

[image: cover]








[image: alt]




















Praise for ADMISSION





“An intimate tale … [A book] you can’t put down.”


— O, The Oprah Magazine





“Challenges readers to grasp the importance of what we admit to ourselves.”


— Chicago Tribune





“A skillfully subversive novel … Korelitz makes the personal universal by connecting her character’s dilemma to larger issues that concern us all: how we will educate our children and how we want to live.”


— Philadelphia Inquirer





“An intelligently written, thoughtful novel … The realism is impressive … Korelitz has created a complicated heroine who is nonetheless easy to love, and readers … will be pulling for Portia just as powerfully as she roots for the applicants she falls in love with every year.”


— Christian Science Monitor





“A great read … a reminder of what it’s like to read a book by a writer whose style calls attention not to itself but to the story it tells.”


— Arizona Republic





“Gripping portrait of a woman in crisis from the extremely gifted Korelitz … Strongly plotted, crowded with full-bodied characters, and as thoughtful about ‘this national hysteria over college admissions’ as it is about the protagonist’s complex personality — a fine, moving example of traditional realistic fiction.”


— Kirkus Reviews (starred review)





“A page-turner … Rich in smarts and romance, it’s an A+!”


— SELF Magazine





“Engaging … suspenseful … highly recommended.”


— Library Journal





“Exciting … this heartwarming tale is enough to keep the pages turning … transcends into something surprising.”


— Roanoke Times





“Jean Hanff Korelitz shows her firsthand experience in the details of this superb, beautifully moody novel … saying more would ruin the rich surprises this book holds.”


— BookPage
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TRAVEL SEASON























When I think of Princeton I think of many images: ivy-covered buildings, students arguing philosophy in the dining hall, shadows in the Yard. It is truly a great privilege to attend a school like Princeton.







CHAPTER ONE


THE GOOD NEWS OF PRINCETON





The flight from Newark to Hartford took no more than fifty-eight minutes, but she still managed to get her heart broken three times. This was a feat at once pathetic and, bizarrely, something of an underachievement, Portia thought, making a painful note on the reader’s card of an academically unadmittable Rhode Island girl and shoving the folder back into her bag. Any of her colleagues, she thought ruefully, might have had their hearts broken by twice as many applicants in the same amount of time.


In the real world, of course, Portia was no slower a reader than anyone else. She could fully scan The New York Times while waiting in line for her habitual (and necessary) Americano at Small World Coffee, half a block from the FitzRandolph Gate of Princeton University. She had even, once, completed Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy during a weeklong visit to her mother in Vermont (when, admittedly, the whole point had been to evade Susannah, especially when she wanted to talk). Fifteen hundred pages in seven days — not too shabby. But she was well aware of her reputation as the slowest reader in Princeton’s Office of Admission (singular, nota bene — not plural), and she probably deserved it. With an application open before her, Portia could almost feel herself decelerate, parsing the sentences and correcting the grammar, fixing the spelling, rereading to make sure she at least knew what they’d managed to say, if not what they’d meant to say, even as she took the temperature of her anxiety at falling behind, because she couldn’t stop herself from lingering, lingering, lingering … on the kids.


She wasn’t supposed to think of them as kids, she knew that. Few of them sounded like kids, they were trying so hard not to be young. They were ventriloquizing the attorneys they thought they wanted to be, or the neuroscientists, or the statesmen. They were trying to sound as though they already worked at Morgan Stanley, or toiled at a feeding station in Darfur, or were due in surgery. But so often the newness of them, the flux of their emerging selves, would poke through the essays or the recommendations, stray references to how Jimmy had grown since his difficult freshman year or Jimmy’s own regrettable use of the word awesome. Their confidence was sometimes so hollow, it practically echoed off the page. They were all so young, even the ones who had already seen so much.


In this batch, on this brief flight, already there had been a wizened seventeen-year-old who lived with her younger brother in an apartment in South Boston, their parents back home in Taiwan. She wrote of the microwavable meals she prepared for her bisected family and the bureaucracy she had learned to manipulate for herself, the weekly phone calls from Mom, who had never been able to attend a parent-teacher conference, being unable to speak English and, incidentally, on the other side of the planet, but wasn’t it worth it? Because she had six AP scores of 5 and four more exams still to be taken? Because she was first in her class of four hundred, with a very realistic chance of getting into a first-tier college and achieving her dream of becoming a doctor? And the boy from Holyoke whose mother had left her two oldest children to cross the border for her day job in a medical supply factory and her night job at Wendy’s, whose father was described as “Unknown/No Information,” who was a physics whiz and captain of the soccer team and All-State, who was applying not just for admission to Princeton, but for admission to America. And this last, from a girl in Greenwich, Connecticut, who was smart enough to know that she wasn’t smart enough, only just very, very smart, and wrote with preemptive defeat about her hospital internship and the inspiration of her older brother, who had survived childhood cancer to attend law school. Smart enough to know about, or at least imagine, the ones she would be compared with, who had been handed so much less than she, and done so much more with what they had, while the children of privilege were penalized for having been fortunately born, comfortably raised, and excellent in all of the ordinary ways. Sometimes those were the ones who got to Portia most of all.


It was a sparsely occupied flight, of course; if it hadn’t been, if there were, for example, a businessman or grandmother or — worst of all — high school–age kid within sight of her seat, she would never have extracted from her bag and opened, and then studied, the contents of these very private, very freighted files. Instinctively, Portia closed the folders whenever the single, tight-lipped attendant cruised the aisle, glancing at people’s laps. She dropped her white plastic cup of tepid coffee into the attendant’s proffered garbage bag or made the appropriate noises when he said they were ten minutes from Bradley, holding her place with a finger as she held the folders shut. This was the unwritten code of her profession and Portia’s own inclination for secrecy, neither one more than the other, really, as if the numbers, letters, declarations, and aspirations within each file outweighed the secrets of governments or espionage cells — which, to the teenagers they represented, they surely did. Outside the window, beyond the ridge of the descending wing, the autumn trees of New England sharpened: electric red-and-yellow branches and spiky green pines divided by the highway. This trip, late in the season for its kind, would be her final airing before the approaching cataclysm of paperwork. In this post–Early Decision era, there were no longer any foothills in Princeton’s admissions calendar; there was only flat land, then Everest, and the twenty orange folders in her bag were merely the first-from-the-gate forerunners of the onslaught to come. When that bell curve hit its apex in a month’s time, she and her co-workers would simply disappear into their offices or their homes, emerging only sporadically until midwinter, before finally crawling out the other side, pale and gasping from beneath all that aspiration, all that desperation, in April.


But today, this brilliant New England day, would be calm seas before the storm. Today, Portia would preach the good news of Princeton to the preemptively converted, and with a glad heart, because at long last she was here in New England and shot of the West Coast, in whose intense, teeming schools she had toiled for the past five years. She had been waiting for the New England district to open up, waiting for her colleague Rand (actually Randolph) Cumming to vacate the helm, something he had shown no inclination to do. Rand had never once set foot beyond the charmed circle of venerated and wealthy educational institutions, not since the day his parents dropped him off at a certain tradition-draped boarding school (as, Portia liked to imagine, a howling babe, “untimely ripped” from his mother’s breast). In due course, he had swanned off to Princeton (BA) and Yale (JD) and then, as if the whole notion of practicing law had been merely a whim, straight back to the (literally) ivy-covered walls of his alma mater’s Office of Admission, where he spent the next two decades tending the very prep school garden from which he had sprung and becoming, more or less, the very personification of what most people imagined an Ivy League admissions officer to be: bow-tied, well groomed, class ringed, and always ready to be of service to an old classmate or a classmate’s chum, whose fine young son was a rising senior with a letter in squash and a winning way with a sailboat.


Rand was, in fact, one of those boulders around which the waters of Ivy League admissions had parted, leaving him in a wake of soaring academic standards and dizzying diversity. He had bristled through every clank of progress, every painful adjustment in policy that aimed to transform the university from its dunderheaded Jazz Age uniformity to its rightful place as the best of all possible universities for the best of all possible students. The new Princeton, so wondrous and varied, so … multicolored, was not his Princeton, and his suffering was evident. He was an angry man, a furious man, beneath his veneer of irreproachable manners.


He had been waiting himself, Portia supposed, for the retirement of Martin Quilty, his chief antagonist in the struggle of tradition versus merit and the dean who had brought coeducation and surging minority enrollment, so that he could begin the slow but necessary work of turning back the clock; but when that blessed event finally arrived, Rand had found himself passed over in the most offensive way possible. He soldiered on for a year or two, making his opinion on just about everything known to the new dean whenever possible, and then, quite suddenly, the previous May, he had left — completing the circle of his unadventurous journey by taking the post of college counselor at his very own prep school.


And there, Portia knew, he was destined to prove as irritating a voice in her ear as when he’d occupied the office just down the hall from her.


But it was worth it to have New England. She had wanted New England for years, coveting the post as she’d watched Rand Cumming glad-hand his cronies at Groton and Concord and Taft. She had considered asking for it whenever there was a district reshuffle (Rand had seemed oddly immune to these.) And she had made sure she was the first one in Clarence Porter’s office to ask for it — Clarence being the new dean in question — when the opportunity finally arose. Not only (she explained) because she herself was a product of Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont — in roughly that order — and not only because her mother, now a Vermonter, was getting on in years (hint, hint) and she would be personally grateful for the opportunity to drop in on her more often, but also because the New England district featured the kind of boarding school interaction she hadn’t much experienced in the California-Oregon-Hawaii-Washington-Alaska applicant pool. That in particular was a deficit in her experience, a deficit unbecoming an admissions officer, and that embarrassed her. Serving Princeton to her utmost ability called for fluency with its traditional feeder schools: the Grotons and Choates and Andovers, whose top students the university had been cherry-picking for centuries. She had reminded Clarence of the miles she had logged for Princeton, not only along the coasts and valleys of California, but, before that, along the empty highways of the Midwest, plucking genius 4-H’ers and ambitious dreamers from the Great Plains. She had personally recruited the Inuit girl from Sitka, Alaska, who’d won Princeton’s sole Rhodes scholarship last year. She had found Brian Jack, homeschooled (self-schooled) in some barely existent Oregon town, and made sure he chose them over Yale. (His senior thesis, a novel, had just been published by Knopf, showering Princeton with the fairy dust of reflected literary glory.) She’d been about to start in on the fact that her West Coast region had boasted the highest percentage of female engineer admits for all five years she’d had it when he stopped her and offered her the job. And a good thing, too. She couldn’t have supported any claim of credit for those last admits, not really. There were simply more female engineers in the heavily immigrant population she’d overseen.


“I was going to give it to you anyway,” Clarence had said, barely looking up from the call log on his desk. “I thought you needed a little shaking up.”


A little shaking up. She hadn’t quite engaged with that at the time — it had seemed more advisable not to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory. A hearty thank-you, a formally written letter of delighted acceptance later that day, and some unsolicited advice with regard to her replacement — she had done what was expected without ever returning to this nagging, vaguely shameful moment. The exchange had not been very satisfying, in any case. There was a kind of detachment to it, given that Clarence’s mind had been more consumed by the call sheet on his desktop than by the very sincere and well-phrased request of his very present employee. His very competent employee, who had never asked for anything before or indicated in any way that she was in need of anything, required any concession or support, and was generally not in the habit of calling attention to herself. Portia had never, not ever, thought of herself as someone who needed shaking up, and it appalled her to realize that he, apparently, had.


Clarence had come from the Yale Admissions Office, a fact more than a few Princeton alumni were still — rather comically — grumbling about. Before he had been an admissions officer he had been a professor of African-American history at Yale, in fact the head of that fractious department, where he had taught the music, culture, literature, and lore of the Delta, an immaculate gentleman in full Savile Row regalia holding forth on Howlin’ Wolf, Leadbelly, and Blind Willie McTell. He had an ever present silken handkerchief in the breast pocket of his beautifully cut jackets and a silken voice that rumbled an accent north of the islands and west of the United Kingdom. Before an audience he was magic, his beautiful voice equally calming to the jittery freshmen at orientation and the alternately fawning and preemptively furious parent groups he addressed. He could, better than any admissions officer Portia had ever worked with, soothe an irate alumni parent whose child Princeton had turned down, and unlike every other admissions officer Portia had ever known, he was never seen hauling around great sacks of folders but seemed to be able to retrieve an astounding range of data from memory. His office, too, was always serenely uncluttered, with a perennial vase of calla lilies on the corner of his desk and a rather nice Asher Durand on loan from the Princeton University Art Museum on the wall behind him. It was a far cry from the mixed-up-files cacophony the room had been when it belonged to Martin Quilty. (Back then, only Martin’s assistant could guess in which pile or holding bin something might be stashed.) Portia, who was nothing if not supremely well organized herself, could only aspire to the minimalist mastery of her new boss. Theirs was not a warm relationship, obviously. But she did appreciate the calm. And she did appreciate that Asher Durand.


After they landed, Portia made her way into the terminal, pulling her small suitcase behind her. There was a real chill in the building, and she held the lapels of her tweed coat together at the throat. She wore one of the outfits she now rotated for these visits: a synchronicity of tweed and cashmere and brown leather boots, überschoolgirl, Sylvia Plath minus the pearls and plus the sunglasses, but comfortably of the world she was about to enter. The previous May, on her first visits to New England prep schools, she’d learned that they had rituals of their own, with more graces and ceremony than she’d been used to in, for example, a Bay Area public school. Typically, some sort of tea-and-cookies affair followed her presentation, which took place in a slightly shabby, generations-old salon, under the watchful portraits of (white, male) alumni. The first time she’d been ushered into one of these receptions — at Andover, as it happened — she’d experienced a discomforting moment, a kind of self-detected fraudulence — clad as she was in her basic black jeans and careless sweater. No one had ever discussed wardrobe with her or suggested she might be letting down the institution with her evident sartorial imperviousness, but the plain surprise in the eyes of the college adviser, the teachers, and even a couple of the students had sent the message home effectively enough. Later that day she’d dropped nearly a thousand dollars at an Ann Taylor outlet on the way to Milton Academy.


Portia picked up her car in the rental lot and took off directly, heading north on 91 to familiar lands. When she had learned to drive as a teenager, Bradley Airport had been at the outer edge of her home range, which extended this far south and as far as the Vermont border in the other direction. The highway was a spine supporting the breadth of New England. It was a part of the world that held firmly to its past, and how could it do otherwise? Indian attacks and iconic American furniture. Austere family portraits and most of the earliest groves of academe, Shakers and Quakers and colonial unrest, the place where the essential idea of American-ness was forged, its very filaments dug deep into the rocky earth. Growing up here, she had sometimes had the sense of walking over bones.


Portia pulled into the school parking lot and left her car. She reported first to the well-marked Admissions Office and was directed to college counseling in a brick building on the quadrangle. She had known many Deerfield students as an undergraduate at Dartmouth, where they had seemed to flow seamlessly into the culture of the college, retaining their friends, their rustic athleticism, even their prep school sweats (which were, handily, identical in color to Dartmouth’s). Looking around at the fit and good-looking kids on the walkways, she was struck by the stasis of this vision, a self-replenishing gene pool bubbling up to fill these grand and lovely buildings. These kids were interchangeable with her own college classmates of two decades earlier: the same hale complexions and down jackets and laden backpacks, the same voices of greeting. They were sons of Deerfield, identical to the smooth-faced footballers in the sepia photographs she passed in the entryway of the administration building. Oddly, even the Asian or African-American faces did not overly thwart the general vision of blondness and fair skin.


At the college-counseling office, Portia introduced herself. The secretary, a pale woman with a noticeable blink, jolted to her feet. “Princeton! Mr. Roden’s expecting you.”


She had spoken with William Roden on the phone earlier in the week, mainly to assure him that she had directions, needed no overnight accommodation, had no special requirements — museum tickets? a room at the Deerfield Inn? — that might make her visit to Deerfield complete. He seemed surprised to learn that she had grown up not terribly far away, and almost distressed — as if her local status, her presumed education outside the prep school bubble, might predispose her, and by extension Princeton, against his kids; but he didn’t quite articulate this. Now, bounding from his office, he looked entirely as she’d imagined him: a decade her senior, with a growing middle and fleeing hair, cheeks disarmingly pink.


“Ms. Nathan,” he crowed, hand outstretched. “So glad to see you.”


“It’s so nice to be back,” she told him, shaking his hand. “It all looks exactly the same.”


“Yes,” he said. “You grew up nearby.”


“Northampton High School,” she told him, anticipating his next question. “I used to play soccer here. I’m afraid we didn’t stand a chance against Deerfield,” she said indulgently, though her team — she remembered perfectly well — had in fact more than held its own.


“Yes, we’re very proud of our athletics. Our students train very hard. And I don’t know if we still used the old gym at that time.” He was too polite to ask her age. “The new gym opened in ’95. You should have a look while you’re here.”


She didn’t need much, she told him as he took her back outside. They were going to a meeting room in the library, a modern building designed to harmonize with the older structures around the quadrangle. Inside, he led her into the librarians’ lounge and brought her some coffee in a Styrofoam cup. “Starbucks hasn’t come to Deerfield yet,” he told her apologetically. “We do our best to carry on.”


“I totally understand,” she said, smiling. “I’d like to show a DVD, if I may. And I’ve brought some applications. If they’re on the fence about applying, sometimes it makes a difference if we get the application into their hands.”


“I don’t think you’ll have very many on the fence,” Roden said. “You had, what, twenty-five? twenty-six? from us last year. I expect you’ll get about the same this year.”


“That’s wonderful,” said Portia. “We love Deerfield students.”


“They are remarkable,” he agreed. “Now, let’s see about the DVD.”


The DVD, in fact, was identical to the version on the Web site, but Portia had found that showing it to a group had an interesting effect. It made some students dreamy, others morose and uncomfortable, as if all those iron tigers and grand neo-Gothic buildings fringed by rippling ivy were a taunting Shangri-la. Kids got withdrawn or determined, she found, and while it nearly always came down to what was actually contained in the applications, there had also been times when a student had made such an impression, in just this kind of setting, that she had followed up and pushed things along. Just as Portia retained that little trill of excitement every time she opened a folder, so she still relished taking the temperature of a group like this. Undoubtedly, there were going to be future admits here. It was always intriguing to try to pick them out.


He took her DVD to the meeting room and left her with her terrible coffee, and Portia used the moment to review the numbers: in five years, 124 applications, 15 admits, 11 attends. Without doubt, Deerfield was a serious player in the construction of any Princeton class, and at a great school like this she wouldn’t need to muster much of a sales pitch. On the contrary, she could walk into a room full of Deerfield seniors and tell them the university was a hole, the entire state of New Jersey sucked, and a Princeton degree was a poor return for the roughly $128,000 in tuition they’d have to come up with, and she probably wouldn’t lose a single applicant (though she would undoubtedly lose her job).


“Is this a class period?” asked Portia when Roden came back for her.


“Yes, but we let seniors out. It’s important.”


Portia suppressed a smile and followed him into the meeting room: midcentury portraits of steely masters overlooking Williamsburg sofas and wing chairs. She didn’t doubt that Princeton’s admissions office was of vital importance to Deerfield. In spite of the laudable philosophy of the institution — the education of young minds or something of that nature — college placement was the raison d’être of every prep school, and the annual dispersal of students to the Ivy League and other selective colleges functioned like a stock market within their world; a prep school that found itself unable to place its students well would find itself unable to attract students in the first place. Indeed, these economically symbiotic relationships were so long-standing that they had attained the filmy gleam of tradition, Portia thought, allowing Roden to take her leather bag. But it was far, far more complicated now. And though there would undoubtedly always be Princeton students who hailed from Deerfield and Andover and Harvard-Westlake and Lawrenceville, it had also become harder and harder for those applicants to get in, a fact known to every single student waiting for her to begin her presentation.


The kids sat on the couches and on the floor, some perched on the window seats or leaning against the walls. They seemed to avoid the wing chairs, as if these were consecrated to adults. They smiled nervously at her or did not smile (in case it was a bad thing to smile, in case it made them seem too eager or insecure); then, thinking better of that, thinking that it might make more sense to seem friendly and affable, the ones who had resolutely not smiled began to grin. One bold boy in a green Deerfield Crew sweatshirt stepped into her path and introduced himself.


“I’m almost finished with my application,” he said, squeezing her hand a little too tightly. “Just waiting on my physics teacher. I wish you still had Early Decision. I’m totally committed.”


“This is Matt Boyce,” Roden said helpfully. “Both his parents went to Princeton.”


“Yeah, we’re total Princeton,” Matt Boyce said eagerly. “I was, like, wrapped in an orange blanket.”


“I’ll look forward to reading your application,” said Portia with practiced warmth, noting the scowls of displeasure around the room as this exchange was observed.


Roden was deflecting other students who’d been emboldened by their classmate and held up his hand as they stood to catch her eye. “Later,” she heard him say quietly. “Wait till later.”


Later meant the inevitable reception, she thought. More bad coffee, but this time with Oreos. And full-throttle adolescent anxiety.


“Okay, settle down,” Roden said. “Everyone …” He trailed off, eyeing a too-cool-to-care-about-college-admissions trio on one of the sofas. “Hunter, is there someplace else you need to be?”


“Absolutely no, Mr. Roden,” the boy said, not giving an inch.


“Then let’s please quiet down and give Ms. Nathan our attention. She’s come a long way to be here with us today, so let’s give her a warm Deerfield welcome.”


Energetic applause. Portia stepped to the front of the room and gave her audience a swift appraisal. At least sixty of them. It was going to be a tough year for these kids.


“Hello,” she told them. “I’m really pleased to be here, because I grew up nearby and I love coming back. Especially this time of year. Actually, any time of year except for mud season.” This got a laugh. The tension slipped in the room, just slightly. “I’m a great believer in visual aids,” she said, “so I’m going to show you a little film about Princeton. Takes about sixteen minutes. Some of you might already have seen it on our Web site, so you can just amuse yourselves. Work on your college essays or something.”


Nervous laughter in the room, but they settled in. No one worked on their college essays. They watched, instead, the parade of bright kids through the bright courtyards and leafy glens of the campus and listened to the newly minted Princetonians on the screen speak about their freshman seminars, their adventures of the mind and spirit. “Each of you,” intoned Clarence in an address to the freshman class, filmed a couple of years ago in Richardson Auditorium, “is the kind of person your classmates came here to meet.” The students were admonished to play with their fancies, to step beyond their comfort zones and take the chance of learning something truly unsuspected about themselves. They were fantastic, articulate, adorable. And when it was over, Portia was not really surprised to see two girls wiping away tears.


“Okay,” she said as the lights flicked on. “Lots of great schools out there. Lots of places to get a first-rate education. So why Princeton? What’s so great about us?”


“You’ve got Toni Morrison,” said a girl with a long red braid, seated on the floor in front of the foremost couch.


“Okay. And twelve other Nobel laureates. Thirteen, if you count Woodrow Wilson.” She smiled. “But who’s counting? We’re not the only university with an outstanding faculty.”


“What about Albert Einstein?”


“Alas,” she said, “we no longer have Einstein.”


“No,” the boy said, chagrined, “I mean … he was there.”


“Well, more or less. He was at the institute, not the university proper.” Due to the small matter of endemic academic anti-Semitism at the time. But why rain on her own parade? “Here’s my point,” said Portia. “At Princeton, we’re all about the undergraduate. Yes, we have graduate programs. Graduate students are an important part of our community. But our professors are dedicated to the undergraduate. Now, you can go to a university with marquee-name faculty, and you can park yourself in a very large lecture theater and have your mind blown by an hourlong talk on Milton or Buñuel or fractals, or whatever it is you’re into, but you may never get closer to that lecturer than the first row of the lecture hall. And for many students, that’s just fine. But the ones we’re looking for want more than that. If you’re the kind of student who wants more than that, we hope you’ll apply.”


They laughed uncomfortably.


“Look, there is no mystery about this,” she said bluntly. “There is no secret formula or hidden agenda. I’m going to tell you right now what we’re looking for. We’re looking for intellectual passion. What it’s for — that’s secondary. We are looking for the student who is so jazzed about … whatever … that he or she can’t wait to get to Princeton and find out everything there is to know about it. And that’s, by and large, not going to be the student who’s content to sit in the lecture theater and take her notes, and take her exams, and collect her grade, and move on. We’re looking for the students who are looking for our faculty.”


Now there were expressions of real dismay as well. She wondered if she’d been too strong.


“Does this mean,” she said, “that every Princeton undergraduate is a genius? A prodigy? Absolutely not. But what makes Princeton such an exciting place is that it’s an environment where people care about ideas. We have a faculty who are doing work they’re passionate about, and every fall, about twelve hundred bright and excited new students turn up to meet them and argue with them and learn from them. And that makes them happy.” Portia shrugged. “Intellectuals … can be strange.” She laughed. “But sometimes that’s what I think admissions really is: the care and feeding of the Princeton faculty. We procure fresh young minds to keep them busy, and I have to tell you, we’re very good at it.”


She told them a story — true story — related to her some years before at a History Department party. The man who’d told her this was a post-colonialist  in a limp suit, who’d had a student he was quite fond of, a sophomore from Pittsburgh. The student had a twin brother at another Ivy league school, which she naturally refrained from naming, who was also majoring in history. One day, the professor had been in his office at around ten in the morning when this student arrived, his identical brother in tow.


“This is Peter,” said the student.


The Princeton student, whose name was Patrick, and Peter both took seats in the historian’s office, and they talked. They talked about being twins and having twins (the professor had fraternal girls, so physically different that they barely looked like siblings). They talked about Peter’s growing interest in cold war Europe and his recent class on the economic history of the Baltic states. They considered a couple of evolving ideas for Patrick’s junior paper, compared and contrasted the schools’ football teams, and discussed the relative merits of Bent Spoon and Thomas Sweet ice creams (the brothers had already embarked on a highly scientific study). They took a run at Pennsylvania Democratic politics and the failure of the Clinton health plan and the various repellent aspects of Karl Rove and the Blair scandal at The New York Times. They talked about the professor’s daughters’ obsession with Harry Potter and the twins’ remembered literary obsessions from their own childhood, and they spent a good long while going over the paper the professor was readying for the AHA in two weeks, about the amateur photographs taken by British troops in the Boer War. And then finally, finally, the professor had looked at his watch, seen that it was nearly three o’clock, and announced that he had to go and pick up his children at school. Whereupon the twins burst into hysterical laughter, and Patrick turned to his brother and said, “See? I told you. I told you.”


They had had a bet, the Princeton brother reported, when the two had at last stopped high-fiving each other. “Peter said I was always jerking him around when I talked about conversations I’d had with my professors. He said he never got past the TA in any of his classes, and he’d never be able to just knock on a professor’s door and sit down and have a conversation. I said I did it all the time, so he bet me. Five hours! I have to say, you surpassed even my expectations. But don’t worry.” Patrick laughed. “I’ll donate my winnings to charity.”


“You ought to donate your winnings to me,” said the history professor, but he wasn’t really angry. In fact, there was definite pride in his face as he told this story, and Portia had happily purloined the tale.


“I’m telling you this,” she said, “because I want you to think carefully about what you really want out of the next four years. Ivy League institutions may be wrapped up in one big ribbon, but these are very different institutions, offering very different experiences. Don’t just apply to these eight schools because they created an athletic conference in 1954. You might be happiest in a huge university, or in a little college. You might want to see an entirely different part of the country when you go to university, or even a different part of the world. And let’s not forget, some people just don’t want to work that hard in college. They want to go, learn a little bit, play a little Frisbee, and get a halfway decent job when it’s over. Not everyone is looking for the kind of intellectual environment Princeton is offering, and if you’re not, I urge you to save yourself the effort involved in applying, not to mention the application fee. And I urge you to spare us the very distressing task of having to reject your application. Please be honest with yourselves, because this is about your well-being, and your goals, and your life.”


She stopped there. They were all somber, of course. A few of them seemed actively engaged in some sort of internal catechism: Because Mom wants me to? Because Dad wants me to? Because it never occurred to any of us that I wouldn’t? Because I just want to get in, and I’ll worry about all this Deep Thoughts crap in my own damn time.


“Okay,” said Portia. “I’m sure you have questions. I’m here to help. Is there something you’d like to know about the university? Or about admissions?”


It didn’t take long. This was why she’d come, after all, not the promotional film or the save-us-all-the-trouble lecture or the cute story about the kid who’d never talked to a professor. They wanted in. They wanted the tricks, the secrets, the strategies. They wanted to maximize and package. They wanted to know what they should write their essays about, and if a 720 on the math SAT was good enough, and was it better to take six APs and get some 4’s or three APs and get all 5’s?


“Are the essays important?” said a girl with fearful eyes behind thick glass. “I mean, if you have good grades and good scores?”


“At Princeton, the essays are very important. I think perhaps more so than at other colleges. You should think carefully about them, and spend time on them.”


“But,” the girl said plaintively, “some people aren’t that good writers. I mean, some people are good at other things.”


“Oh, we understand that,” Portia said. She nodded appreciatively at Roden, who was bringing her a chair. “We know that not everyone’s equally gifted as a writer. We’re not expecting every student to have the same fluency with language, and we know that people are intelligent in different ways. But as far as we’re concerned, you’ve had about seventeen years to write your application essays.” Predictably, the kids exchanged looks of horror. “Oh, you’ve been busy. Part of those seventeen years was probably spent, I don’t know, spitting up and learning to ride a two-wheeler. You’ve been doing your homework and going to camp, or maybe working on your Facebook profile.” There was a ripple of sheepish acknowledgment through the room. “But the fact is, you’ve had time to think about how you want to use these brief opportunities on the application, and that’s how you should think of them: as opportunities. What are the most important things you need to tell us about yourself? How do you want to tell us those things? If you decide that you want to squander an essay declaring your undying devotion to the color blue, or your love for your childhood goldfish Fluffy, well, I’m going to wonder if you really have very much to say. On the other hand, there are so many things we want to know about you, and with the exception of your recommendations, this is just about the only way we’re going to find out. We want to know what makes you tick, what gets you out of bed in the morning. If you love to play sports, we want to know why. If your favorite subject is math, we want to know why. If you can’t stand biology, make a case for it. Tell us about it. We want to know about the people who have influenced you and the way you feel about our leaders and our national policies. We’re interested in your thoughts on religion and even popular culture. Basically, we’re interested in just about everything.”


She turned to the fearful girl, who did not seem at all comforted. Portia sighed.


“And as far as the writing itself, again, not everyone has a natural, flowing, literary style. We understand this. But on the other hand, with seventeen years to write your essays, you’ve certainly had enough time to make sure you’ve made proper use of grammar, and that every single word is spelled correctly. Not because mistakes will tell us you’re unintelligent. I freely admit that most of us in the adult world rely heavily on our computer spell-check programs! But a spelling or grammatical mistake in your application means that you haven’t cared enough to make sure there aren’t any mistakes. And that does mean something to us.”


“You hear that?” Roden said. “Now you know why I’m always on your case about this.”


“It isn’t a timed exam, after all,” Portia said. “You know, you might make an error in the middle of an SAT essay. It’s not a disaster. Anyone can butcher the English language when the clock is ticking. But with your essays, you have time, so take the time to go over them. You might catch something, and be really glad you did.”


“Any other dumb, avoidable mistakes?” Roden said. “Pay attention, everybody.”


“Okay.” She smiled. “A few. Please don’t write us a long, rapturous essay about how much you want to attend Yale. You’d be surprised,” she said when they laughed. “It happens quite a lot. The cut-and-paste function on your computer makes it easy to declare undying love for any number of colleges simultaneously. Unfortunately, it also makes it easy to slip up. I’ve read essays telling me why the applicant feels he is perfect for Stanford, Duke, Harvard, USC, you name it. You know, we get that you’re applying to more than one college. We understand the kind of pressure you’re under. But again, just take the time to make sure you’re ready to seal that envelope. Or, in the case of the common application, or the online Princeton application, before you hit Send. Okay?”


They nodded. Some of them were scribbling notes.


“Another thing. Please don’t mount a campaign. There’s a reason we ask for two recommendations from teachers, plus an optional recommendation from someone who might shed light on another aspect of who you are. There’s very little we can learn from four of your teachers that we couldn’t have learned from two, and just multiply those extra letters by eighteen thousand and you can understand why we’re going to get a bit annoyed if you ask everyone you’ve ever known to send along a testimonial. And think carefully about whom you want writing for you, and make sure they know you well enough to speak knowledgeably about who you are. And please, don’t bombard us with extras. A recording of your instrumental work or some slides of your art, that’s great. And as you probably know, we send these submissions to our departments for evaluation, so you don’t have to worry about a tone-deaf person like me passing judgment on the quality of your Chopin. If you’ve written fiction or play the bassoon, by all means send it along. But hold off on the cookies. I won’t deny that we eat them,” she said, smiling. “But they don’t help our waistlines and they won’t help your applications.”


They looked, she thought, oddly bereft, as if they had secretly taken comfort in the notion of baking cookies for the admissions officers, and now this option had been rudely stolen from them. It was an illusion, of course. These kids were far too sophisticated to try something so crass.


“But here’s the main thing,” Portia told them seriously. “The cardinal rule is: Tell the truth. You may say to yourself, They can’t possibly check every single fact in every single application. And you know what? You’re right. We can’t. And we shouldn’t have to. Because Princeton has an honor code, and we expect honor from the very first moment of your relationship with us. If you lie about your record, will we find out? Probably. And when we do, I can promise you that bad things will happen. Does anyone remember a little situation we had about ten years ago? This is probably too far back for them,” she said, looking over at Roden.


“Johann something,” he said immediately.


“Yes. Before my time, too, actually, but we admitted a student who wrote eloquently about his life as a shepherd out on the high prairie. How when the little sheep were asleep at night he took out his copy of War and Peace and read by the light of the stars, and how he wanted to study Freud as a philosopher, and write nonfiction with John McPhee. Only there was very little nonfiction about him. One day during his sophomore year, a student from Cornell recognized him at a football game. They were from the same hometown, it turned out. In Florida, which last time I checked didn’t have much in the way of prairie.” The kids laughed, but uncertainly. They were not quite certain whom the joke was on. Not that they really cared, as long as it wasn’t them.


“He had a record for mail fraud, and an outstanding warrant, and he was thirty-something years old. So he had to drop out of Princeton and go straight to jail. Bad for him and certainly bad for us, but how could we have known? There is ample opportunity for fraud, as Johann discovered, because we have trust in this process, and the trust is mutual. You trust us to treat your application seriously, and with an open mind, and I can promise you that we will do that. You trust us to read it carefully — which, again, I assure you, we will do. We are going to give your request for admission very thoughtful, very respectful consideration. But in return, we trust you to tell us the truth. To write your own application. To take your own SATs. Any questions?”


No questions about that, at any rate.


Then, a hand in the back, from an Asian girl, her black hair secured tightly in a scrunchie. “Yes?”


“Yes?”


“Yes,” said the girl. “I wanted to ask about how much it matters if your parents went to Princeton. It’s easier for you to get in if they did, right?”


Portia considered. There was now palpable tension, almost hostility, in the room, which undoubtedly held more than the one Princeton legacy she had already met. In fact — and it would come as no surprise to anyone here — it did make a difference that an applicant’s parent went to Princeton, even though the university bore little resemblance to the old boy network it had once almost exclusively been. Walking the tightrope between Princeton’s sense of tradition and its outreach to the best available students from any and every background was one of her most serious charges, but it required calibration.


“Look,” she finally said, studiously avoiding the gaze of her wrapped-in-an-orange-baby-blanket applicant, “our alumni are very important to us. They’re part of our university culture. They are our tradition. Yes, it matters, and if you look at the statistics, you’ll see that your chances of being admitted are higher within the legacy pool than they are in the nonlegacy pool. But don’t for one minute think that having a parent who attended Princeton means you get to walk in. Again, the statistics for legacies show that most legacy applicants don’t get in. And believe me, you don’t want to be sitting in my boss’s chair when the letters go out and that phone starts ringing. We could fill every class just with legacies, but we won’t, because that’s not our mission. In fact, we have exactly as many students who are the first in their families to attend college as we have students whose families have been attending Princeton for generations, and a whole lot of students who are neither of those things. Okay? Here’s my advice: If you’re not a Princeton legacy, don’t waste your time worrying about it. And if you are, it’s still a very, very competitive process.” She looked at the girl in the scrunchie. “You don’t look happy.”


The girl seemed to remember herself. “No, that’s okay.”


“Joanne?” said Roden. “You had a question?”


Portia looked where he was looking. In the front row, a heavy African-American  girl sat cross-legged. Her Deerfield Lacrosse sweatshirt did not fully disguise something essential about her, a displacement. She lacked the sheen of money, the lean, muscular good health, good skin, good clothes. Prep for Prep, Portia thought right away, or one of the other programs that sponsored inner-city kids at some of the best high schools in the country.


“Yes?” Portia said. “Joanne?”


“Uh, well,” Joanne faltered. “I was wondering about financial aid. Is it harder to get in if you can’t pay the tuition?”


“Oh no.” She smiled. “And I’m really glad you asked that question, because it gives me a chance to brag. Like most other selective colleges, Princeton is need-blind. We don’t even look at your financial aid application until you’ve been admitted. Then we put together a package designed for you and your family that will enable you to cover your expenses. And over half of our students are on financial aid, so there’s no stigma about it. Then in 2001 we eliminated the loan as part of our financial aid package. You know those student loans you hear so much about? The ones your parents are still paying off from when they went to college? We don’t give them anymore. We give you a grant to make up the shortfall between what you can pay and what the tuition costs. We did that because we could. We could afford it, and we didn’t think it was right to graduate our students already burdened by debt. Also, we trusted that our graduates would show their appreciation for our gesture, but later, when they could afford to do it. I’m being perfectly frank here. It’s a little too soon to say whether we were right about that. Our first alumni to graduate since these changes were made are still at the start of their professional lives.”


“So nobody’s given you a building yet.” It was Hunter, the smug kid on the sofa.


“Nope.” She declined the bait. “Not yet. But we’re not hurting for buildings.”


She told them about the new student center, the new Neuroscience of Cognitive Control Laboratory, the new residential college to be named after the CEO of eBay, the $101 million arts initiative, Toni Morrison’s Atelier, which brought performing artists to campus to create original artworks with undergraduates. Their eyes began to glaze. There was abundance fatigue, overstimulation. Even the eager ones were stupefied. The note takers had stopped taking notes. Some of them looked crestfallen, as if they could never hope to experience such a playground of riches. Some of them must have been thinking how nice it might be to go to a college where they could get loaded and play Frisbee, at least most of the time. Though selfishly, Portia wanted the Frisbee players to apply. The Frisbee players were the easiest to cut and set the intellectual kids in bolder relief. They made her job easier by providing contrast where the only typical contrast was far more subtle: wonderful student versus phenomenal student, terrific kid versus amazing kid, applicant upon applicant who could obviously come in, do the work, contribute to the community, and go on out into the world to project retroactive glory on Alma Mater. Her bag was full of them. Her desk back at the office was laden with them. And in six weeks’ time, when the application deadline rolled around, the entire building would flood with them, and she, like all of her colleagues, would begin to swim with them, and struggle with them, and sink with them.


“So,” she said brightly. “Any more questions?”


Miraculously, there were no more questions. They moved to a different room in the library: apple cider in waxy cups, cookies (chocolate chip, as it happened, not Oreos) on a paper doily. She spoke to a boy from Mumbai who wanted to be an electrical engineer, the girl with the long braid who wanted to take a class from Chang-Rae Lee, her favorite author, another girl who let Portia know that her father was a famous movie director.


“And what about you?” said Portia. “Are you interested in film? What are you thinking of doing?”


The girl looked up, notably shocked. Perhaps it had always been enough, having a famous director for a father. The thought of having to do something, having to be something, care about something, herself, seemed to have stunned her. Portia spotted Joanne, the girl who had asked about financial aid, near the cider and quickly went to pour her own refill. Joanne was a Brooklyn girl, and Prep for Prep. She was actually a year older than her classmates, she told Portia, having spent her ninth grade back home preparing for the SSAT and the academic challenges of a school like Deerfield.


“That isn’t a problem,” she asked. “Is it?”


“Not at all. Actually, it says a great deal about your determination that you were willing to step back and work that hard to get where you wanted to be.”


Joanne nodded warily. More than likely, they had told her the same thing at Prep for Prep when they’d accepted her with this proviso.


“What are your thoughts about college?” Portia asked her.


“Well … ah … I’m kind of thinking about being a lawyer. But you know, I’m better at math.”


“So you’ll be a lawyer who’s good at math. Maybe you can prosecute white-collar financial cases.”


She frowned. “Or, like, accounting or something.”


“Well, I’m actually one of those people who thinks it’s better not to have too clear an idea when you go to college. Lightning strikes, you know.”


“Yeah,” Joanne said uncertainly, but her classmates were crowding her aside. The orange blanket baby wanted her to know that his lacrosse team made the regionals last year. Hunter from the couch wanted to give her a manila envelope containing, he said, his recent op-ed piece in the Deerfield student paper on the anti-intellectualism endemic at the school. Portia looked at her watch and noted gratefully that she was nearly out of time.


“Mr. Roden?” She looked around for him. He was standing with two ponytailed girls in front of the fireplace. She tapped her watch and he nodded, moving off instantly, probably leaving the girls in the middle of their angst-ridden declaration.


“Time to go?” he said, reaching her. “Listen, this was great.”


“Oh, I love coming here,” she said heartily. “The kids are so articulate.”


“Yes, they certainly are. They’re happy kids. It’s a happy campus.”


“Yes,” she agreed, because it seemed like the appropriate response. She made eye contact with her orange blanket applicant, and Joanne, and told the director’s daughter that she was looking forward to her application. Then they were outside in the bright midday sun.


“I remember this smell of burning leaves,” she said as he walked her to the parking lot. “I think all of New England burns leaves the same week.”


“It’s a decree!” Roden said. Like her, he was killing time. “So where are you off to now?”


“Oh, Keene. I’m crossing the border.”


“Public school?” he asked. There was an edge of hopefulness. It was bad enough that she should bestow her favors on any other school but Deerfield. He did not, in particular, wish to share her with his students’ most direct competitors: applicants from Northfield Mount Hermon, Groton, St. Paul’s.


“No. It’s a new school, actually. I think they’ve only been going a couple of years. Outside of Keene. Wait a minute.”


They were beside her rental car now. She opened up the passenger door and put her satchel on the seat. Then she leaned down and hunted out the downloaded directions. “Quest School. Do you know it?”


“Never heard of it,” he said with notable relief. “Experimental? Sounds experimental.”


“I actually don’t know anything about it. It’s a first visit for us. And we haven’t had any applications so far.”


“Ah.” He seemed even more relieved to hear this. “Well, good to know what’s out there.”


“Absolutely.” She put out her hand. “Thank you again, I think it was a very successful visit, and I can’t wait to start reading the applications.”


“Yes. And one or two I’ll be writing to you about.”


“I’ll look forward to it.”


He waited to wave as she drove away, a piece of arcane protocol about how the departing representative of the desirable college must be the one to break contact. Portia knew it had nothing at all to do with her. Their interaction had been thoroughly predictable, professional, impersonal. Only a couple of times, in fact, over sixteen years had Portia felt any real connection with the college advisers she’d dealt with, and both times the locale had been thoroughly remote, both in the geographic sense and in terms of Princeton’s reach. The first was in the Central Valley of California, where the overwhelmed guidance counselor was herself newly graduated from community college and responsible for nearly six hundred seniors, many of them the kids of laborers or Hmong immigrants; the second took place in Sitka, Alaska, where she was the first Ivy League admissions officer ever to materialize, and the effusive guidance counselor had roused the entire PTA to throw a potluck in her honor, complete with dried bearded seal meat — an indelible culinary experience. (Portia could only imagine the potluck they must have thrown five years later, when the student she’d recruited on that trip had won her Rhodes scholarship.) Those two counselors had both moved on to other jobs, but Portia still thought of them. There had been time for human contact in their conversations, in their inelegant cinder-block offices, on rickety folding chairs, across laden Formica desks. She still remembered their names and didn’t doubt those women could produce her own. But William Roden would retain only one fact about her from this meeting: that she represented Princeton. She might have been lacquered in ivy and leading a tiger, Portia thought, driving west from Deerfield and winding north into the woods. He would not remember her face, or the fact that she had grown up nearby, or indeed anything personal about her. It was a good thing she had given him her business card. When it came time to get in touch on behalf of those “one or two” students he’d mentioned, he would undoubtedly need to reacquaint himself with her name.



















I would have to say that I have been inspired the most by my older brother, Tim. Tim was diagnosed with a tumor in his lower leg when he was 14 years old. I remember when our parents explained to him that doctors would have to remove his leg. He was incredibly brave. He just said, “It’s all right. I know it has to be done.” After the amputation, Tim worked tirelessly to rebuild his strength and learn to use his new prosthesis. He eventually joined his high school lacrosse team and now plays lacrosse at UNH. His fortitude and perseverance have been the greatest inspiration to me, and I hope to follow in his footsteps at college and beyond.







CHAPTER TWO


INSPIRATION WAY





As borders went, Massachusetts/New Hampshire was not particularly dramatic. There were no long bridges to cross or welcome centers waiting just past the line, with placards declaring the name of the governor. There weren’t even any highways in this part of the state, only the lacy network of smaller roads bound from wood to wood, some of them the descendants of far more primitive roads from a time before the borders themselves. Even so, this reddest of red states had always felt like a very foreign land to Portia, or so she had been taught to feel in the bluest of blue states she was about to leave. Vermont was Massachusetts’s natural sibling, its cousin up north. One drove up to Vermont to visit friends, and friends of friends, and to attend music festivals and solar energy festivals and peace festivals. But nobody you knew lived in New Hampshire, land of Live Free or Die. Over there they were too busy incubating right-wing politicians and shooting their guns to take much of a look at solar energy or — God forbid — peace.


Many years before, it had come as something of a shock to Portia when she’d realized, crossing the Connecticut River en route to her Dartmouth interview, that she had never actually been to New Hampshire. So close and yet, to a girl raised in counterculture splendor by a mother who was gynocentric in all but her sexuality, an utterly foreign country. As in: Why would anyone want to go there?


“Why would you want to go there?” her mother would indeed demand six months later. (She was referring to Dartmouth in particular.) Cornell was pretty. It had gorges. Portia had also gotten into Barnard. Wellesley. There was always UMass just up the road. But Dartmouthd was a school of louts and bullies in a state of louts and bullies. Who needed it?


I need it, Portia had thought. “It will be good for me,” she had said. If we’re always surrounded by people like ourselves, how can we grow? How can we effect change? She might not have actually said this part, but she was thinking it, or trying to be brave enough to think it. Because what she had really been thinking was unspeakable in the presence of her mother. She had been remembering how, on her college tour, skirting the lovely Green on which freshmen were building their towering stack of railroad ties for a traditional bonfire — one tie for each of the ninety-one years of their’91 class — she had had a powerful surge of feeling. There had been a sense of great order, great beauty, with tendrils of that elusive thing Tradition wafting around the handsome students, like the smoke that would itself unfurl from those railroad ties a few days hence. The Dartmouth girls were — to a one — skinny and graceful, some degree of blond. The Dartmouth boys were not like the boys in her high school, who had mottled complexions and, more likely than not, hair tied back. Instead, they were like the students she sometimes saw on the Amherst College campus, where the past year or so she had developed a nervous habit of walking, or masquerading, to see if she could pass. (Amherst, in fact, would be the only college to reject her: a bitter, bitter pill.) But here were the same boys, two hours north, with perhaps an extra layer of clothing against the cooler air. And so, when the decision had to be made, she drew on the full complement of rational ammunition for her mother — the stunning campus, the brilliant faculty, the Ivy League, for Christ’s sake! — and hid the absolute truth. The truth was, she wanted to be one of those girls. And she wanted those boys.


Portia would spend most of the next decade in the state of New Hampshire, first as a student and later in her first admissions job, which was also at Dartmouth and where her first assigned territory was northern New England. In those years, she would come to know every nook and cranny of the state, charged as she was not to miss a single promising native son (or daughter) who might not be with it enough to think of applying to Dartmouth. (The college had always looked out for its own backyard, an academic noblesse oblige that went back to its Daniel Webster days.) In those years she drove every road, paved or not, from the Presidentials to the shopping outlets along the Maine border, the blink-and-you’ll-miss-it coastline, the prosperous little towns in the south. She might not remember the names of the roads, but she knew where they went, and she had been on this one before. There was, in fact, a distinct familiarity to the asphalt line coiling through forest, its spent foliage littering the roadsides, and the faint smell of burning leaves in the car.


MapQuest hadn’t been entirely encouraging in its directions to the Quest School. There was something in the street address (One Inspiration Way) the Web site hadn’t liked, and Portia had read with some resignation the usual admonition to do a “reality check” to confirm the existence of the roads and intersections. She hadn’t done it, though. The town, North Plain, seemed likely to be small, and she figured the locals would know the way, if it came to that; but as she passed through Keene and north into deeper woods, she started to get a little concerned. It was nearly two, the time of her appointment, and she wasn’t sure where she was headed or where she was.


When she found a gas station she pulled in, but her cell phone couldn’t get a signal. The teenage boy tending the gas pumps had never heard of Quest School, or Inspiration Way, for that matter, but the man whose gas he was pumping said, “Wait, it’s that hippie school, right?”


“I couldn’t say,” Portia said. “I’m afraid that’s all the information I have.”


“Oh,” said the kid. “I know that place. It’s up towards Gilsum, right? They took over that big dairy barn and fixed it up. I heard they, like, keep the cows.”


“Yeah?” the man asked. “Why?”


The kid didn’t know. Portia didn’t know.


“Can you tell me how to get there?” she asked.


They told her. The drive wasn’t long, but it was complex. The directions involved a red barn, a hex sign, and a new house with blue shutters. She listened with a sinking heart, calculating: twenty minutes late, at least; half an hour, more likely. Portia drove away. She found the red barn and then the hex sign, and made the appropriate turns. The road turned dirt. There were no new houses with blue shutters. There was no Inspiration Way.


But there was, to her great surprise, a large sign for the Quest School mounted on rustic logs at a crossroad in the woods. It looked handmade, like a student project. She turned down the lane indicated (an unmarked lane, but indeed — she supposed — Inspiration Way) and drove between sudden fields flooded with afternoon light. Cows grazed to the left. There was hay, baled and piled, on the other side. Ahead, she saw the white barn with cars parked around it. A group of teenagers played volleyball. Another group, seated beneath a tree, seemed to be having an open-air class. She drove past them, parked at the end of the row, and got out quickly, relieved to be only fifteen minutes late. No one seemed to notice her arrival.


Portia hunted in her satchel for the Quest School file. There wasn’t much in it — a sheet with the name of her contact, Deborah Rosengarten, and the MapQuest directions. Also a printout that Abby, Clarence’s secretary, had given her of the school’s Web site, most of which was devoted to the mission statement. (“We believe that the purpose of education is to open doors, not close them. Recognizing that no one form of education will stretch to fit every unique individual, we cherish the beauty of each distinct mind.”) She shut the door of the car and looked around.


The barn was massive and from the outside somewhat confusing. The great bay doors that had, presumably, once seen herds of cattle pass through were still in place, but they looked unused, possibly sealed. There was nothing else that looked like a door, let alone a front door. She walked to the end of the building and turned the corner, coming upon the outdoor class in their circle beneath a maple tree. The group regarded her with some curiosity, not least the evident teacher, a man roughly her own age in a white buttoned shirt and khakis.


“You look lost,” he said affably enough.


“I’m here to meet Deborah Rosengarten.”


“Deborah?” He looked at his students. “Anyone seen Deborah?”


“She went to Putney,” said one boy. He had an open book on his lap and looked up only briefly. “She told me she was going to Putney.”


“Oh,” Portia stammered. “But … well, we had an appointment.”


“I’m so sorry,” the man said. He got to his feet. “Can I help? I’m John.”


“Portia. I’m here from Princeton.”


“Yes,” he said, looking at her intently. “I remember you.”


“Our appointment was for two. I’m a little late. I got lost. Perhaps she couldn’t wait.”


“Perhaps she simply forgot,” he said, notably irritated. But at the missing Deborah, Portia thought. Not, she was fairly certain, at herself.


“I apologize,” said John, confirming it. “This is terrible. Deborah … you know, she’s a great educator, but prone to distraction. And you’ve come so far.”


“From Deerfield, Massachusetts. Not that far,” she said, loosening up a little. “So, what should we do? I’m happy to give my presentation if you’d like to round up your eleventh and twelfth graders.”


He stood in the center of the circle and looked down at them. The kids were variously arrayed, supine, cross-legged, stretching. Some had put down their notebooks, but the boy who had spoken earlier read on, unruffled. He sat with his book unfurled across his lap, head tipped forward, thick black curls so shiny that they almost reflected back the sunlight. Curious, Portia tried to make out what he was reading and was just able to decipher the legend at the top of the page. Edie: An American Girl. The incongruity of that, here, beside a cow pasture in deepest New Hampshire, struck her as odd. Then sort of hilarious.


“What do you say, guys? Are you up for some college guidance?”


Portia looked at him. “Is this your eleventh and twelfth grade?”


“Not all. A few are doing other things. We’ll ring the bell. Caleb? Would you ring the bell?”


A lanky kid got to his feet. He had an acne-spattered jaw and a blond ponytail. He walked off without a word.


“All of our sixteen-and seventeen-year-olds should attend, I think. We’re trying to learn how to do this, actually. Our first students are just coming up to graduation this year. We’ve been focusing on other things.”


“I see. Well, I expect you’ve had other colleges visit.”


“Oh dear.” He smiled ruefully. “Would it complete your already terrible first impression of us if I told you you were the first? I know we’ve put in a call to Hampshire. And Goddard.”


“I think Goddard has closed, actually.”


“Ah. Maybe that’s why we haven’t heard back.”


“Maybe.” She smiled. She was surprised to discover that she wasn’t, actually, pissed off. She ought to be. But she wasn’t. It had warmed up through the day, and the air smelled of hay and the best version of cow. At the very least, this was going to be interesting. “I’ve brought a short film. Can I use your television and DVD player?”


“Oh, I wish we had them. It’s on our donation list. To tell you the truth, I think there’s some resistance to the idea.”


“Resistance? Do they think if they let in a TV, the students will all sit around watching General Hospital?”


“Essentially.” He laughed. “You know, our parent base is part Luddite, part day trader. It’s hard to get consensus on some things.”


“Well, never mind. They can watch it on my laptop. They’re a small enough group.”


“That would be great,” he said. “We’ll go in.”


Atop the barn, a bell creaked to life. The volleyball game stopped. Out in the fields there was movement as students slouched toward home. “That’s a useful thing,” Portia said.


“It’s our original bell. It was once used to call the cows home for milking.”


“Interesting metaphor for education.” She smiled. “How long have you been here?”


“Me?” John asked. “Or the school? Well, it’s moot. I was here at the birth. Six years. Eight if you count the time it took us to get set up. We were refurbishing inside and getting accredited. Some of us lived in trailers on the site. Thankfully, that’s over.”


“You must be very dedicated,” Portia said, stepping carefully. Her leather boots, so understated that they virtually disappeared on the streets of Princeton, seemed absurdly urban in this setting. She felt as if she had left the familiar world, the world of Starbucks and cabs and Vanity Fair, and wandered through a hole in the backdrop, emerging in the dazzling light of 1967, or 1867, where the old bell rang to call in the cows and the farmers of both genders wore feather earrings. The students, save the still immersed reader, stirred and got languidly to their feet and began to amble across to the barn. She saw kids coming in from the fields and the volleyball court. There were a few adults now, looking curiously in her direction. Everyone wore jeans and had a sun-kissed, genially bedraggled air. Or almost everyone. The comparatively prepped-out John’s white shirt seemed blindingly clean. It made him look as if he’d wandered seriously off course, somewhere between Groton and Brooks Brothers. Mr. Chips Goes to Woodstock, Portia thought, suppressing a smile. He had dark blond hair, thinning but oddly rakish. He wore a watch on a cracked plastic band. At least he wore a watch, she thought.


The barn was thoroughly renovated. They walked down a corridor flanked by classrooms, each fitted with a single long table. “One of our earliest decisions,” John said, noting her attention. “We took ideas from everywhere, as long as they were good ideas. One of our board members went to Lawrenceville. Every classroom had a long oval table. No one gets lost at an oval table. We implemented that. We also borrowed our farming model from Putney and our all-school runs from Northfield.”


“You’ve obviously thought long and hard about everything.”


“Oh yes. We had a lot of time to think. And argue about things, it has to be said. After all, we were working on the school long before we had our first student. And we still learn something new every day. We’re constantly tripping over places where rules ought to be, then we have to write the rules and implement them. That’s a consensus process, so it takes time, but we get there in the end. I know we look like Lord of the Flies,” he said apologetically, “but I can assure you, we’re legit.”


“I didn’t doubt it,” Portia said, though of course she had.


The corridor ended in a meeting room. A wall of new windows overlooked the cow meadow. The view was stunning, pristine. It was a jolt back into that other world: a room a millionaire might insist upon for his rustic New England retreat, though perhaps without the shabby, mismatched sofas that filled it.


“Our commons,” said John.


“It’s beautiful. Like something out of Architectural Digest.”


“I’ll let our designer know you said that,” he said. “He’ll be over the moon. Technically, he specializes in reclaimed spaces and green construction, but the truth is, he’s a secret consumer of shelter mags. When you go to his house, there’s a hidden stash of architectural porn in the cupboard next to the compost toilet. I swear I found it by accident,” he said.


“I didn’t ask!” said Portia, laughing.


The room was flooded with light, which made the challenge of showing a movie on a laptop all the more acute. She placed her computer on a table and inserted the DVD. Acceptable, but far less satisfying than the state-of-the-art equipment she’d been given at Deerfield. The room was filling with older students who drifted to the sofas and talked in loud, unselfconscious voices. No one here, it was obvious, was trying to impress the visitor from the Princeton Office of Admission. She saw the reader come in, a finger protectively inside his book, holding his place. John was talking to another teacher, a heavy woman in overalls with two fat, graying braids. The woman left the room without introducing herself and with — was it possible? — the faintest whiff of hostility.


“My colleague says that Deborah told her about this a couple of days ago,” John said, returning. “I honestly don’t know what happened. She’s going to go take the younger students out to the field. Usually the older kids are in charge of afternoon milking, but we think this is more important.”


“Oh,” Portia said, both perturbed to be placed in the same category as a cow and relieved to have at least come out ahead. “Okay. Can we get started?”


He turned back to the kids and gravely raised his hand, palm front, as if he were a crossing guard. He said nothing, but as each student noticed him, he or she stopped talking and did the same. Gradually, a forest of hands were raised. The talk thinned to scattered voices, then one resistant pocket of girls in a corner, and then nothing. When there was silence, the hands came down, John’s first.


“Thank you,” he told them. “Now, we have a visitor. I’d like you to welcome her and give her your respectful attention. This is Portia Nathan.”


He went directly to one of the couches, where the students compressed themselves and made room for him. Watching him, Portia found herself somewhat disconcerted, not so much by his quick departure from the stage — or the nondescript patch of floor that served as a stage — as by the fact that he had somehow remembered not only her first name, but her last. It took a further instant to decide that she could not remember having given her last name at all, though this was not a good enough reason to stand here, distracted, before the already dubious and unprepared students who were waiting for her. Of course, the elusive Ms. Rosengarten must have briefed her staff: Portia Nathan would be coming from Princeton. And now Portia Nathan was standing here, dumbstruck by the incongruity of social etiquette in a cow barn. You’re such a snob, she just had time to tell herself. And there was no reason to feel so … bothered. But she was still bothered.


“Hello, I’m Portia,” she finally managed. “I’m from Princeton. I’ve brought a film —”


“Isn’t that a college?” said a muscle-bound kid in a Phish T-shirt.


“A university,” she said. “Princeton University. It’s in Princeton, New Jersey.”


“How’s that different from a college?” said a girl from the nearest couch.


“A college doesn’t have graduate schools or graduate students. A university does. We have graduate students in many departments, so we’re a university. Has anyone been to Princeton?”


None of them raised a hand.


“Have any of you begun looking at colleges?”


None of them raised their hands, but one boy said, “I’m going to UNH to study animal husbandry.”


“UNH is great for that. It’s not something we teach at Princeton….”


With this, whatever authority she still retained seemed to dissipate. The mood in the room shifted.


“I’m not really convinced that college is necessary,” one girl said from the back of the room. She was skinny as a stick, with a military haircut. Military for a guy.


“No?” Portia said, detecting the slightest of wobbles in her voice.


“No. Look, a college degree can cost a fortune. Why should we? It’s like buying something you don’t need, that happens to cost … What does it cost to go to Princeton?”


“Most of our students receive financial aid,” Portia said tersely, deflecting the question.


“A lot of money, anyway. A ton. For a piece of paper and a couple of letters after your name.”


“Well …,” Portia began. She found that she had let the thread of this surprising conversation escape her. Now, she was having a problem orienting herself. There was something about the cows outside, the intensely blue sky through the huge windows, and these kids, sorting out for themselves who she was and what she wanted, as if she were not standing here, ready to explain.


“Look,” said the girl with the military haircut, “please explain to me why I should be applying to an elitist institution with a history of antiblack, antigay, and antifemale oppression.” She got to her feet. She was tall, with narrow shoulders lost in an absurdly large lumberjack shirt. “I might concede that a college degree is necessary if you want to pursue the societally approved definition of success — you know, three-car garage and framed degree on the wall and a twenty-thousand-dollar watch. But what if that’s not your goal? What if all you want is to lead a fulfilling life and make the world better? If you’re not going to work for a corporation or run for office or be a lawyer, aren’t you better off sitting in a room reading books for four years? That doesn’t cost anything.”


She looked at them with a certain growing unease. Nearly a decade at Princeton, and before that a six-year stint at Dartmouth, and she couldn’t remember an encounter quite like the one this was shaping up to be. They were a little slovenly, of course, but you saw slovenly kids everywhere, even in the most rarefied of prep schools. She was used to piercings, tattoos, revealing clothing, even attitude, but the point was, even in the toughest high schools, the schools where educators were trying frantically to get their students out the door holding a diploma and not a baby or a gun, even there, the ones who bothered to turn up at her presentations were the very ones who wanted what she had to offer — or not just wanted, but yearned for, dreamed of. They knew the road to a different kind of life could be found weaving through Harvard Yard or Yale’s Old Campus or under the Princeton archways. She didn’t doubt that there were kids like this girl at every school she visited, but they tended to give her presentations a miss. They were not forward thinking. They did not have three-car garages on their minds, for better or ill. Or issues of elitism. Or ambitions of self-fulfillment that went beyond the immediate. She just never saw them. They were off smelling the roses or breathing deep the first joint of the day or plotting mayhem against their enemies. Or if they were in attendance — compelled by school requirements or ordered by parents — she supposed they just kept their mouths shut and amused themselves, watching their striving classmates try to impress the Princeton rep. Was it her responsibility to encourage them to apply to any college, let alone Princeton? Wasn’t it hard enough to find the hungry kids, whose families were not educated, who lived without privilege, to let them know that there were still a few, a very few, magic portals in the world that led from one socioeconomic class to another, and she was standing next to one of them?


Looking at this group, variously reclined on the couches or cross-legged on the floor, every one of them alert to the strain in the room, she found that the language for this occasion simply eluded her. She knew how to speak to prep school students, to first-generation kids from all parts of the globe, to magnet school students in the inner cities. She knew how to speak to stressed-out kids in the affluent suburbs who looked at her with pleading, hopeless expressions: Please let me in and I know you won’t, in woeful tandem. She had talked to groups of homeschooled kids, whose parents kept vigilant watch at the edges of the room, and foreign students, hurled from afar into American boarding schools or exchange programs, who hadn’t seen their parents in years but understood that all of it had been for this. She knew when to be a salesman, a teacher, a counselor, or a motivational speaker. She knew how to hold hands and how to crack the whip. But these kids … she was having trouble making them out. What were they? Not hippies or Goths. Not scholars per se. They were fearless, that was clear. And rude. And curious, at least some of them. And not remotely hesitant to challenge her.


“It’s an interesting question,” Portia said uncertainly. “And your alternative, sitting in a room reading books all day, does sound very cost-effective. But it also strikes me as a little lonely. And not truly rigorous, if you think about it. After all, once you’ve read all those books, don’t you want to talk to somebody else who’s reading them, too? Or do you want to have the kind of education where your initial impressions are never challenged? Where you’re never asked to refine your opinions or actually prove your theories? There’s something very exciting about a community of scholars, you know.”


“This is a community of scholars,” the girl said a little petulantly. “We can go through our lives seeking out communities of scholars. What you’re talking about is a corporation, no different than a bank or an oil company. Only your product is a piece of paper with some Latin on it. You let people pay you tuition and then you give them the piece of paper. Princeton graduates have a lot of status, don’t they?”


“Define status,” Portia said, idly wondering whether the charming John was ever going to come to her rescue.


“In the consumerist culture. In the corporate culture. They move into high-paying jobs where they shift numbers around on a piece of paper or a computer screen, and they live in privileged enclaves with guards at the gate, and they produce the next generation to go to places like Princeton. Or have I been reading too much John Cheever?”


Portia laughed despite herself. “Can one ever read too much John Cheever?”


“It’s just I think we should be educating ourselves to be citizens of the world, you know? Not just citizens of the guarded, suburban enclave.”


“Well, I happen to agree with that,” Portia said tersely. “We, as a university, happen to agree with that. That’s why we offer our students so many study abroad options, including our Princeton in Africa and Princeton in Asia programs. In fact, our university motto is ‘Princeton in the Nation’s Service and the Service of All Nations.’ We’re all about making citizens of the world.”


“But you can’t make citizens of the world,” the girl said with annoying passion. “That’s just my point. We have to become citizens. Naturally.”


“That’s a very subtle distinction,” Portia said. “Now, I’d like to —”


“No. I don’t think so. I think the American university has become a sausage factory, turning out substandard product. That’s what I love about this school. We follow our own pursuit of awareness, wherever that takes us. We come out whole people, not sausages.”


“And what, as whole people, do you intend to do with your lives?” Portia said testily.


“Live them,” said a boy on another couch. “Live them well, tread lightly on the earth. Leave the planet better than we found it.”


“That sounds very laudable. How will you leave the planet better? Will you eradicate disease? You’ll need a medical degree. If you want to create new drug therapies, you’re going to have to be a research scientist. That’s a PhD. Want to defend the innocent and secure justice for all? I regret to inform you that you’ll have to go to law school. Maybe you want to lift the indigent out of poverty. I know it’s not what you want to hear, but a career in business might be the best way to make that happen. There are plenty of college graduates out there living good lives, treading lightly on the planet, and ardently hoping to leave the world better than they found it. We’re looking for those people. There’s nothing wrong with sitting in a room for the rest of your life, reading books for your own self-improvement, but if your goal is really to increase your understanding of the world and make it a better place to live, then I think you’d better continue your education after high school.”


“Rosa Parks increased our understanding of the world and made it a better place to live,” said one of the girls from the corner. She had a dusky gray complexion and beaded cornrows.


“She did indeed,” Portia said, sighing. “I’m not implying that education is the only path to making a contribution. But if contribution is your goal, why would you choose to impede yourself, or limit your ability to make an impact? And consider this, please. A college class can give us a clearer picture than the one we might get sitting alone in that room with our books. For example — and I’m going to hijack your own example, if you don’t mind — Rosa Parks, remarkable as she was, was not the first black American to refuse to give up her seat on public transportation and find herself in a jail cell. And her act was not the basis of the lawsuit that ended segregation on buses. Seven months before Rosa Parks, there was another black woman who was taken to prison for not moving when a white person wanted her seat. Her name was Aurelia Browder, and she filed suit against the city of Montgomery, Alabama. And that’s the lawsuit that struck down segregation, not Parks’s lawsuit. Now,” she said, surveying their subdued, even stricken faces, “have you wandered into the wrong meeting? Am I really here to talk about the civil rights movement and only pretending to try to sell you on the idea of applying to Princeton University? No. The only point I’m making by telling you about Aurelia Browder is that I wouldn’t have known about her myself if I hadn’t taken an African-American history course when I went to college. College is where you go beyond the official version. College is where you read the sources and look past the canon. Now, Rosa Parks was a heroine, no question about it, but who thinks we ought to be just as impressed by Aurelia Browder?”


There were stray nods. A couple of them raised a hand.


“Could you have learned about her on your own? Sure. But you didn’t, did you? In my college class, we read the trial transcripts. We read the contemporary newspaper accounts. Our professor had written a book about Bob Moses. Who was Bob Moses?”


Blank looks.


“Okay. I rest my case. Now, if I’ve convinced you to devote the next four years of your life to higher education, I’d like to please move on to one particular institute of higher education. So if there are no further questions —”


“Actually,” said her antagonist from the couch, “I still don’t understand why you’re here. I mean, isn’t Princeton already competitive? Why do you need more applicants? Or do you want even more people to apply so you can let in an even smaller percentage? I mean, isn’t that the measure of status for elite colleges? That it’s harder to get into your place than Harvard or whatever? Why is it necessary for even more of us to participate in this national hysteria about college admissions?”


It was actually quite an impressive speech, and — as it happened — uncomfortably close to the bone. Portia regarded the girl, saying nothing for a moment. She was thinking: I must get her name. This kid was smart, opinionated, stubborn, and thoroughly relentless. Portia could just imagine her in Congress, not that such an acerbic character could get elected to anything. But a mover and a shaker, definitely: Today Princeton, tomorrow the world.


“I came here,” said Portia, “to let you know about us, so that if you’re considering higher education, you could consider us. Just as we would like to have the opportunity to consider you.”


“Oh, right. You mean you’d like to have the opportunity of considering our applications so you can reject them. What are the chances of getting into Princeton these days?”


“We’re running about one in ten admits,” Portia said tersely. “We have an enormously talented applicant pool, and a very difficult job assembling a class.”


“You mean unless the applicant happens to be really rich and just gave a soccer stadium to the school. Then maybe it’s not so difficult.”


“That’s not accurate,” Portia said, getting seriously annoyed.


“Wouldn’t you agree that the ideal university ought to be a purely need-blind, influence-blind, affluence-blind meritocracy?”


“Ah,” she said dryly. “But aren’t there many ways to define merit? Unless you’d like to make it a strict question of numbers. But should we really be relying on standardized testing? And is it, in fact, standardized when some students can afford expensive courses to raise their scores and others can’t? But let’s suppose you did have a single, reliable testing system, that isn’t going to solve the problem of who’s going to throw the shot put on the track team, and who’s going to play tuba in the marching band, and who’ll be writing the songs for the Triangle Show. Princeton is a community of many parts. We don’t just need molecular biology majors and tennis players. We need Gregorian chanters and break dancers. We need people for the math club and the mime troop and the Nepalese student association. We need somebody to chair the gay Republicans group and somebody to lead the Democrats for Fiscal Responsibility. Now listen,” she told them. “I could go on talking about Princeton till the cows come home. Literally.” She laughed and was relieved to note a few actual smiles. “But before we go any further, I want you to look at this short film. Afterwards, you may know that Princeton isn’t for you, in which case I’m sure there are chores that need to be done around here. Am I right?” She turned to John.


“Always chores,” he said, looking amused.


“But if you have questions, and some of you might, then we can talk more. Okay?”


She had survived her hazing, she saw. The consensus was: They would now watch the film.


She tried to angle the laptop so that the sun, visibly sinking now at the far end of the field, did not glare across the screen, but even in the sixteen minutes it lasted, the group on the floor first leaned and then shifted, inches, feet, chasing the shadow. She watched them as they watched the students on the small computer screen rhapsodize and crow. She inspected the students of the Quest School, looked at their faces, then at their bodies (alert or drooping, leaning against one another), then at their clothing, which on this closer inspection was impressively varied. There was quite a bit of tie-dye, of course, and T-shirts with band logos, and the inevitable jeans, but there was also an Asian girl in a frilly dress and Mary Janes, a wide-eyed boy with a chestnut-colored forelock wearing a smart jacket and khakis (he would not have appeared out of place at a Deerfield master’s tea). There was a girl in blond pigtails who wore a loose, zip-up jumpsuit with a gas station’s name imprinted on the breast and a name in embroidered cursive: “Frank.” Another girl, plump and pale with a cap of thin red hair, wore a sweater set that might have come from the Talbot’s on Nassau Street, a stone’s throw from Portia’s office.


That these kids, individually and collectively, had refused to meet her expectations was, after all, not their fault, but she actually felt a little annoyed with them for confounding her. She had weathered nearly sixteen years of teenagers, always at just this moment in their lives, always coming up to the same fork in the road. They variously charged ahead or hung behind or else stumbled along because they couldn’t care less what happened to them, but in essence they had never changed. Not in hundreds of school visits, and hundreds of thousands of applications, and an untold number of unscripted, unscheduled encounters, when people found out what her job was and dragged over their astonishing niece or godchild or prodigy offspring to talk to her. She knew how to recognize the good girls and the diligent boys, the rebels and fuck-ups, the artsy kids who knew nothing about art and the ones who had art burning inside them. She could spot the blinkered athletes and the pillars of some future community, the strivers of every stripe and shade, the despairing and despaired of. Almost every single one of them occupied a place that had been previously occupied by someone else, and someone else before that — someone elses who looked like them and sounded like them and thought like them. Sixteen years of drummers and different drummers, poets and players. But these students … they were not taking their seats. She was having trouble putting them in their places.


When the film ended, most of them — apparently taking Portia at her word — got up and left, but a few walked straight over to her and began talking. There seemed to be no medium, happy or otherwise, between “I care” and “I don’t care.” The ones who approached her wanted to know how to apply to Princeton. They wanted to know the essence of what the admissions committee looked for in an applicant and what made them admit the one out of ten and reject the other nine. (She had to repress her natural response; it was so artlessly asked.) They asked what was meant by the idea of diversity and what the political mood of the campus was. The Asian girl asked if she could study fashion at Princeton. (“No,” Portia told her. “But you can study art and culture, which are necessary to understanding fashion. And you can create a senior thesis that incorporates fashion design.”) The girl in the gas station jumpsuit was writing a novel and wanted to know if she could submit that instead of a traditional application. “You can submit it as part of your application,” Portia said. Would it matter, someone asked her in a quiet, urgent voice, if both parents worked in a supermarket?


It was the reader. He stood with his finger wedged into his book, its bright yellow-and-blue dust jacket frayed at the edges.


“I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”


“My parents aren’t educated. They both work in a supermarket in Keene.”


He looked at her with a disarming directness. He was an inch or so taller than her but still somehow gave the impression of looking up. He had very dark eyes, with very dark circles beneath them. His black hair was so imprecisely cut it looked as if he had hacked it himself, perhaps when it had fallen in his eyes one too many times. He wore jeans an unfashionably pristine shade of blue and a red sweatshirt with the single word QUEST printed in white letters. Noun or verb? she found herself thinking. He continued to stare at her, motionless but not exactly tense. He was merely waiting. There were no social niceties, no verbal lubrications: Thank you for speaking to us. I’m really interested. I think it would be an amazing opportunity. It was as if, having finally broken off from his book, he had now found something equally interesting to focus on.


“Oh no, of course not,” Portia said, stumbling. “It doesn’t matter what your parents do for a living. It’s your application.”


“Don’t you care, though?” he asked, again with that unthinking directness.


“No. We don’t care. There are kids from very intellectual, academic backgrounds at Princeton, but there are also plenty of kids who are the first in their families to graduate high school.”


“I’m going to apply,” the boy said bluntly. “I need to get out of here.”


She looked at him curiously. “This seems like a good place to be a student,” she said carefully.


“It’s good. I don’t mean the school. They just let me read. I know it doesn’t sound that great, but it’s so much better than my old high school in Keene.”


“Why?” she couldn’t help asking. “What was that like?”


He shrugged and pushed a black curl out of his eyes. It immediately escaped confinement behind his ear and flopped back.


“I just couldn’t get with the program, you know? I just wanted to kind of go off on my own, ’cause my brain sort of … it goes a little walkabout, you know?”


Portia, who didn’t, nodded anyway, just to keep him talking.


“I mean, I was all for learning, I just did it differently.”


She took a moment to absorb this, then converted it to the most likely euphemism and asked, “Oh, I see. You’re dyslexic? Or … ADHD?”


“What?” he said. “You mean … reading? Can I read?”


“Of course you can read,” she said, thoroughly embarrassed, as if she were the one to be telling him this.


“Yeah. No, there’s nothing wrong with my reading. Except they couldn’t stop me doing it. If I was in the middle of something good, I didn’t want to go to class. Or if I was in class, I wanted to talk about whatever I was thinking about then, not what the test was going to be about. And sometimes I tanked on the tests and sometimes I pulled it out, but on the whole they couldn’t figure out what to do with me. You know, do they skip me ahead a couple of years or make me repeat all the classes I failed?”


Portia nodded. “That’s a very unusual problem.”


“It’s much better here,” he said affably. “John and the others, they’ve been talking to me about going to college.” He stuck the same lock of hair behind the same ear, where it remained only a fraction of a moment longer. “Princeton sounds like a cool place.”


“It’s very cool,” she agreed.


“They teach philosophy there? I like philosophy. What about art?”


“Great Philosophy Department. Great Art Department.” She nodded to his book, still held open where he had left off, as if he had no wish to waste time finding his place again. “Tell me about Edie,” she said.


He lit up. “You know this book? It’s amazing, isn’t it? It’s the first biography I’ve ever read where the narrative form reflects the content.”


She frowned. “I don’t know what that means.”


“I mean that in this depiction of the sixties, the fragmentation of the experience is mirrored in the use of oral history. You feel as if you’re there, because so many impressions are competing for your attention. No single witness can claim to understand the subject of the biography, but cumulatively you do come to see who she was. I’m fascinated by the entire Factory thing, actually. Warhol — I can’t quite decide if he was utterly talentless or utterly talented. And his passivity. You know, how does someone so resoundingly passive wind up with all of these forceful personalities deferring to him? Can anyone do that? I mean, can people be trained to be a Rasputin or a Warhol or a Charles Manson? Or is it a sort of chemical thing? Or do certain cultural factors have to be lined up just right?”


“I don’t know.” She laughed uneasily. “I’m afraid you lost me back at the Factory.”


“I know who Bob Moses was,” said the boy.


This was a moment of cognitive whiplash. It took her a moment herself to remember who Bob Moses was. “Oh?”


“He lives in Cambridge now. He’s trying to teach math in a new way. About a year ago, I had this phase where I was reading books about mathematicians. He was in one of the books I read.”


Portia could only nod.


“You know what’s strange, though? Really good mathematicians talk like poets. They run out of language, so they twist words together to explain their ideas. Like poets do. But anyway, the book about Moses made some reference to his civil rights work. So then I read something else about what he did in Mississippi.”


“What’s your name?” she asked him.


“Portia,” said John, materializing beside her, “thank you for doing that. And I apologize — you must have thought the initial reaction very odd. I ought to have prepared you — we tend to encourage that kind of participation. Spirited participation.”


Rude participation, she thought. “I sort of got that. The culture of the school, yes?”


“Yes. And that particular student is Deborah’s daughter.”


“The elusive Deborah Rosengarten?”


“Yes. Simone’s her only child. She’s been raised to make her opinions known.”


Portia smiled. Simone Rosengarten. As in de Beauvoir, no doubt. She would write it down tonight.


“Not your typical information session, I suppose,” he said, watching her.


“No.” She smiled. “I do feel as if I earned my salary today.”


“I would have stepped in if I were ever in doubt. You were really remarkable.”


“Oh, I enjoyed it,” she said, not entirely truthfully. And —” She turned to the boy, the Warhol boy, but he was already halfway to the door. “Hey,” she said after him. “Wait a minute.”


John turned to look after him. “Hey, Jeremiah?”


The kid stopped, but halfheartedly. “Yes?”


“I —” But she wasn’t entirely sure. Wanted to ask him something, but what? His last name? Or whether he would really apply? Or maybe what it was that kept her here a long moment past the point where it made sense to be looking after him.


“Jeremiah,” said John, “are you thinking of applying to Princeton?”


“Yeah, maybe.” He looked utterly nonplussed.


“Well, I hope you do,” Portia told him. “And if you do, please let me know. Here’s my card,” she said, taking one from her wallet. “Let me know if you have any questions. If you want to come visit the campus, we can match you up with an undergraduate and you can stay with him in his room.”


“Okay,” he said, looking at the card. “Portia,” he read as if she weren’t there. “Like The Merchant of Venice.”


“Yes. My mother had the idea that if she named me that, I would grow up to be very wise. I’m lucky she didn’t name me Athena.”


“Or Minerva,” Jeremiah said. “Or Sophie. But a lot of people are named Sophie. They probably have no idea that’s what their name means.”


Portia frowned.


“Or Metis. That would be really strange. Or Saraswati. Yeah, I think you probably got lucky. If you’ve got to be called something that stands for wisdom, you probably couldn’t have done any better.”


She just looked at him. He stood by the door, his book resting against his thigh. He had delivered this disjointed speech in profile, his rather aquiline nose directed at the great picture windows at the end of the room. Now he lingered for a final minute, utterly without self-consciousness, and finally turned and left.


“Interesting kid,” Portia said, removing the DVD from her laptop and placing both into her brown leather satchel.


“I guess. We’re so used to him. We let him alone, mainly, but we do make him produce scholarship, otherwise he’d keep going the way he was before. He told you about his old school?”


She nodded. “So … he doesn’t take classes here?”


“Oh sure. Well, he attends, but his mind is usually otherwise engaged. We decided not to fight it. That’s what they did at Keene Central, to ill effect.”


“They threw him out?” she asked, shouldering her bag.


“Well, they were headed in that direction. I met him at a yard sale last spring. He was sitting on the ground reading a 1952 Encyclopedia Britannica. Letter S.” John grinned. “He said he was looking into the source material for King Lear. He told me he was on academic probation. We started getting together at Brewbakers on Sunday afternoons.”


“Brewbakers?”


“Only cappuccino in town.” He shrugged. “Anyway, he started here this fall, and it’s working, as far as I can tell. He’s preparing a lecture for the entire school about pop art right now.” He shook his head. “On the day we assigned it, it happened to be pop art. If we had assigned the lecture a few days earlier, it might have been the Beats. A few days later, it could have been the Armenian genocide. He’s like that game show where they let you loose in the supermarket for five minutes and you have to grab everything you can, except we can’t seem to convince him he has more than five minutes. He can take his time.”


“He mentioned that his parents hadn’t gone to college.”


“No. They seem like nice people, but they don’t connect with him very well. You know, he was supposed to be playing football at Keene Central by now and racing motocross on the weekends. Jeremiah was never going to be like that.”


She nodded. There had often been Jeremiahs in the applicant pool. They were attractive to the faculty, who some years earlier had flatly asked for more of them: fewer golden kids who did everything well, please, and more awkward kids who were brilliant but couldn’t tie their shoes. The faculty themselves, she suspected, had once been awkward, brilliant kids who couldn’t tie their shoes.


“Are you going back now?”


“Oh no. I’m staying over in Keene tonight. I’m going to Northfield Mount Hermon in the morning, then I’ll fly back from Hartford.”


“Northfield’s a great school.”


“Yes. We’ve had wonderful applicants from Northfield.”


She stopped. She was aware, for the first time, of something awkward between them, something she had to call upon herself to ignore, or resist. She didn’t particularly want to look at it directly.


“Let me walk you out,” said John.


Outside the sunlight was in its last, brilliant blare of the day. The hay in the fields was richly yellow and came glowing, vibrating, out of the dirt in unkempt piles of bales. She could see kids in the cow pasture, walking the herd back after milking, with three or four dogs running around them. Closer, where the volleyball game had been played, the stout woman she had seen in the commons seemed to be setting up for some kind of game, with goals and boundaries. This enterprise, it seemed to her, was not entirely logical, but it was, in some baffling way, cohesive. Even beautiful. This was, Portia felt suddenly, a beautiful place — an astoundingly beautiful place to spend a life, or a work life, at any rate. Whatever their oddities, the project here seemed tangible. Take kids, make them participate in the community, and make them think. It was Princeton’s own mission, more or less. Minus the ivy. And the money.


She opened the passenger door, and the car emitted hot air. She closed her eyes, momentarily dizzy. John stood behind her, and there was again that awkwardness between them. She was wondering how to leave, precisely, but in the next moment a boy of about fourteen came rushing up to them and stopped abruptly at John’s elbow.


“Dad,” he said.


The boy was young but tall — gangly, teetering on long legs. He was a handsome boy with coiling black hair and deeply black skin and a long, sinewy neck too elongated for his wheat-colored turtleneck sweater, which hit rather lower than it was meant to. He glanced at Portia without expression, then focused again on John.


“Portia,” he said, “this is my son. Nelson, can you say hello to Portia?”


Obediently, he turned and held out his hand. It was warm and dry and rough, and she shook it.


“Dad,” the boy said, his task dispatched, “okay if I go home with Karl? We want to do math.”


“Math?” John said wryly. “Or computer games?”


“First math. Then, and only if there’s time, educational computer games.”


“All right,” he said. “Be responsible. I’ll come and get you on the way home.”


“Thanks,” said Nelson. “Bye,” he said to Portia, and took off.


John looked after him. “Of course he makes friends with the only kid at our school who has a full library of computer games. I’m only hoping they’re not of the blood-spattered genre, but the truth is, I’m afraid to ask.”


“Denial is a parent’s best friend.” Portia smiled.


“Yes. Do you have kids?”


She shook her head quickly. “No. No kids.”


“Well, it’s an adventure.”


She nodded, watching his long boy climb into the backseat of a battered Volvo. “He seems like a great kid.”


“Oh, he is. He’s happy and smart. A little lazy, but why not be lazy when you’re young? When else are you going to do it?”


“Good point. Well, listen, thanks for having me. It was very interesting. You’ve got some very strong personalities here. I hope we’ll get some of them to apply.”


“I think you might.” He smiled. “I’ll work on Jeremiah. And I wouldn’t be surprised if you got Simone, eventually. I think she’d do fantastically well at a place like Princeton. Despite her bluster.”


“Maybe because of her bluster,” Portia said. “Look, if you have questions about the process, please call me. College guidance is such a well-oiled machine at most private schools. I don’t want your kids to miss out because this is the first year for you.”


“That’s really kind of you,” he said. He looked as if he meant it. “We should have had you sooner,” he said. “And I’m so sorry about Deborah. I will scold her when I see her.”


“Oh, not on my account,” Portia said, thinking that a scolding was certainly in order. “Hey, can you tell me how to get to the lovely Keene Best Western?”


He could, and did. She wrote down what he said and tossed the piece of paper onto her passenger seat. Then she closed the car door. “Well, good-bye,” she told him, forcibly ignoring, once again, that clear discomfort.


“Portia,” said John, who wasn’t taking her outstretched hand, “before, when I said I remembered you, I didn’t mean that I remembered the appointment. I meant that I remembered you. I remember you,” he said. “I went to college with you.”


Still, ridiculously, she held out her hand. Only the ground wasn’t quite there anymore, just a slightly tilted thing underfoot. She frowned at him. “You were at Dartmouth?”


“Yes. We didn’t know each other. But I knew you. I knew who you were.”


Who she was? It was nearly unbearable to think about who she was.


“Yes?” Portia managed.


“I knew Tom. I was in his fraternity.”


She nodded glumly. She looked at him again, trying to imagine him younger, but he already looked young, and with more hair, but that brought nothing back. It had been one of the bigger fraternities, with, thanks to Dartmouth’s quarterly sessions, an eternally shifting population in the house, not that she’d ever noticed anything when she was around Tom, on her way to Tom, in retreat from Tom. She hadn’t thought about Tom in a long time.


“I’m sorry, I took you off guard.”


“No, it’s okay. I don’t remember you.”


“Oh, I was a year behind you. And everybody was always coming and going, right? That crazy Dartmouth Plan. I went to France for almost a year. And you left for a while, too, I think.”


“Yes …” Her mind raced. “I was in Europe.”


“Ah. When I came back from France, your class had graduated, but then I started seeing you around campus again.”


She nodded dully. “I was working for the admissions office.”


“You know,” he said, “this is sounding a little stalkerish. I apologize. It wasn’t like that. But I always thought you were …”


She looked at him sharply, and he seemed to take control of himself.


“Anyway, it’s nice to see you again.”


“Nice to see you,” she said heartily. “Nice to meet you.”


“Yes.”


They stood for too long a moment. Portia was nursing a sick feeling that began to rattle through her abdomen, dissipating as it radiated. She was forgetting where she was, not physically so much, but in the span of her life, as the curtain she had strung across her wake began to flicker and then ripple, showing little views of herself as she’d been in that fragile, dangerous time. She was no longer in contact with anyone who’d known her then, and for good reason. Now, ambushed, she was surprised by her anger.


“Maybe I should have mentioned it sooner,” he said quietly.


“Yes, maybe you should have.”


She reached for his hand and gave it a brisk, cold shake. Then she turned her back on him and went to the driver’s-side door and got in. She made a point of not looking back, but she couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Once she was clear of the driveway, with the crude, homemade sign in her rearview mirror, she drove without direction through the woods, turning and turning as the roads forked and met. She was greedy for the darkness, which grew as she drove, and the cold, which she would not alleviate. It took nearly fifteen minutes to feel safe, but when she did, she pulled off into a stand of white pines, and stopped the car, and covered her face with her hands.
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