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“All hope abandon, ye who enter in!” 

Dante Alighieri wrote The Divine Comedy in 1308. 

The most famous part describes the poet’s journey 

through the nine circles of hell. He got it wrong. 

Hell is high school. 

High School High is a public school. Originally Mom 

and Dad wanted me to go to this big-deal private high 

school that cost about forty grand a year and where the 

students wear uniforms but I refused. I’d already gone to a 

big-deal private middle school that cost about fifty grand 

a year and I’d absolutely hated it. Being surrounded by 

oblivious, hormone-crazed nitwits is bad enough. Being 

surrounded by oblivious, hormone-crazed nitwits in iden- 

tical blazers, chinos, and plaid skirts had made me want 

to climb an electrical tower and cauterize myself. 

Still, we have a lot of well-to-do, self-entitled kids at 

good ol’ High School High, and the ones that aren’t, the 

ones that are mostly bused in and ignored, the social mu- 

tants, the Mexicans, and the black kids who have been 

recruited to play football and basketball, wish they were. 
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Because I wouldn’t get a driver’s license if they were 

giving them away, I ride a skateboard to school. I con- 

sider it nothing more than an acceptable means of trans- 

portation. If you ever see me hanging around a parking 

lot doing ollies, for God’s sake, or attempting to destroy 

my testicles by sliding down a banister with the board 

sideways, please shoot me. 

I will confess to the occasional game of chicken. 

It’s like this. At the top of a decent hill you wait until 

a car is coming up from the bottom. You take a moment 

to consider the fact that the wheel is a circular device ca- 

pable of rotating on its axis. It’s one of man’s oldest and 

most important inventions. You push off, aiming down 

the middle of the approaching car’s lane. You do a little 

side-to-side to establish a rhythm. The car is getting closer 

now and usually the driver is leaning on the horn. You go 

into a crouch to gain speed. The car swerves. You swerve 

with it. It starts to turn. Too late. You go into the grille. 

You hurtle forward into the windshield, which crumples 

with the force of your body. You’re aware of the driver 

screaming as you’re thrown up and over the roof and then 

you’re airborne, aware of the street flying beneath you, 

aware of how rough it is and how much it’s going to hurt 

your already badly broken bones when you land. 

Of course, that  isn’t remotely what happens. 

The car either stops, in which case you ride around it, 

or the car swerves and you keep going. Either way, you’ve 

won. Stupid, really. Crazy even. But here’s the thing. Start- 

ing around the age of fourteen, human beings become 
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certifiably insane. Really, they’ve done tests. A teenager’s 

brain waves are the same as that of a psychotic’s. They used 

to think this was a temporary condition, that if you made it 

to your twenties, you’d straighten out. But starting around 

the beginning of the twenty-first century, mostly due to 

the deleterious effects of twenty-four-hour global news 

coverage, not to mention the iPod, Netflix, and the Twi- 

light Saga, young people started hitting puberty and never 

got over it. Ten percent of all teenagers today have been 

prescribed medication for depression. Eight out of every 

one hundred thousand teenagers commit suicide. Sixteen 

percent of all teenagers actively consider it. We are, as a 

generation, a bunch of deranged, isolated neurotics des- 

tined to live long lives of self-medicated, Internet-addicted 

lunacy. I’m not immune to the statistics but I do consider 

it a personal challenge to fight my generation’s psychosis 

as much as possible. 

And so I do. 

I start by being not popular. The need for attention 

and celebrity based on questionable achievement is a 

dangerous drug. No. Better to avoid attention. Make no 

waves. Stay under the radar. Don’t speak unless spoken to 

and then with as few words as possible. Do not volunteer. 

Do not join in. Get Bs and Cs, not As. Never raise your 

hand, and if called on, answer all questions with a puzzled 

expression. Run from the light. Keep to the shadows. Stay 

as far away as you can from the line of fire. 

It doesn’t always work. 

“You haven’t applied to college.” 
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It’s the second week back from summer vacation and 

I’ve been called into the guidance office. The guidance 

counselor, Miss Barber, is new this year. She’s young and 

sort of attractive and she obviously thinks she can make 

a difference. 

She’ll get over it. 

Right now, though, she has my transcript up on the 

computer screen in front of her and she has me on the spot. 

“Well?” she says. “Why is that?” 

“I thought I’d take some time off,” I say. 

“It seems to me you have been,” she says. “Reading and 

math at a college level by the fourth grade. Over the top 

on your S10 series in fifth grade. You hit sixth, you dis- 

appear completely.” She seems not so much puzzled as 

suspicious. “Care to explain?” 

“It got tougher,” I say. 

“Mmm,” she says. Which is a way of saying both some- 

thing and nothing at the same time. 

She studies the computer screen for a moment and 

then glances at me, eyes never quite settling on my face, 

not wanting to stare. One of the polite ones. 

To consider. 

We unconsciously distance ourselves from disfigure- 

ment, even when we know the condition is not contagious. 

“Any ideas what you’d like to do, any plans for the 

future?” says Miss Barber. 

“I’d like to find a deep cave and hole up in it for about 

eighty years,” I say. 

Actually, I don’t say that. 
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“I’m not sure yet,” I say. “But I’m working on it.” 

What I’d like to say is that planning for the future, 

any future, but especially one where it’s predicted that by 

2050 the worldwide population will level out and start 

dropping as if off a precipice, is ridiculous. This is be- 

cause by 2030, thanks to out-of-control birth rates, bank- 

rupt economies, and a global lack of natural resources, 

fresh water, and food, people will have begun getting 

very busy killing one another. 

Just another thing to look forward to. 

Miss Barber “mmms” again. She sits back in her chair. 

She taps a pencil. She looks at me as if I’m a question she’s 

supposed to answer. “So how are things at home,” she says. 

As if it’s a casual question and not a fully charged death 

ray. 

“Good,” I say. “Really great.” 

“Get along with your parents?” she says. 

“Mmm-hmm,” I say. Which is a variation on “mmm.” 

“You’re the only teenager I know that does,” she says. 

Miss Barber looks down a moment and then she looks 

back up at me and I know exactly what’s coming. 

“May I ask about your sister?” 

Dorie. 

I’m eleven years old and I’m in a hospital room and my 

twin sister, Dorie, lies in a hospital bed. Even with her 

hair lost to chemo, she’s really beautiful. She’s pale, al- 

most translucent, unblemished. Like a Dresden doll. 

Point of reference. 

A Dresden doll is tiny, collectible figurine whose body 
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is made of fabric, whose head is made of unglazed porce- 

lain, and whose eyes are made of clear glass. Dresden is a 

city in Germany that was firebombed by Allied Forces at 

the end of World War II. A minimum of one hundred 

thousand people died. Most of them were civilians. Most 

of the civilians were women and children. 

Sidebar. 

Porcelain is inflammable. People aren’t. 

Dorie opens her eyes. It’s silly how bright they are. Fe- 

ver makes them this way. She sees me and smiles her Do- 

rie smile. 

“Hi, Billy,” she whispers. 

Acute lymphocytic leukemia is the most common type 

of leukemia in children. 

“Mom and Dad say you’re going to help me,” Dorie says. 

A bone marrow transplant replaces diseased blood 

cells with healthy cells from a compatible donor. Frater- 

nal or dizygotic twins are often but not always compati- 

ble. Apparently I’m a very good match. 

“You don’t have to if it hurts,” she says. 

“I want to,” I say. “I want you to get better.” 

“Me too,” Dorie says. She holds out her hand to me 

and I take it. I hold her fingers tight in my palm. 

Mom says Dorie and I came out of the womb together 

holding hands. Dorie came first, pulling me firmly but 

gently after her. I believe it. Dorie was always the brave 

one. 

“Billy?” 

I look up. Miss Barber is staring at me. I don’t know 
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how long she’s been waiting for me to speak. The side of 

my face feels cold and numb and my voice sounds far away, 

even to me. 

“Yes?” 

“We were talking about your sister?” 

“Yes.” 

Miss Barber glances uncertainly at her notes. “I under- 

stand she was ill?” 

“Yes.” 

“She’s better now?” 

As if people always get better. 

“She’s dead now.” 

Only sometimes they don’t. 

“I am so sorry.” 

People usually are. 

“No problem.” 

I was only supposed to save her. 




