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			FOR TONY, STACY, STECYK, KEVIN

			—THANKS FOR THE DERAILMENT—

		

	
		
			
				“You’re weird.”

				“Sorry.”

				“No, that was a compliment.”

				—Donnie Darko
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			Introduction by Tony Hawk

			Skateboarding, at its core, will teach you one thing: to accept failure. Maybe even embrace it in order to learn, grow, and eventually succeed. The success can be fleeting though: Once you get a taste of progress or improvement, you’ll only want more. It is this attitude that can take you further in life than you ever imagined. The amount of discipline, focus, and perseverance it takes to learn a new skate trick can seem endless. Harnessing that determination and applying it to other aspects of your life is the essence of misfit attitudes.

			Sean and I grew up skating at a time when it wasn’t remotely “cool” or even encouraged. But it provided us something that other sports or activities couldn’t: a unique sense of self-confidence, a way to find hidden strengths, new ways to solve problems, and a sense of community within an individual pursuit. Most of the skaters I befriended in those early days are still my closest confidants, and they have all found a way to make their passions a career and a way of life.

			Many subcultures have similar narratives. The pioneers of punk music did it because the mainstream crowd hated it. When snowboarding was first created, mountains banned snowboards from ski lifts because they were stigmatized by association with outcasts and misfits. Of course, all of these examples went on to reach critical mass and infiltrate mainstream media and culture in ways we could have never imagined. And the people that stuck with them found unexpected—and sometimes unwanted—success. Many of the misfits that found their passion carried that ethos into their adult responsibilities. I have met many successful entrepreneurs, artists, musicians, marketers, and chefs that credit their misfit youth with their ascension in other interests.

			So take note of these life lessons, and don’t be afraid to go against the grain in pursuit of something new. Turn and face the strange; it can only benefit you in the long run.
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			Rogues’ Gallery
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				TONY HAWK—The most famous alternative sports athlete in history. Twelve-time World Skateboarding Champion. His video game franchise, Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater, boasts sales of over a billion dollars, and his landing the 900, the first time it was ever done on live TV, was the extreme world’s moon landing. This self-described misfit changed how the world thinks of sports. He attended schools where the principal confiscated his skateboard and his teacher predicted—to a guffawing class—that he would never be successful because he didn’t follow the rules.
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				MICHELLE STEILEN—Nicknamed “The Queen” in honor of her singular talent and role in creating modern aggro roller-skating. Michelle DIY’d the most inclusive subculture in alternative sports by starting Moxi, her street roller-skating brand. She crafted roller-skating infrastructure by founding a magazine and footwear company, and by organizing international contests for male, female, and beyond the binary. She tried really hard to be normal, it just didn’t stick. “I always want to fit in!” she says. “I just can’t figure it out.”
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				SACHA JENKINS—Pioneering hip-hop magazine publisher, writer, curator, musician, and documentarian (Wu-Tang Clan, Louis Armstrong, Eminem, Hip Hop 50, etc.). As a teenager created one of the first zines dedicated to graffiti as an art form. Early enthusiast of hardcore New York punk. Along with schoolmate and soon-to-be-famous rapper Nas, received “guidance” from a high school guidance counselor that they should look at repairing refrigerators for a career.
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				SHEPARD FAIREY—World-famous street artist who racked up double-digit arrests as well as a space for his iconic Obama “HOPE” presidential poster in the Smithsonian’s National Portrait Gallery. His international OBEY brand evolved from DIY stickers and protest prints agitating for free thinking that were “illegally” posted in public spaces into an international clothing brand. Eager to access the college screen printing room, young Shepard lied to his professor about his experience and bribed an old printer with a case of beer to DIY a rapid education in one night.
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				MARK MOTHERSBAUGH—Cofounder of DEVO, a “weirdo” band that helped introduce “alternative” music to the world. Part of the historic Kent State protests where four students were killed by the National Guard, Mark made a soundtrack to the devolution around him. Today he is one of the most successful movie, TV, and video game composers, making unconventional music for Thor: Ragnarok, Pee-wee’s Playhouse, Regular Show, What We Do in the Shadows, Crash Bandicoot, The Sims 2, etc. Nobody, including Mark, realized he was legally blind until he was seven.
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				ROGER GASTMAN—Seduced by the East Coast’s underground graffiti scene, Roger became the world’s foremost expert on the street art displayed on exterior walls and trains. His Beyond the Streets art exhibits celebrate “mark makers and rule breakers” by hosting multimillion-dollar exhibits in NYC, London, Shanghai, and LA. The Los Angeles Times noted how an early art show of Roger’s drew “the ire of social critics, alarmed by what they perceive as an institutional celebration of vandalism.”
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				SENECA—The artist specializing in trippy art is also responsible for the look of the “Bored Ape” that grew to epitomize the billion-dollar surge with NFTs (non-fungible tokens). Riffing on the existential boredom of mega-rich Silicon Valley dot-commers, her “creativity helped fuel a technological revolution,” according to Rolling Stone magazine. Her creativity and identity are shaped by chronic lucid nightmares.
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				ED TEMPLETON—One of the most famous street skateboarders is also an acclaimed contemporary artist and photographer, with pieces in MOMA and worldwide gallery shows. His Toy Machine skateboard brand is a leaning lighthouse for subversive messaging in these days of sterile Olympic embrace. The award-winning photographer is regularly hired to shoot high-end fashion brands, but is known to reject the six-figure checks when grossed out by the brand’s vibe.
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				Dr. JON FREEMAN—One might assume that a successful psychotherapist running a Manhattan neuroscience research facility would be satisfied, but Dr. Jon gave it all up to start The Brooklyn Strategist. The community-based game center welcomes all kinds of misfits while developing an enrichment program based on board games that had stereotypically guaranteed a life of escapism and abuse in high school. Teenage Jon’s parents insisted on bringing in professional help because they thought playing Dungeons & Dragons was swaying him into Satan’s dark embrace.
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				STACY PERALTA—World champion skateboarder, award-winning filmmaker, and creative power behind the Bones Brigade, the most impactful team in alternative sports. Stacy had the best-selling skateboard in the world, discovered Tony Hawk, and made the first action sports video. His later mainstream documentaries focus on outsider cultures like surfing, LA gangs, and skateboarding. Stacy once hid in a tree to successfully evade arrest.

			

			With cameos by…

			
				C.R. STECYK III—The conceptual artist with pieces in MOMA and the Smithsonian is also an acclaimed participant in various subcultures, cultural shaper, and historian. As a prank he buried a bomb prop on a busy beach and returned on the busiest day of the year in a bomb disposal uniform to dig it up. Chaos ensued.

				BRIAN FLYNN—Owner of Super7, one of the largest alternative toy brands, with a focus on fringe outsider vibes, including series called The Weirdest and The Worst with posable action figures like Trauma Bomb.

				MAT HOFFMAN—World champion BMXer, X Games gold medalist, Jackass star, and a most hardcore human who has survived over fifty surgeries and flatlined twice.
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				It is a brutal moment of realization. You immediately recognize that there will be no way to deflect the damage. Your cold acceptance of an inescapable situation flicks you into a disorientating spin, spiraling into an isolated space where all navigation equipment is rendered useless.

				There is no loving parent capable of hugging the dread away. Finally, the realization sinks in: You are the problem, not them.

				In a society built for people conforming, you are incapable of fitting in.

				You mis-fit.

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				Mommy, Why Am I Weird?
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				Wait, Instructions Aren’t Included?

			
			I don’t know about you, but life didn’t go on for too long before I felt an abrupt awkwardness, like I was an irregular jigsaw piece failing to snap together cleanly with others.

			Laughing at an absurd social situation that draws puzzled looks from others. Getting peeled from conversations about mainstream interests after struggling to muster attentiveness. Dropping a contextual movie line from a cult film—“Yeah, yeah! Let’s go get sushi and not pay.”—comes off as troubling, obscure and random, perhaps indicative of an apparent neurological tic.

			How exactly did this stray jigsaw piece find its way into the wrong puzzle box again?

			The world loves to celebrate misfits—after the fact. Oh, look at the inexhaustible strength of the independent hero charging from the fringe! Tales are retold, obstacles are enlarged, troops inspired, unconventional beliefs put into practice until they swirl into mythological quests. Huckleberry Finn. Luke Skywalker. Lady Gaga. Einstein. Joan of Arc. Bowie. Tony Hawk. Galileo. David Lynch. Cyndi Lauper. Johnny Rotten. Sinéad O’Connor. Cool Hand Luke. Wu-Tang Clan. Dalí. RuPaul. Frida Kahlo. Kurt Cobain. Basquiat. Bob Dylan. Lil Nas X. Patti Smith. Billie Eilish. The focus shining on how their seemingly supernatural force of will blasted the weird, the unconventional, the alternative, the counterculture into conventional society. In hindsight, how could they not mutate the world?

			As a culture, we celebrate tales of underdog victory, concealing a defining characteristic of the misfit journey—the fact that no misfit starts the game by choice. All the misfits I’ve known—from ragamuffin artists to awkward kids at Magic: The Gathering game nights to bouncing hyperpop avant-gardists to world-famous oddballs who changed mainstream perceptions of music, sports, and art—started off trying to fit in. Desperately. And we all sucked at it.

			“Underdog” suggests playing a game against a favored opponent, as if we all agreed to the rules, shook hands to assure sportsmanship, and voluntarily stepped across the chalked line on the field competing for a shared idea of a win.

			The harsh truth is, in the beginning, misfitting is anything but a conscious choice to play a game with clearly defined rules. Nobody inflicts this level of personality-shredding rejection on themselves if they have another option.

			But veteran misfits know it’s a force necessary to eject us out of conventionality. It’s the first painful step on the misfit journey, though it feels more like a sucker punch followed by a shove off a cliff. You find yourself dazed, bruised, and in unfamiliar territory, forced to take an unconventional and often painful trip.

			Speaking from experience, the sense of disorientation and disconnection at this point is sickening. Uncertainty, panic, and fear mix to create some seriously rancid emotions. But that changes when you realize how these outcast discomforts serve a purpose.

			That said, you’re still going to have to slog through the emotional and social muck. You’re going to get lost and get cold and, out of an ugly desperation, be forced to discover new pathways. Obstacles will intentionally be placed on your path. The promise of control and security that makes conformity so addicting will be startlingly absent until you realize that what had felt like a broken compass leading you astray was pointing in a very specific direction.

			If this book does anything, I hope it brings an understanding of how to use your misunderstood navigational tool. First you’ll learn how to traverse this strange, unfamiliar landscape. Then you will progress to mapping your own unique path as confusion transforms into confidence.

			This book explores the experiences of a diverse group of misfits to collect shared survival skills that can help outcasts of all kinds, regardless of labels like age and gender or where you are in your journey through nonconformity. The quickest way to expire in a wilderness is to panic. Knowing that others were exactly where you are and made it out rouses hope and possibility. At the very least, I hope this book offers some company when it feels the loneliest.

			Spoiler alert—the misfit journey never ends. Regardless of age and circumstances, every misfit must still interact with a society nursing a hardcore addiction to conformity. But know that it is possible to not only survive but thrive with your oddball self.

			My more experienced misfit friends and I still find ourselves in circumstances where we feel socially rejected. The difference is that now, instead of cratering our self-confidence, it produces a pleasurable sting of awareness that tugs a small smile. In those moments, not fitting in reminds us of what we’ve earned. What used to feel like a curse now fizzes with effervescent gratitude. We understand the joys of misfitting.

			Land of confusion

			When conversations with misfits touch on childhood, a familiar origin story emerges. I’m not sure if it can be attributed to mutation of the DNA code, residue of a rebellious reincarnation, or some spicy spiritual ingredients peppered in right before birth. Whatever it may be, early on there is an unsettling awareness that our social magnets were inserted incorrectly. The poles repelled rather than attracting and snapping together like everyone else’s. Often, before understanding there is recognition: What is this bewildering part of me that sparks to life and prompts me to take ridiculous stands against seemingly banal traditional asks?
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			This is a heady question to tumble around a child’s head, and reactions can span the spectrum. I cried a lot as a kid. Then I became a teenager and punched holes in my bedroom door. Confusing frustration leading to lashing out is a common theme with future misfits.

			I helped Tony Hawk, the painfully skinny outcast kid who became the famous face of a renegade misfit activity still technically illegal in most cities—aka skateboarding—write his biography, and we called an early section “Demon Boy.” His mother once told me how a babysitter grew concerned over the toddler’s rage. Tony, sentenced to a stint in the crib, let his caretaker know what he thought about her authority. “She told me how Tony would scrunch his face up and throw his toy cars at her from his crib,” Mrs. Hawk said. “She really cared for Tony, but eventually left because the relationship wasn’t healthy for a developing child.”

			When Tony left behind the crib, things didn’t change that much. Mrs. Hawk tried to teach him to play tennis, only to clue in to her son’s idea of the game after being tagged by balls a few times. “Tony, I think you’re trying to hit me.” To him it seemed like a sound strategy.

			Even if they weren’t forced to participate in traditional athletics, future world champion misfits found ways to rebel. “I really got into a lot of mischief as a kid,” Stacy Peralta, Tony’s early mentor, says. The former pro skateboarder and current award-winning documentarian describes a childhood that makes it obvious why he and Tony connected. “I really loved throwing fruit at passing cars, dirt clods at windows. I was always getting into trouble. There was no mean intent—I had a very active imagination and was always having fun. I was always building things, doing models and very industrious, but I was always in trouble—I wanted to play.”

			Oh, like play baseball in a uniform running along chalked lines with umpires and cheering parents?

			Nope.

			“I wanted to stick firecrackers in apples and throw them and see them explode in the air,” Stacy clarifies. “It was so much fun to have an orange explode on the roof of a passing car. To see a dirt clod break apart on a plate glass window and not break the window? That was like art. Cops came to my house three times, not for anything bad, just that I blew a firecracker off in some lady’s windowsill.”

			As humans, we are not wired to be stoked about being cast off and alone. Shame. Guilt. Anxiety. Fear. Anger. Regret. Take a whack at the elaborate piñata that is the misfit brain and see what awkward emotional assortments scatter across the ground. Even when one isn’t inclined to express inner feelings with rotting fruit or toy car projectiles, those same feelings can corkscrew inward. Stomachaches, hyper-competitiveness, panic, tears, fears, anxiety, anger, isolation, crumbling self-confidence. When there are no instructions included, no premade mold to pour emotions into, they have a habit of spilling all over the place.

			The artist Seneca specializes in wonderfully tripped-out images as well as being the lead designer behind the infamous “Bored Ape” NFT character. Considering her staid family background, it says something that when given free rein, she used an emotionally vapid primate to create a wicked caricature of ennui, that untranslatable French word describing a particular flavor of soul-crushing, blown-out boredom.

			“I come from a really traditional Chinese family,” she says, “which means certain rituals or beliefs and values stem from generations past and are very strictly enforced. I was a good daughter, or at least I really tried to be.” Good-daughter attempts aside, the same frictional heat that Tony and Stacy felt burned within her and found no outlet. “I did it all, whatever my parents wanted me to do, but I definitely wasn’t happy and that definitely trickled into some of my clinical anxiety and all that shit.”

			Tangled up with the anger and angst is a state of absurdity, an off-balance world where everyone else appears to have studied an operational manual that you never received. Michelle Steilen, aka Estro Jen, would go on to become one of the most influential female alternative athletes, but when she was six her babysitter said, ‘My daughter is going to be cheerleading, do you want to go?’ I had no idea what cheerleading was.”

			She shrugged and went along, unaware she was entering a world of misfit confusion. “I was super into using my energy and the stunts, the flipping, the jumping, but I didn’t really understand what we were doing for a long time. What was the purpose of the cheerleader? Why are we doing this? Why aren’t we watching what is going on? Why are we facing the crowd? We don’t need to encourage these people—the game is already happening.”

			Michelle was temporarily affixed with a cheerleader label, but it didn’t provide a soothing sense of identity. At first it seems as if misfits, by their very nature, do not instinctively know how to build an identity, but it may be more accurate to say that early outcasts have something in them arguing for a wider choice rather than automatically accepting available generic identities. The problem is that at this point in our development we’re not clear why we are operating this way or what it is that we want.

			“What’s your problem?” is a question many starter misfits hear on the regular, sometimes asked in the true spirit of discovery but often in annoyance and exasperation. I know I’m a misfit and that this may be the problem, but, really, is there a way to answer that? Trust me, as a kid trying to fit in, if I’d had control over what I was doing wrongly, I’d have stopped doing it. Having people constantly question the motivation behind your incorrectness can put you into a perpetual self-interrogation loop: Do regular people know what is wrong with them? Is not knowing what is wrong what makes you wrong? How does everyone else even know what is considered wrong to begin with?

			It was a loop I found myself in throughout my childhood. Mind you, I had some help. My first memory of life is standing in the rain at age two-point-five, holding my mom’s hand and waiting for the short yellow bus to pick me up for an hour ride to the diagnostic center. I didn’t know what was wrong, but apparently everyone else did. The average infant says their first word by age one and my parents were still waiting for mine to cross the finish line. That early misfit frustration manifests in the most basic way when you are old enough to know what you want yet unable to communicate it.

			The rain would have been melodramatic if I didn’t live in Vancouver, Canada, where it rains more than half the year, and the short bus would be a tasteless joke if it hadn’t been needed to take me to therapists to help me say my first word. For the hour-long bus ride, I marinated in how so many people were trying to fix me. Too young for comparative analysis, I wasn’t aware of what “normal” was, but I was aware of how my emotions fluctuated between explosions of uncontrollable anxiety at the diagnostic center or implosions into states of dissociated numbness. What do you do when what makes you you is the problem?

			
				MARK MOTHERSBAUGH “I’ll tell you what happened to me as a kid. Everyone thought I was a super-intense weirdo. I’d hear somebody at the door and run up and get really close and be six inches from their face and yell, ‘Grandma!’ or whoever it was. I didn’t obey the social distancing that everybody else was being taught as you grow up. You know, as a human, you have to learn that stuff.

				“At school the teacher would say, ‘Mark, add up the numbers on the board.’ I’d say, ‘What’s a board?’ and everybody would laugh and the teacher would say, ‘All right, smart kid—get in the back!’ I was forced to sit in a corner. I couldn’t figure it out—how do people know the right thing to say?

				“At the end of second grade the teacher who had been punishing me all year saw me trying to read a book with my face smashed against the pages. She asked my parents if I’d ever had my vision tested. They said no and she said I might need glasses. I went and took the eye exam and couldn’t see the first letter, the big E on an eye chart, if it was further than six inches away. The optometrist said, ‘You know your son is legally blind?’ My parents were like, ‘What? Huh?’

				“A couple of weeks later I got my first pair of glasses. Back in those days the lenses for extreme myopia looked like the bottom of a glass Coke bottle, but I saw telephone wires, clouds, birds in the sky for the first time. I’d never seen the sun before. I’d never seen the tops of trees—I only knew the parts that I ran into. I knew the path and the sidewalk to get to school—I had walked it for two years—but I never knew what my school looked like.

				“I had thought everybody saw the way I did. I had no way to gauge what having vision further than six inches away was like and thought other kids knew things that I didn’t know. I never thought I was atypical—everyone else just thought I was strange.”
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				Under the Paving Stones, the Beach!

			
			We’ve established that misfitting doesn’t start with intent, but is bewilderingly passive—“I’m not sure why I’m not like them.” But for all of us on the misfit journey, there comes a time when incapacity to conform metamorphoses into rebellion. It can hit strange, an undesired evolution that you didn’t know you were working toward, but once the impulse not to conform appears, suddenly it becomes impossible to ignore.

			Your reaction may present as quiet rebellion, an inward steeling of resolve, or outward aggression. Either way you will feel an inner force channeling itself in new ways, a shot of outcast adrenaline flashing through you to help deal with the situation. At this point it may not accomplish anything, but it is the first taste of misfit power that will help push you through the many thresholds ahead of you.

			There is a famous black-and-white picture of rioting in 1968 France in which a casually dressed young man charges in front of a crowd and hurls a brick with all his might at an unseen opposing force, literally dismantling society’s structure by repurposing the paving stone into a weapon of protest—his body graceful, his face relaxed and calmly focused, his whole essence zeroed in on this act of insubordination. There is French graffiti attached to this protest: Sous les pavés, la plage! In English: Under the paving stones, the beach!

			I had no clue what motivated the brick-throwing beef when I first saw the older picture at age seven, but this dynamic image of civil disobedience personified a rebellious aspect of myself that I did not yet know. My inner brick thrower, the protesting part of me, seethed with dedication and confidence so complete that I knew they were there for protective reasons. Indeed, few things in my relatively short life had arrived with such conviction. But, like most brick-throwing incidents, it created turmoil, unintended consequences. Throw bricks enough and things you never aimed for have a habit of ending up broken.

			As a second-grader I had finally learned how to talk, albeit a struggle with articulation made me sometimes sound like a sloshed European. I had waited all week for a classmate’s birthday, Pavlovian drool already pooling over the upcoming sugar intake, with the bottomless soda, cake, potato chips, and goody bags full of even more rare treats. I grew up in a small fishing village outside of Vancouver with a mom who baked brown bread and bought the peanut butter with no sugar, and for me birthday parties ran a close second to Halloween.

			Ten minutes or so before mass sugar consumption, my mom came into my room and told me to get ready. “I am ready.” She shook her head, instructing me to put on an ironed navy-blue turtleneck, explaining how it was appropriate attire for a party and showed respect.

			My inner French protester appeared out of nowhere, pulled up some of the paving stones, and began pitching. Defiance sparked and an emotional dumpster fire heated my belly as I shook my head. Mom wasn’t backing down, and I stared holes through her as she told me to hurry up so I could get going. For her, this was nothing more than a casual ask. In the recent past that exact turtleneck had been pulled over my head without issue, but something about this time, for a reason that remained so coded and complex that surface me could not decipher, never mind articulate, was different. I followed her out of my room, stomping down the stairs, arguing all the way into the kitchen, realizing that Turtleneck Ridge was a hill I was prepared to die on.

			My mom clearly thought I was being a brat, that this was no big deal, and told me to march back up there and get that turtleneck on. I could tell that she wasn’t going to back down, but I also felt the friction inside as I dug in at some disconnected spiritual level and continued arguing. Belly heat radiated, generating the emotional equivalent of sugar-rush energy to fuel furious brick pitching at the relative omnipotence of parental authority. Various argumentative techniques were employed, all ending in failure.

			I knew the rules of the game. They were forcing me to do something—“they” being teachers, parents, authority figures—explaining rules about the “proper” way to behave, to look, to act.

			I never said no to my parents when asked to do a chore. There was complaining aplenty, attempts at shirking work details, but never outright refusal. I understood and respected the chain of command. My parents were not perfect, but they were pretty awesome, disciplined but understanding, so there wasn’t the option of simply refusing to wear the turtleneck and getting my way. My kid brain crunched the data and knew the answer.

			I had lost.

			But this wasn’t simply a matter of winning or losing—it had slipped onto another emotional frequency for me, the stakes somehow much more fundamental. My inner brick thrower had taken a mild disagreement and escalated it until my nervous system regarded it as an existential battle. The more chill part of me was never invited to discuss the situation with my inner agitator, so there was zero understanding as to how I found myself in a flight-or-fight response. Who was this foreign agitator throwing bricks at exactly?

			I quietly exited the kitchen and walked back up the stairs, ritualistically taking off my T-shirt as I entered my room and began climbing my chest of drawers. The most dominant piece of furniture in my bedroom, it was angled against a far corner, leaving a clean empty triangle of solitude behind it. I climbed slowly, careful not to provide any audible clues, shimmied down the back, and curled up at the bottom.

			Time plays differently to kids, and I have no idea how long it took for my mom to get suspicious and walk into the room and then around the house calling my name, warning me that I was going to be late for the party. I didn’t say anything. I had never hidden or ignored my mom before, but by now, none of this was directed at her. I was going to make myself not exist—and even more surprising to me, I didn’t want to go to the party anymore. I was fine with not having any of it, energy settling into a weird flatness after an all-encompassing emotional jettison.

			My inner French protester had put down the bricks and was probably leaning against a lamppost, looking cool, biting off chunks of a baguette in between drags off his Gauloises. The brick throwing had forced change, a measure of success in any protest. The turtleneck didn’t even exist anymore—it had simply been a vehicle to carry the message.

			

			—

			It had always felt as if early childhood was a wondrous open range of spontaneous landscapes where you were free to wander, climb, and logroll down into various levels of discovery. And then conventional culture corralled you into its manicured field of play complete with pre-drawn, pre-measured, preordained chalk lines, spectating crowds cheering or booing, refs blowing whistles announcing infractions, giant scoreboard up high for everybody to monitor.

			You don’t even need the power of metaphor to emphasize the misfit reaction to mandated regulation. “I never understood team sports,” Stacy said in the raw interview for the Bones Brigade documentary, a film about the most celebrated skateboard team in history. “I didn’t understand the whistles and the referees and these grids and lines. ‘You can’t go here and you’re offside there and you’re out of bounds here.’ I just didn’t get that stuff, and it was intimidating to me.”

			Winner or loser? Right or wrong? Polite or rude? Normal or irregular? Accepted or rejected? Binary placement suddenly seems a main objective behind a lot of new situations forced upon us. Being drafted without consent into a conformist game and then having the results provide a metric of worth and identity felt inescapable. People in charge kept acting as if I had freedom of choice: winner or loser, you pick.

			But the turtleneck had burst this constrained sense of choice, illuminating a solution so out in the open that it was baffling how I had missed it. Win or lose? Couldn’t you simply not play? Turn and walk off the field, “light out for the Territory ahead of the rest,” as Huck Finn put it before he bounced at the end of his book?

			It was scary and isolating to take myself out of the game, but choosing marginalization rather than having it imposed made a transcendent difference. I didn’t feel like a quitter, because I’d never agreed to play the game to begin with. I didn’t know where I was going, except off the field, alone.

			Curled up shirtless in my triangle of solitude, I was transported into another emotional state. At least anger had provided a sense of companionship. I hadn’t asked for this, yet here I was in an emptiness that while foreboding was also mysterious, like an empty container awaiting something unknown to fill it.

			My mom eventually looked behind the chest of drawers, and I can still remember how long the distance appeared as I looked up and said I wasn’t going to the party. I was calm, at peace. The cake and candy and soda seemed suddenly priced differently, and the cost seemed too much. All I knew was that I couldn’t afford it.

			
				TONY HAWK “I did team sports mostly because it was expected, tradition. At some point, I realized that I didn’t really enjoy it like my friends enjoyed it. I didn’t like relying on the team. I didn’t like the team relying on me. I didn’t want to have to depend on the team and I didn’t want to let anyone down. The first time I ever played baseball, I imagined hitting a home run or at the very least a double. I went up to bat and struck out. It was not what I imagined or was prepared for. Failure wasn’t on my radar, so to have failed in an instant? I was like…what just happened? No one told me this could happen
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