	 and	 started	 to	 move
around,	so	I	started	staring	at	the	wooden	tabletop	instead.	Christ,	being	new	was
horrible.
The	chairs	next	to	me	remained	empty	until	two	latecomers	showed	up.	One	of

them	looked	like	everybody	else,	kind	of	baggy	but	still	fresh	in	his	new	back-
to-school	clothes,	but	the	other	boy	was	the	sloppiest	kid	I	had	ever	seen.	While
almost	everybody	(except	for	me)	wore	baggy	pants,	his	were	bigger	and	baggier
—the	legs	were	so	large	he	could	have	fit	a	small	child	inside.	When	he	walked,
they	got	tangled	in	each	other,	and	it	was	a	wonder	he	didn’t	get	his	foot	caught
in	 all	 those	 yards	 of	 fabric	 and	 fall	 down.	My	mother	 would	 have	 had	many
things	 to	 say	 about	 those	 pants.	 She	 hated	 baggy	 pants	 on	 kids—hence	 the
reason	I	wasn’t	wearing	them,	even	though	I	wished	that	I	were.	Everyone	else
was.
And	 while	 almost	 everybody	 (including	 me)	 had	 the	 requisite	 tie	 loosened

around	his	neck,	this	boy’s	was	even	looser—the	knot	was	in	the	middle	of	his
chest.	But	what	stood	out	most	were	his	shoes:	once	upon	a	time	they	had	been
expensive	 leather	sneakers,	but	had	since	become	the	dirtiest,	 smelliest	shoes	I
had	ever	seen.	They	reeked.	Even	boys	across	the	room	wrinkled	up	their	noses
when	he	came	crashing	into	 the	room.	Neither	sneaker	had	laces,	and	when	he
walked,	 the	 shoes	 slapped	 on	 and	 off	 his	 feet	 like	 flip-flops—and	 he	 wasn’t
wearing	socks.
He	 didn’t	 seem	 to	 care	 that	 he	was	 late	 and	made	 a	 big	 entrance,	 shouting

“Howdy”	and	waving	at	the	teacher	as	he	shuffled	over	to	the	chair	next	to	me.
He	dropped	the	dirty	plastic	bag	he	was	carrying	on	the	ground	next	to	his	chair
—he	didn’t	have	a	huge	backpack	like	everyone	else.
“You	must	be	Alex	Singleton,”	the	teacher	said	to	him.
“Yes,	ma’am,	 I	 am.	But	 please,	 if	 you	 don’t	mind,	 call	me	Alexander	 from



now	on.	I’m	going	by	Alexander	now—you	know,	high	school	and	all.”	As	he
spoke,	he	adjusted	the	knot	on	his	tie	and	raised	his	eyebrows	slightly,	cocking
his	head	and	giving	her	a	knowing	look.	His	comfort	with	the	teacher	astonished
me,	although	I	couldn’t	figure	out	whether	he	was	serious	or	trying	to	be	funny
or	what.	Nobody	was	laughing,	although	a	few	boys	had	amused	looks	on	their
faces.
“Alexander,	yes,	certainly,”	she	said,	making	a	note	on	a	sheet	in	front	of	her

as	 if	 this	 name-change	business	was	 standard	practice,	 part	 of	 the	drill.	 “Does
anybody	else	have	a	name	he	would	like	to	be	called,	other	than	what’s	on	my
list?”
A	boy	on	 the	other	side	of	 the	 room	raised	his	hand.	“My	Christian	name	 is

Matthew,	but	would	you	call	me	Peeves	from	now	on?”
Was	this	a	joke?
“Yes,	 of	 course,”	 our	 teacher	 said	 as	 she	wrote	 again	 on	 her	 sheet.	 She	 had

been	through	this	before.	Nothing	seemed	to	surprise	or	annoy	her.	I	sensed	that
other	boys	were	thinking	about	changing	their	names,	as	a	few	whispered	to	their
neighbors	 and	 then	 giggled.	 I	 realized	 that	 right	 now	 I,	 too,	 could	 change	my
name.	Nobody	knew	me.	Nobody	knew	anything	about	me.	Right	now	I	could
become	 somebody	 else,	 somebody	 with	 a	 simple,	 ordinary	 American	 name.	 I
could	become	anybody	I	wanted	to	be.
The	trouble	was	that	I	had	no	idea	who	I	wanted	to	be,	who	I	could	become,	or

anything	 like	 that.	 I	wanted	 to	 fit	 in,	 and	 I	wanted	 to	 become	 a	 St.	 Stephen’s
gentleman,	but	 I	 didn’t	 know	yet	what	 that	 required.	 I	 also	 suspected	 that	 if	 I
raised	my	hand	to	speak,	I	would	throw	up.
My	 hands,	 clasped	 together	 in	 my	 lap,	 were	 clammy.	 Every	 few	 seconds	 I

squeezed	 them	together	as	hard	as	 I	could,	 trying	 to	 release	energy.	 I	had	 read
somewhere	 about	 doing	 that	 when	 you’re	 nervous,	 like	 before	 you	 make	 a
speech	 or	 something.	 Nothing	 helped,	 though.	 I	 couldn’t	 speak;	 I	 couldn’t
change	 my	 name	 or	 anything	 else.	 And	 the	 stench	 of	 those	 sneakers	 wasn’t
helping	matters.
I	glanced	down	at	the	floor	and	realized	that	from	where	I	was	sitting,	I	could

see	 inside	 Alexander’s	 plastic	 bag.	 There	 were	 two	 books	 about	 chess,
something	 by	 an	 author	 named	Gogol,	 the	New	York	Times,	 and	 three	 Spider-



Man	comic	books.	Also	a	bottle	of	chocolate	milk	and	a	package	of	small,	white-
powdered	doughnuts.
“Ma’am,”	Alexander	said	without	raising	his	hand.	“Would	it	be	okay	if	I	ate

my	breakfast?	I	was	rushed	this	morning	and	haven’t	had	time	to	eat.”	He	gave
her	this	big	smile.	I	could	just	picture	what	this	kid	would	look	like	eating	those
powdered	doughnuts.
“Alexander,	you	may	not	eat	in	here.	I’m	sorry	you’re	hungry.	Perhaps	there’s

time	later	in	your	schedule	to	go	to	the	dining	hall,	the	only	place	where	food	is
allowed	in	the	school.”	She	smiled	at	him,	then	turned	her	attention	back	to	the
rest	of	us.
“Let’s	 start.	 Would	 someone	 read	 the	 lines	 on	 the	 poster	 over	 there?”	 She

pointed	 toward	 a	 poster	 on	 the	wall	 behind	where	 I	was	 sitting.	 It	was	 one	of
those	posters	 I	 sometimes	 saw	on	 the	bus	or	 the	 subway;	 in	 fact,	 there	were	a
bunch	of	them	on	the	walls.	Poetry	in	Motion,	the	posters	said	at	the	top.	I	read
them	sometimes	when	I	was	on	the	subway.
Nobody	raised	his	hand,	and	Ms.	Wright	looked	down	at	the	attendance	list.
Oh	shit,	I	thought.	Please	don’t	call	on	me.	Please	don’t	make	me	read	in	front

of	the	class.	As	I	sat	there	wishing	that	the	carpet	would	swallow	up	me	and	my
chair	and	 the	horrible	 feeling	 inside	me,	 I	heard	Alexander	 say,	 “Oh	come	on,
fellows!	What	are	you—shy	on	the	first	day	of	school?	I’ll	read,	Ms.	Wright.”
“Thank	you,	Alexander.”
He	turned	around	in	his	chair	a	bit,	and	his	eyes	scanned	the	poster.	“Oh,	it’s

Romeo	and	Juliet—one	of	my	favorite	Shakespearean	tragedies.	Did	you	see	it
at	 the	 Public	 last	 year?	Ms.	Wright,	what	 do	 you	 think	 of	 the	Baz	 Luhrmann
film?	 Claire	 Danes—vah-vah-vah-vooooooom!	 I’m	 all	 for	 contemporary
versions	of	the	bard’s	works,	but	there	were	…	”
“Alexander,	please	read.”	Ms.	Wright	gestured	toward	the	wall.
He	cleared	his	throat	about	six	times	and	started	to	read	in	this	high-pitched,

squeaky	voice:	“Come,	night,	come,	Romeo,	come,	thou	day	in	night	…	”	Every
time	he	said	 the	word	“come,”	his	voice	became	 louder	and	higher	and	 totally
crazy,	and	a	bunch	of	guys	howled	with	laughter.	Even	I	smiled	a	little.
“Alexander,”	 Ms.	 Wright	 said,	 and	 her	 voice	 had	 a	 slight	 sharpness	 to	 it.

“There’s	no	need	to	change	your	voice,	even	if	you	are	playing	Juliet.”	Then	she



added	in	a	high-pitched	voice	that	sounded	like	Minnie	Mouse,	“No	woman	or
girl	 sounds	 like	 that,	 and	 no	 need	 to	 dwell	 on	 certain	 words	…	 ”	 Everyone
cracked	up,	even	me.	Her	voice	went	back	to	normal	and	she	said,	“Just	use	your
regular	voice.	And,	 the	rest	of	you	need	 to	be	silent.”	She	 looked	once	around
the	room,	and	all	the	talking	and	laughing	stopped.
Alexander	continued,	 this	 time	 in	his	 regular	voice.	“‘For	 thou	wilt	 lie	upon

the	 wings	 of	 night,	 whiter	 than	 new	 snow	 on	 a	 raven’s	 back	…	 ’”	 He	 kept
reading	and	I	tried	to	follow	along,	but	my	brain	felt	all	tangled	up,	even	kind	of
frozen-like,	and	the	words	weren’t	fitting	together	into	anything	that	made	much
sense.
Right	after	he	read	 the	 last	 line,	Ms.	Wright	said,	“So	…	”	Then	she	paused

and	 looked	around	at	 all	 of	 us	before	 adding,	 “Why	do	we	need	poetry?”	She
looked	around	the	room	again,	then	turned	and	wrote	her	question	on	the	board.
I	took	a	few	peeks	at	some	of	the	other	kids,	trying	to	see	whether	they	knew

what	she	was	talking	about.	A	couple	of	them	had	their	hands	raised.	I	could	see
one	boy	 a	 few	 seats	 over	 playing	 tic-tac-toe	with	 his	 neighbor.	 I	 heard	 a	 little
rustling	 and	 looked	 over	 to	 see	 that	 Alexander	 was	 opening	 the	 doughnut
package	inside	of	the	dirty	plastic	bag.	He	had	peeled	back	part	of	the	package
and	was	now	licking	some	powdered	sugar	off	his	fingers.
When	she	turned	around	to	face	us,	he	raised	his	hand.	“Ma’am,	poetry	lets	us

be	 poetic.	 Prose	 is	 good,	 too,	 and	 sometimes	we	 can	 be	 a	 little	 poetic	 in	 our
prose—you	know,	a	 simile	here	and	 there,	 symbolic	 stuff,	what	have	you.	But
when	we’re	wooing	 the	 ladies,	we	need	poetry,	 like	good	ole	Romeo.	May	he
rest	 in	 peace.”	He	 crossed	 himself	when	he	 finished	 speaking,	 and	 some	boys
snickered.	The	way	he	talked	was	mostly	easy	to	understand,	although	I	didn’t
know	what	prose	was.
“Yes.”	 Ms.	 Wright	 smiled,	 then	 added,	 “Although	 I	 am	 curious	 as	 to	 how

many	of	you	are	‘wooing	the	ladies.’	Nevertheless,	the	idea	that	poetic	language
enables	us	to	express	our	deepest	emotions	is	critical.”	She	paused	for	a	moment,
then	asked,	“What’s	the	dominant	image	in	this	passage?”	She	looked	across	the
room,	 away	 from	 Alexander,	 who	 took	 this	 opportunity	 to	 dig	 back	 into	 the
doughnut	 package.	 He	 also	 started	 to	 loosen	 the	 top	 on	 the	 chocolate	 milk.	 I
struggled	 to	concentrate:	my	attention	was	divided	between	 the	discussion	and



the	secretive	activities	next	to	me—the	doughnut	drama,	taking	place	in	a	dirty
plastic	bag	on	the	floor	of	our	classroom.
I	was	amazed	as	well.	Ms.	Wright	had	told	him	not	to	eat,	yet	he	was	eating.

Then,	when	he	wasn’t	eating,	he	was	leading	the	class	discussion.	I	was	sitting
there	 sick	with	worry	about	 just	being	 in	 the	 room,	 silently	doing	nothing	and
hoping	nobody	was	going	 to	call	attention	 to	me—especially	our	 teacher—and
here	was	 this	 guy,	Alexander,	who	 didn’t	 have	 a	worry	 in	 the	world.	He	was
having	a	blast.
A	kid	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 room	 raised	 his	 hand.	He	had	been	 sitting	 in

front	of	me	in	the	assembly	hall—I	remembered	him	because	he	was	so	tall	that
he	had	partially	blocked	my	view	of	the	stage.	Ms.	Wright	called	on	him,	and	he
said,	“Shakespeare	uses	contrasts	here	to	reveal	 the	night—the	juxtaposition	of
the	whiteness	of	‘new	snow’	with	the	back	of	a	black	raven.	But	that’s	just	one	of
the	images.”	He	paused	for	a	second,	then	continued.	“What	stands	out	to	me	are
the	irony	and	the	foreshadowing.	We	all	know	how	the	play	ends,	and	here	we
see	Juliet’s	early	reference	to	Romeo’s	death.	But,	ironically,	it’s	a	beautiful	and
alluring	image.”
It	 was?	 What	 was	 he	 talking	 about?	 He	 spoke	 with	 certainty,	 and	 his

statements	 were	 full	 of	 fancy	 language.	 He	 sounded	 like	 some	 of	 my	 dad’s
friends	 from	Columbia,	where	my	dad	was	a	professor.	 It	wasn’t	 just	 the	kid’s
height	that	made	him	stand	out.	Even	though	he	was	tall,	if	you	could	see	just	his
face,	he	looked	like	a	baby—his	skin	was	so	smooth.	But	when	he	spoke	it	was
weird,	like	trapped	inside	of	him	was	some	old	professor.
“You’re	 right,”	 Ms.	 Wright	 said	 as	 she	 jotted	 on	 the	 board	 an	 abbreviated

version	 of	 what	 he	 had	 said.	 “Remind	 me	 of	 your	 name.	 You’re	 new	 to	 St.
Stephen’s,	yes?”
“I’m	 Henry	 Steel.	 I	 am	 new.	 I	 came	 from	 St.	 Sebastian’s.”	 Henry	 spoke

deliberately,	and	the	way	he	said	his	old	school’s	name	almost	made	me	think	he
had	an	English	accent.	I	was	astonished	by	how	comfortable	he,	too,	was	in	this
setting	and	with	his	ideas,	which	our	teacher	seemed	to	love.
While	 she	was	 focused	 on	Henry,	 Alexander	 leaned	 over	 to	 the	 side	 of	 his

chair	and	took	a	sip	of	chocolate	milk.	A	boy	across	the	room	snickered,	and	Ms.
Wright	 suddenly	 turned	her	 attention	 from	Henry	 to	 the	boy	who	had	 laughed



and	then	to	the	target	of	that	laughter.	Her	head	whipped	around	fast,	tracing	the
line	of	small	exchanges.
In	a	flash,	she	was	next	to	me	and	Alexander,	digging	into	his	plastic	bag	and

removing	the	doughnuts	and	milk.	She	took	them	over	to	the	trash	can	and	threw
them	in	with	such	force	that	we	all	heard	the	thud	of	the	milk	container	against
the	metal	bottom	of	the	can.
“Alexander,”	 she	 said	 in	 an	 even,	 clear	 tone,	 “you	may	not	 eat	 in	 here.	The

dining	hall	is	the	only	place	where	food	is	allowed	in	the	school.”
Alexander	looked	slightly	dismayed.	But	it	had	all	taken	place	so	fast,	and	she

had	remained	so	calm,	that	he	was	still	trying	to	figure	out	what	had	happened.
Out	of	the	corner	of	my	eye,	I	could	see	him	chewing	on	the	cap	of	a	pen	while
he	made	little	doodles	of	doughnuts	in	his	notebook.
I	managed	to	get	through	the	period	without	being	called	on.	It	was	almost	as

though	Ms.	Wright	 knew	 I	 would	 drop	 dead—bam—just	 fall	 right	 out	 of	my
chair	and	die	right	then	and	there	right	in	the	midst	of	that	talk	about	poetry	and
juxtapositions	and	foreshadowing	and	all	that.	She	called	on	lots	of	other	guys,
though.	Most	of	 them	didn’t	have	 too	much	 to	say.	Nobody	else	 said	anything
about	irony	or	stuff	like	that,	but	some	of	them	were	smart.	What	stood	out	most
was	how	damn	comfortable	 they	were	with	 all	 this,	 just	 sitting	 around	 talking
about	poetry	and	Shakespeare.
There	was	 this	one	kid,	 though—Mark	Zimmer—who	didn’t	know	anything

and	didn’t	care.	When	Ms.	Wright	called	on	him,	he	had	his	chair	tilted	back	on
two	legs	and	was	leaning	against	the	wall.	On	his	face	were	mirrored	sunglasses,
with	big	white	frames	that	had	rhinestones	all	over	them.	He	had	a	bunch	of	gold
chains	on	and	his	pants	were	big	and	baggy,	of	course.	He	wasn’t	big;	in	fact,	he
was	small,	kind	of	tiny	even,	and	it	was	like	he	was	buried	under	all	his	clothes
and	chains.	When	 she	called	on	him,	 it	was	as	 though	 she	were	moving	 in	on
him,	swooping	in.	But	before	asking	him	about	some	lines	in	a	poem,	she	said,
“Take	 your	 sunglasses	 off,	 put	 your	 chair	 flat	 on	 the	 floor,	 and	 get	 out	 a
notebook.”
He	 lowered	 his	 chair	 to	 the	 floor,	 pushed	 his	 sunglasses	 up	 onto	 his	 head,

looked	around,	and	then,	in	response	to	her	question,	said	kind	of	slowly,	“I	have
no	idea,	no	clue.”	Then	he	shrugged	his	shoulders	and	got	this	bored	look	on	his



face,	 as	 if	 thinking	 about	 this	 stuff	was	 going	 to	 put	 him	 to	 sleep.	One	of	 the
other	boys	muttered	under	his	breath,	“Zimmer	…	”	and	a	bunch	of	them	rolled
their	eyes.
As	I	sat	there	wondering	what	was	wrong	with	him,	I	tried	to	peek	over	at	him.

I	 had	 no	 idea	where	 he	was	 looking,	 because	 of	 the	 huge	 dark	 glasses,	which
he’d	put	back	on	about	five	minutes	after	Ms.	Wright	asked	him	to	take	them	off.
I	hadn’t	ever	seen	a	white	boy	dressed	like	that.
I	 was	 kind	 of	 lost	 in	 thinking	 about	 how	 he	 didn’t	 care	 what	 our	 teacher

thought	while	I	was	so	worried	about	everyone	and	everything,	and	just	getting
this	 feeling	 of	 doom	 inside	me	 because	 I	 didn’t	 know	 anything,	when	 I	 heard
Ms.	Wright	saying,	“Go,	go,	go.”	She	had	suddenly	noticed	that	she	had	run	over
the	end	of	 the	period.	We	all	quickly	gathered	our	stuff	and	headed	toward	the
door.	“Run	to	your	next	class!”	she	called.
Despite	her	instructions,	Alexander	lumbered	slowly	away	from	the	table	and

stopped	 at	 the	 trash	 can.	 From	 the	 front	 of	 the	 room,	Ms.	Wright	 called	 out,
“Don’t	even	think	about	it,	Alexander.	Go	to	your	next	class!”	He	shuffled	off	at
that	point,	after	a	final	forlorn	glance	at	his	food.
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