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The Best Course to Take

Everyday, walking down the long, locker filled halls, we see all sorts of teenagers. They look different, act different, and talk different. However, there is one person who always stands out in the crowd: the rebel. They are the outsider who never seems to be able to fit in anywhere. In “Isabel Fish” and “Superassassin” both of the main characters never seem to relate with a particular identity. Neither of them falls into particular clique – each stands alone. The protagonists in Julie Orringer’s “Isabel Fish” and Lysley A. Tenorio’s “Superassassin” share the outsider’s viewpoint, yet they differentiate in finding their acceptance. Maddy is plagued with guilt from hurting another, whereas the nameless protagonist is only focused on hurting others. Through journeys of discovering their own identities, they accept their roles of responsibility. But, by conforming to their roles, they fall into what society deems inappropriate: to be different.

Maddy from “Isabel Fish” is forced to cope with the death of Isabel, the girlfriend of her brother Sage. Maddy believes that she is the cause of Isabel’s death because she was not able to pull Isabel out of the car during the fatal accident. Everyone forgives Maddy for the accident, but Sage’s forgiveness, the one that means the most to her, is the only thing that is stopping her from being able to move past her guilt and accept what had happened. Without Sage’s forgiveness she will not be able to deal with the crash and begin the process of moving on in life.
The nameless protagonist from “Superassassin” finds himself part of the racial majority, yet he is ostracized due to his ethnicity by the small minority. He becomes a target for a school bully, so he begins to create an alternate ego within himself to avoid the oppression. Trying to shield himself from the hurt of others, he oppresses those around him.
In “Isabel Fish”, the main character Maddy finds herself pushed away by her brother because of the accident. Sage projects his anger from losing his girlfriend on Maddy causing her to feel worse about the crash. Maddy worries that Sage is going to be frustrated with her after the first day trying to dive: “all I could think about was how mad Sage would be on our way home,” (Orringer, 55). But, Maddy cannot hold the guilt her brother puts on her because she feels that everyone blames her for Isabel’s death. The only way for her to feel rehabilitated into society is to be accepted by her brother. Because her brother still blames her for the death of his girlfriend, he makes it more challenging for her to receive his forgiveness. Thus, she becomes an outsider, since she is under the impression that everyone is like her brother: unforgiving. As a result, she becomes more vulnerable, feeling constantly guilted for Isabel’s death. 

Maddy isolates herself from society as a coping method for her to deal with the accident. After petting the experimental fish, Maddy comments, “I pity these fish, them not knowing what’s going on and being in isolation…” (Orringer, 58). Maddy relates to “being in isolation,” (58) because she too is separated from society; she is the outsider, who is knowingly segregated from the group. If she distances herself from the people who were affected by the crash, she would not have to face the emotional guilt that plagues her. By dealing with the emotions, she opens herself up becoming weak and susceptible for more people to blame Isabel’s death on her.   

Similarly, the main character in “Superassassin,” is also cast aside from the other teenagers due to his race. The nameless character comments, “fifteen years ago, at the moment of my spawning, no one could have guessed the potency of my hybridity,” (Tenorio, 106). His genes are so bizarre that no one seems to recognize him by a specific race. He therefore finds it hard to relate to any specific ethnic group; he is constantly alone because no one is like him. Much like the superhero he hopes to portray, each hero has specific qualities that make them unique, and for the main character his physical appearance is what makes him stand out. 
The nameless character takes responsibility for protecting the one thing that he cares about: his mom. Yet he feels like he must take on all of this responsibility, because his father is nowhere to be found. The only way he thinks that he can protect her from people different than them is by acting out against others. Since their oppression hurts him, he fears that it will also harm his mother, thus garnering protection for her. Therefore, the protagonist is turned into an antagonist. After being repressed by his nemesis, The Gas, the antagonist is determined to get revenge. The Gas sprays himself with the “imposter Right Guard deodorant,” (108) made by the antagonist. The antagonist comments, “The Gas has no idea of the power that’s about to befall him; no one ever does. But this is how I like it. First my enemies underestimate me; then I smash them,” (108). The Gas is the antagonist’s bully, which makes him the first target. The way that the antagonist deals with his oppression is to continue the cycle.
At the beginning of “Superassassin” the main character describes the physical abuse he receives from other school boys, “[Brandon] then crumples my paper, hurling it at me like a grenade. It hits my face and falls dead to the ground,” (106). The nameless character is under constant attack from bullies. He is seen as inferior to the other boys because of his Filipino heritage. Since he is of a dissimilar race, people consider him bad because they are different from him. Due to the bullying by his arch nemesis, the main character is forced to join the dark side, or hurt others, which is the only way he feels that he can protect himself and his loved ones. After the nameless antagonist accepts the dark side, society condemns him as evil.
However in “Isabel Fish,” Maddy blames herself for not saving Isabel in the crash. Her guilt lets her define who she is: not worthy of being a hero. Maddy reveals, “[that once again I’d given him evidence of what a non-hero I am. Both of us can plainly see how I might have failed at a crucial moment, missed my chance to pull Isabel out of the car,” (Orringer, 55). Maddy regrets not being able to save Isabel. She believes that all she does is hurt people, when in reality she has issues dealing with the responsibility of the crash. She wanted to save Isabel, a heroic notion, but not all heroes can save every damsel in distress.

As seen in Save the Last Dance, Sarah Johnson, played by Julia Stiles, is faced with the death of her mother. Johnson feels responsible for the death of her mother because she insisted that she drive to her Julliard audition. On her way, her mother is hit by a driver during a horrible traffic accident. Maddy is filled with the same guilt because she could have tried to persuade Isabel from not taking the drive, and therefore never being the accident. After saving herself Maddy feels regret for not being able to save both of them. She states, “still I know Sage blames me, and in my heart I agree,” (Orringer, 55). Since Maddy could not save both of them, Sage blames her for the death of Isabel. In turn, Maddy further blames herself for the decision that she made. Through dealing with the guilt of Isabel’s death, Maddy forces herself to accept that it was not her fault. Once she admits that she is not at fault, she can accept what happened and move on. At the end of the story and with the help of Sage, Maddy dives into the water trying to move past the accident. Sage tells her, “quit thinking about last time. It’s going to be different,” (Orringer, 74). At this point, Maddy finds acceptance from the past. Since “its going to be different,” (74), she finds relief in knowing that it will not happen again. Sage’s encouragement for diving in signifies that he stopped blaming Maddy for Isabel’s death. With his forgiveness, Maddy finds it in herself to mature from the tragic experience and find peace with the incident. Maddy is able to let go and dive into the water, signifying her acceptance of the crash. She becomes the true hero, taking on the guilt forced by others as well as her own and overcoming it all.
However, the nameless antagonist takes a different approach to heroism. The nameless character starts to see himself as a villain when he describes, “it’s the face of a villain, the kind I’ve seen a million times,” (Tenorio, 218). When he starts to envision himself as the Green Lantern, he starts to mold his identity. It is easier for him to relate to a comic book hero, than to venture out on his own. If he was forced to find his identity, he would be left vulnerable and unguarded against his enemies. Therefore, he puts up a shield to protect him from attacks.
The antagonist believes that by taking responsibility of his mother, he is fending off her enemies. After explaining the desperate ways his mother tries to hold onto men, the nameless character states, “but I forgive her. Like all heroes, she needs for Fortress of Solitude, her Paradise Island, any place tucked away from the evil in the world. Not to worry:  I keep a lookout,” (Tenorio, 107). Even though he forgives his mother’s actions, he still feels the need to protect her. He forgives his mother because she is all he has; without her he is alone. He views her oppressors as “evil”, which is something that she needs to be “tucked away from” or out of harm’s way. The antagonist feels that since he is the only one around to care for his mother, it is his responsibility to do so. 
In his eyes, his mother’s enemies are the men that mess with her life. While meeting a new man in his mother’s life the main character remarks, “villain. But I accept [Lex’s] challenge and take his hand.  I tilt my head down just a bit, so that my glasses slide down the bridge of my nose… Lex does a double take at my non-matching eyes. Already I have the upper hand,” (113). At first meetings, the antagonist is quick to judge his mother’s new man. Without approval from the nameless character, the men his mother brings home will never quite live up to the standards that he has set. Therefore to him, they will always be seen as a challenge and a game to win “the upper hand” (113). Lex coincidentally shares the same name as the archenemy of Superman, and is also described by the nameless character as a “villain” (113). The antagonist furthers himself in isolation from the reality when he relates his life to a comic book. The nameless character views society the same as a comic book: only in terms of good or evil. However, by having this narrow minded view, he then indirectly classifies himself as a villain. He wants to be considered a hero for protecting his mom, but by oppressing others, society views him as evil. He breaks societal rules of not conforming to the typical hero journey of over coming oppression when he represses others. He is deemed evil by society because he took a different course of action.

Similarly in “Isabel Fish”, Maddy pushes against typical societal norms. Society has ordained specific ways that we must act, think, or cope. For Maddy, her body is what differentiates her from the rest, “as I get into my tank suit I cannot help noticing the mistakes of my body. The magazine look nowadays is breasts but no hips; I am the opposite,” (Orringer, 50). Like “Superassassin,” both of their physical appearances are dissimilar from a typical model. In Orringer’s case, Maddy does not have the archetypal female body that the media expresses: perfect facial qualities, large breasts, small thighs, and small to medium height. The trends that the media displays follow what society dictates as a standard. Maddy’s physical appearance does not match what society wants, thus her body is seen as worse. Instead of accepting those who are different, society ostracizes those who do not fit the wanted model. 

Both characters from the short stories defy societal standards. Their physical appearances set them apart from the rest, only worsening the polarizing gap between different types of people. Even though they are deemed as inappropriate for society, their journey there is what distinguishes them. For the nameless antagonist, his reaction to protect his mother and himself is not typical; therefore it is classified as wrong by society. For Maddy, she takes the common heroic approach to overcome her fear of diving by accepting the events of the crash. Both characters take responsibility of the events around them and find ways to move forward. The antagonist continues the cycle of oppression, and Maddy takes a chance that things are going to be different and dives into the water. However, by taking different approaches, the reader can decide for themselves which way is the best course for them to take: one that society deems appropriate or a new kind of approach.
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