
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Names and identifying characteristics of some individuals have been changed. Some dialogue has been re-created.

            Copyright © 2022 by 1329 Prescott Street LLC

Reading Group Guide Copyright © 2022 by 1329 Prescott Street LLC and Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Cover design by Sarah Congdon. Cover copyright © 2022 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
grandcentralpublishing.com
twitter.com/grandcentralpub

            First Edition: January 2022

            Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            Interior map by Tim Paul.

            Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

            Names: James, Kendra, author.  

            Title: Admissions : a memoir of surviving boarding school / Kendra James.  

            Description: First Edition. | New York : Grand Central Publishing, [2022] | Summary:

   "Kendra James began her professional life selling a lie. As an admissions officer specializing

   in diversity recruitment for select prep schools, her job was persuading students and

   families to embark on the same perilous journey, attending cutthroat and largely white

   schools similar to The Taft School, an elite institution in Connecticut where she had been

   the first African-American legacy student only a few years earlier. Forced to reflect on her

   own elite educational experience, she quickly became disillusioned by America's

   inequitable system. In ADMISSIONS, Kendra looks back at the three years she spent at

   Taft, from clashes with her lily-white roommate, to unlearning the respectability politics

   she'd been raised with, and a horrifying article in the student newspaper that accused

   Black and Latinx students of being responsible for segregation of campus. She contemplates

   the benefits of the education she got from Taft, which Kendra credits as playing a role in her

   career success, as well as the ways the school coddled her--perhaps, she now believes, too

   much. Through these stories, she deconstructs the lies and half-truths

   she herself would later tell as an admissions professional, in addition to the myths about

   boarding schools perpetuated by popular culture. With its combination of

   incisive social critique and uproarious depictions of elite nonsense, ADMISSIONS

   will resonate with anyone who has ever been The Only One in a room, dealt with racial

   microaggressions, or even just suffered from an extreme case of homesickness"-- Provided by publisher.  

            Identifiers: LCCN 2021033014 | ISBN 9781538753484 (Hardcover) | ISBN 

   9781538753491 (eBook)  

            Subjects: LCSH: School administrators--United States--Biography. | African 

   American school administrators. | Private schools--Administration. | 

   Minority students--Recruiting. | Racism in education--United States. | 

   Elite (Social sciences)--Education--United States. 

Classification: LCC LA2317.J35 A3 2022 | DDC 370.92 [B]--dc23 

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021033014

            ISBNs: 9781538753484 (hardcover), 9781538753491 (ebook)

            E3-20211112-DA-NF-ORI

         

      

   


    Table of Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Map

   	Glossary

   	PROLOGUE

   	
MID
      
      
	1.

         	2.

         	3.

         	4.

         	5.

         	6.

         	7.

      



   	
UPPER MID
      
      
	1.

         	2.

         	3.

         	4.

         	5.

      



   	
SENIOR
      
      
	1.

         	2.

         	3.

         	4.

         	EPILOGUE

      



   	Acknowledgments

   	Discover More

   	Reading Group Guide

   	About the Author




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    




  
   
      
         
            For all the Black and brown girls

who never got a Crush can.

         

      

   


   
      
         Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

         Tap here to learn more.

[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]


   


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Glossary

         

         
            closed weekend: A weekend (usually during a campus event like Parents’ Weekend or Hotchkiss Day, or final exams) in which students couldn’t sign out to leave campus; the reason I didn’t get to see Hitch on opening day.

            faculty brat (fac brat): A student whose parents teach at the school they attend.

            FLIK: The company used by many independent schools to provide three square meals a day. It probably tasted better than I remember, as my palate was less refined than the sugar in the Nerds Ropes I used to eat by the dozens, but who’s to say, really?

            grades: Behavioral demerits that could be assigned by faculty for infractions ranging from skipping class or trying to hatch a goose egg under a desk lamp in your dorm room, to leaving a flat iron plugged in for hours after you’ve left for class or wearing the same skirt as your classmate while having a larger ass, thus somehow making it inappropriate.

            hall monitors: Student narcs selected by dorm faculty to help ensure that dormitory living runs smoothly.

            head monitors: Two seniors—one boy and one girl—voted in by the student body to lead the student government. These students tended to be less narc-y, as they were elected by their peers, not adults.

            Honor Code: The Honor Code governs student life at Taft, putting in place standards and consequences specifically for theft and academic infractions. Assignments are signed with “I pledge my honor…” (short for “I pledge my honor that I have neither given nor received aid on this paper,” which we were required to write on all larger term papers and exams). The theft clause allows Taft’s campus to be a rather idyllic community, where backpacks and other personal effects are left lying around the school with a reckless abandon, a habit that students don’t unlearn until they end up getting their wallet stolen from a condiments counter at a New York City Panera because they left it there while they got up to go to the bathroom. Honor Code violations are disciplined by the Honor Committee at Honor Court.

            Hotchkiss Day: One day each year, usually in the fall, when Taft plays its rival, Hotchkiss, in as many sports as possible. Taft students spend the week leading up celebrating, which, in my day, culminated in a pep rally in which we would light the name of our own school on fire. I’m not sure why we were burning ourselves in effigy, especially since with two Ts in the word Taft, every picture from one of those rallies looks like it’s a Klan-hosted cross burning.

            in loco parentis: Latin meaning “in place of the parents.” If you’re planning on sending your kid to a boarding school, make sure you’re very comfortable with this phrase, because it’s what you’re gonna hear when you ask anything from why the nurse gave your kid Advil instead of Tylenol to why a dorm parent performed a full-on Steve Wilkos search of their dorm room because they thought they smelled something skunky.

            the Jig: Short for “the Jigger Shop.” A small campus café where short-order line cooks slung bacon, egg, and cheeses, burgers, and fountain sodas in the afternoon when classes had finished.

            legacy: A student whose parent or grandparent also attended and graduated from the same school. There is often, though not always, some sort of generational wealth involved.

            lower mid: A boarding school freshman; the incoming year for most new students.

            MIA list: The “missing in action” list is the list of students from that year’s senior class who didn’t make it to graduation, for whatever reason. It was printed in the back of the yearbook, and the class of 2006—whose senior shirts read, “I thought it was a good idea at the time!”—was rumored to have one of the longest in school history.

            mid: A boarding school sophomore; a handful of new students are introduced to a class at the start of each mid year.

            Morning Meeting: A daily gathering in the auditorium in which a classmate, faculty member, or outside speaker gives a speech to the student body.

            Non ut sibi ministretur sed ut ministret: Latin meaning “Not to be served, but to serve”; Taft’s school motto.

            Old Boy/Girl: An older student assigned to an incoming freshman or sophomore to show them the lay of the land.

            postgrad (PG): Contrary to what you might be thinking, this has nothing to do with graduate or doctoral work. There are many ways in which White Male Privilege manifests in the world, but one of my favorites is when a school lets a senior transfer in for a fifth (or sixth) year of high school (and a parent is willing to pay that extra year of tuition) so that they have another chance or two at getting recruited to play a sport professionally or at a D1 school. That said, the admissions professional within me asks that I note that a postgrad year also serves the purpose of simply strengthening an academic record for college admissions in general, and can help students acclimate to living away from home for the first time in a lower-pressure environment. But it also seemed to have a lot to do with hockey. Just saying.

            prospies: Prospective students who come to campus for either a tour or an overnight visit.

            Screw Crew: A punishment campus work detail assigned to students who racked up too many grades.

            sit-down dinner: A formal dining experience, once a week, where students and faculty are expected to dress up and seating is assigned; i.e., the only meal where The Black Table and The Asian Table don’t exist.

            TAALSA: The Taft African American Latino Student Alliance; basically a Black and nonwhite Latinx student affinity group.

            Ten School Admissions Organization: A group of Northeast boarding schools (Choate Rosemary Hall, Deerfield Academy, the Hill School, Hotchkiss School, Lawrenceville School, Loomis Chaffee School, Phillips Academy Andover, Phillips Exeter Academy, St. Paul’s School, and Taft School) that collaborate in terms of admissions outreach and standards.

            upper mid: A boarding school junior; students rarely transfer into a class at the start of an upper-mid year, and the ones who do are usually demonic, running from something, or both.

            UTC: United Cultures at Taft; similar to TAALSA, with more Asian students. White kids could join this one too, not that they were banging down the doors to do so.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            PROLOGUE

         

         For three years after graduating college, my Saturday morning routine was set in stone. Instead of sleeping in, I would get up with a 7 a.m. alarm. I pulled on a pair of Kate Spade heels, squeezed into something professional and high-end-looking from my favorite floor at Lord & Taylor, and took the 6 train down to my designated Saturday morning haunt: a school theatre overflowing with parents on Manhattan’s Upper East Side.

         Each week from December to June, as many as 250 mothers, fathers, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and responsible almost-adult play-cousins of middle schoolers made their way to one of New York City’s most prestigious and expensive schools by 9 a.m. They arrived to vie for admission to the Scholars Striving 4 Success (S34) program, which—after months of grueling extra academic work—would guarantee their child a spot in an independent school in New York City or a boarding school in New England. Schools built atop precise, sharp-sounding consonants, with single-name recognition, like Spence, Choate, Hackley, Exeter, or Collegiate.

         Our program only accepted children of color, and this early in the morning they visibly slumped in their seats.

         Their parents’ eyes, on the other hand, grew wider with hope the longer the meeting went on. Some only brought their single young applicant, but many came with two or three children, because the child old enough to watch their younger siblings was the one old enough for our program.

         They came to listen to us—all independent school admissions professionals—make them an offer that was a foreign concept to many, in a language that they might not even understand. There were never less than three distinct dialects spoken in that room at once: My Dominican boss would tackle the Spanish speakers, and I would torture Haitian parents with my very basic grasp of high school French and the patois I’d picked up from the bodega clerks and stoop sitters in my Harlem neighborhood, coupled with what was essentially a four-year-old’s pronunciation. Thanks to a few high school and college friends, I could greet Korean speakers respectfully before staring blankly at the stream of language that followed. God help you if you spoke Bengali, or any other language that some Nick Jr. cartoon hadn’t capitalized on yet. Those families relied on their children to do most of the translating. But they still came. Their commitment was palpable, and understandable.

         We were selling what essentially amounted to seventy Get Out of Jail Free cards; one of the few golden tickets out of the New York City public school system, a ticket that most in the room believed to be the first step toward a better life for their kids. Even if their child was excelling in their current school, and even if that school was a good one, they believed that we would be able to give them something better. And instead of giving them insights on how to make the most of the public school system or working for an organization that would help improve it, our program opted for surgical student extraction. In our hands, the idea of the American Dream was both a temptress and a cudgel. The schools we offered to their children in turn gifted them access to the highest echelon of society—the status that everyone outside of the wealthy 1 percent has been told they can bootstrap their way into through the bill of goods that comes with the American Dream. I peddled the illusion of ownership, delusions of grandeur, myths of American upward mobility, and the misconception that there is, indeed, a place where everyone can feel like they belong.

         Everyone in the room was low income by some definition, whether they were truly surviving below the poverty line, or they existed within that warped sense of “broke” that comes with living in New York City for too long. The “New York Poor” peppered the auditorium each week alongside those who lived paycheck to paycheck or on none at all; people who were making over $250,000 a year, had no debt, and had only one kid, but because they couldn’t keep up with their neighbors and didn’t have an in-unit washer/dryer, they went around telling everyone they lived in abject squalor. This wasn’t a meeting for those people, but it didn’t stop them from trying. Everyone wants to give their child a leg up, and an upper-middle-class Black child often needs just as much of one as their white peer whose family receives government aid.

         We weren’t selling meeting attendees on the idea of being rich or New York Poor, but wealthy. Privileged. Well-rounded and well-off. Their children would finally be on a level playing field with the children of executives, movie stars, politicians, and Mike-down-the-street—that one inexplicably well-off neighbor whose great-great-great-grandfather happened to have grabbed a homestead and enslaved three people in Missouri at some especially opportune time in 1843 and they’ve just been wealthy ever since, because America.

         “Your kid could be one of them! Well situated! Connected for life! Achieving the American promise that a child will always have the opportunity for an even better life than those who came before them,” we told hopeful parents, once their children had been herded into another room to take the ridiculously outdated test they needed to pass in order to be considered for our program. Being granted access to upward mobility required, in this case, being able to neatly fill in a Scantron sheet, sit still during a three-hour exam, and solve math problems in a booklet copied via a machine that was just as likely to make a + look like a –.

         In my nicest clothes, sometimes with the addition of my brightest string of pearls, I would stand in front of them looking every part the perfect graduate of a New England prep school. I smiled at them as I spoke, completing a package that said: This is what your child could look like in ten years. This is what a Black woman with an independent school education and a college degree looks like. This is what she does on her Saturday mornings. This is the pleasing, unaccented American voice they’ll learn. This is the kind of job they’ll have.

         I gave the same practiced speech every week.

         So, here’s the story I always start off with when I’m trying to explain why an independent school was right for me. The year before I transferred out to Taft, I did my freshman year at a public high school in New Jersey. I barely made it through the freshman Algebra 1 course; it was making me  and my teacher miserable. Same with freshman-level biology!

         Flash-forward to my sophomore year at Taft. I find out: Not only was I terrible at Algebra 1, but the Algebra 1 course at my public school was behind the same course at Taft. I still had to take it again just to catch up. It was just this constant struggle, once again, between me and my teacher. We both wanted me to get it, but it was quickly becoming apparent that I just  wouldn’t.

         But that’s what’s so great about independent schools, right? They’re not beholden to state education requirements—that means no arbitrarily required classes, no mandated math and science minimums, and no standardized state exams on those subjects. So, because I was in a boarding school, there came a point where we could just all sit down and say, “Hey. This isn’t working out. Let’s try something else.”

         In my case “something else” meant opting out of math classes after I’d done the bare minimum and putting me in more humanities classes. I never made it to physics in high school, but I took screenwriting and adolescent psychology. I can’t balance an equation, but I can hang lights in a theatre and run a sound board. I began to figure out what it meant to really reflect in essays on my behaviors and personal interests, which has led to a fruitful writing career. I bet some of you out there have kids who think they’re the next LeBron James or a budding CC Sabathia too, right? I never took statistics, but one Wednesday after lunch I finally landed my double salchow, because I could use one of my school’s  two full-sized ice rinks whenever I wanted.

         What would “something else” mean for your child? Think about all the ways an independent school might allow them to follow their own paths and succeed in ways that their current schools won’t.

         This isn’t to say that your child won’t be challenged. They will be. The standards at each of the schools we work with are incredibly high, and your child will be asked to meet goals that might seem out of reach now, at age ten. But these schools set the bar high so that your child can walk down the aisle after graduation knowing that the whole world is at their feet. Have you looked around this beautiful theatre? Did you take in the quality of classrooms while you were walking the halls? It’s a short leap from a school like this one to a college like Columbia, Yale…or Harvard.

         (Here, I always paused for the approving murmurs that simply hinting at the name “Harvard” brings out in a room full of parents.)

         I know that this might feel like a very different environment for some of you and maybe you’re worried that schools like this one might be isolating for your children. It is an adjustment! But it’s a short one, and it’s worth it. What you have to understand is that schools like this one want us there—Black, Latinx, Asian…everyone here. They’re excited to have us, and your kids won’t be treated any differently for who they are or how much money you make as their parents. These schools are for  everyone.

         One of the huge benefits of an independent school is the class sizes. For instance, I graduated in a class of just under one hundred students. By the time they’re ready to graduate, your kid’s teachers will know your child like the back of their own hand, and that means when it comes to college recommendation letters or references for summer internships you couldn’t ask for a better resource. You won’t find anyone more ready or willing to advocate for your child than a teacher at an independent school.

         And the other benefits? When you’re in a class size that small, kids make so many friends, ones that will last for life and ones that will only benefit them later on as they’re starting out professionally. Imagine going to school with Michael Bloomberg’s kids! Your children will be in classrooms with the daughters of politicians, actors, bankers, and executives, and they’re going to learn how to use those connections for their own advantage. For  your advantage, even.

         I’m still excited every time I go back to Taft. It’s a place I know I’m always welcome. I can walk onto the campus whenever I want and visit old teachers and friends and say hello and just soak in all the good memories of the place. My name is engraved into a brick on the ground there, along with the rest of my graduating class, and all the graduating classes before ours. It makes it feels like all of us—every student—owns a bit of the place. Taft was the first place that ever gave me a feeling of ownership about my surroundings, and I think that’s so important when you’re growing up a person of color in America.

         I want that same feeling for your kids as well.

         As an admissions counselor at Scholars Striving 4 Success I sold a lie for a living; at least, that’s what it felt like. With my fake smile, pearls, and the rose-colored glasses I’d become accustomed to tinting my own time at Taft with, I lied to a roomful of people every time the word “racism” failed to arise in my speech. Every time the phrase “The Black Table in the dining hall” didn’t come up. Every time I didn’t mention the word “legacy.” Every time I didn’t let myself taste the bile I can still conjure to this day if I think too long and too hard of the name Emma Hunter.

         Each year at Scholars Striving 4 Success we filled every one of the seventy slots in our program. Each year our waiting list grew ripe on its summer vine. We were very good at our jobs. I was one of the best.
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         I’m not going to pretend I know the full history behind the feud Ashley Davis and LaTasia “some people just like to watch the world burn” Ford spent our freshman year nurturing. However, I can say for certain that the straw that broke the camel’s back was most certainly one day in late winter when LaTasia looked Ashley dead in the eye while they both stood at the condiments table in the small pizzeria near our high school, picked up a sticky New Jersey diner–style bottle of ketchup, and proceeded to maintain eye contact while she squirted it directly onto Ashley’s white sneakers.

         The ensuing fight made it all the way to the tabletop of the booth where friends and I were sitting, just trying to enjoy our lunch.

         The table partially collapsed before all of us could get up, sending me and another friend tumbling to the ground. I landed on her chest, and the thick table edge landed on my leg, leaving my thigh black and blue and my synchronized skating coaches perturbed. It was a minor miracle that none of us were more badly injured.

         I internalized that fight, letting it sit with me probably more than I should have—and not just because I had to beg my dad not to go down the street and confront Ashley’s parents, who happened to be our neighbors. My parents had gently laid the groundwork throughout middle school, asking if our local public high school, Columbia, was really the school I wanted to commit this crucial four years of my life to, given that I did have other options. There would be more Ashleys and LaTasias there. More students like Darius, the kid I’d been paired with for our Egg Baby Project in the eighth grade, who’d promptly thrown our hard-boiled child against the white cinder-block classroom wall and told me, “You had an abortion.” It wasn’t that I was worried about being pulled into trouble (that sort of school disciplinary problem wasn’t my ministry) so much as it was that it had been much easier for my friends and me to keep ourselves far away from this sort of conflict in middle school. The idea that high school marked the end of being a casual bystander taking in the free entertainment of other kids going at it was decidedly unappealing, and I didn’t care to be around it for much longer. I iced my bruises and finished up my application to Taft School tout de suite.

         A few months later, my mom brought my acceptance letter with her in the car when she came to check on me at the salon after school. Finding me sitting under the dryer, she handed me an envelope that was still sealed, but thick enough that we both knew what lay inside. I opened it while I waited and eagerly went through all the materials my new school had sent.

         Pam, the woman who’d been perming my hair for years, walked over to check my progress and immediately asked what “all that” was in my lap loudly enough that the whole shop would be involved in whatever conversation ensued.

         “I got into boarding school.” I gestured to the envelope in my lap and allowed myself a moment of smugness.

         The palpable silence that immediately fell over the salon was not the reaction that I’d been expecting. The couple fighting on Maury even took the hint, as the woman ran backstage upon finding out that He Is Not the Father and the pandemonium on camera subsided.

         I beamed at Pam.

         She stared back at me. “Girl…what did you do?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         I would hear Pam’s question repeated over and over again for the next four years from members of the uninitiated. People for whom “boarding school” conjured up images of oppositional defiant disorder, disciplinary issues, corporal punishment, and days regimented down to the millisecond. “Boarding school” made it sound like my parents had given up on getting me in line and were turning their parenting responsibilities over to God, the military, or both. So when school started in the fall, I was very glad to finally be arriving at Taft, if only because I was so tired of answering the never-ending versions of Pam’s question that I’d encountered that summer.

         Hell, I was even getting tired of the Hogwarts and Charles Xavier’s School for Gifted Youngsters jokes (which a shocking number of people seemed to believe they had thought of for the very first time), even though those fictional places were at least closer approximations of what Taft was: a boarding school for very smart, and/or very athletically gifted, and very privileged children. A $35,000 high school education is not a normal thing, and one must be forgiven, I guess, for not assuming that a parent would spend that kind of money if their child was anything short of the next Chosen One themselves.

         I started my sophomore year at Taft in late August. At the wheel of his Nissan Pathfinder, my dad was waved through the campus’s iron gates by an older student from the welcoming committee. Some parents, those less familiar with the campus layout, would accidentally circle through the full driveway that rounded past the school’s main entrance to its oldest building, bricks laid in 1914, where students were greeted by a bust of founder and forty-six-year head of school Horace Dutton Taft (yes, the bathtub president’s brother).

         Taft has only ever had five heads in its nearly 130-year history. The current head, William MacMullen, stood underneath a grouping of tents set up on the grass inside the roundabout, waving welcome at the caravans of cars and parents as they made their way through the narrow concrete drive. We waved back, having known Mr. Mac since the start of his tenure in 2001. He was the second head of school I’d known. I had been introduced to Lance Odden (head from 1972 to 2001) numerous times, and I would spend the next three years skating on the Olympic-sized rink named in his honor. Mr. Mac had attended the school himself, like my father who’d graduated in 1974.

         “And there’s my old room!” My dad pointed out the same landmarks every time we came to campus. He gestured to a set of windows above the creaky-comfy admissions waiting room, which, with its wood baseboards and formal furniture, would eventually become one of my favorite hangout spots.

         My dorm that year was in a separate building. Congdon and McIntosh were both freestanding girls’ dorms, set in a different roundabout behind the dining hall. Though the school hadn’t welcomed young ladies until partway through my father’s time there in 1971, the buildings had been standing on campus since the mid-1920s and were indistinguishable from the rest of campus.

         Careful aesthetic management accomplished this. Whether it had been built in 1926 like Congdon, or completed in 2001 like the newer Odden Arena, each building matched the last, erected in classic red brick, topped with gray slate shingles. There was no hodgepodge here; no stone, painted wood flats, or, God forbid, siding—my mother’s personal suburban enemy. The campus sat on three distinct levels of elevation—main campus, fields, and the gym—and sunlight bounced from building to building on each plane, as it reflected off the surface of Potter’s Pond in the center of campus.

         This uniformity made the sprawling campus feel slightly less intimidating—you knew you weren’t going to take a wrong turn and end up in a forgotten turret. To my fantasy-oriented mind it looked like something out of an E. Nesbit or Edward Eager book. A campus that was quite literally timeless, where anything could happen.

         They’d not even laid out an afternoon meal yet by the time we arrived, but we still had to jockey for a parking space. By the time I finally climbed out of the back seat I was ready to make moves.

         “Now, you’ve never had to share a room before…” my mom started to say as I jumped out of the car.

         And I still didn’t; not for another night, at least. The students pulling into Taft that day were arriving early for a number of reasons. Fall varsity sports began practicing at least a week before the first day of classes, and with those students also came hall monitors and head mons, who arrived on campus in advance of everyone else to help prep their dorms for newcomers. Freshman students arrived early to simply learn how to exist at a boarding school, away from home for the first time at age fourteen. International students showed up early for their own orientation, which covered everything from campus rules to how to make collect calls, how to handle culture shock, and the answers to questions about the simply deranged ways Americans chose to do things (like, why, my Korean friend, Agnes, would ask many times, we refuse to include tax in the goddamn sticker price at the drugstore). I was there for the students of color orientation.

         My roommate-to-be, Jenna Crane, was none of those things and wouldn’t come to campus until the general move-in for new sophomores in another day or so, meaning I got the first pick of everything in our dorm room. My choice of bunk (bottom), dresser (closest to the back wall), and desk (up against the window that overlooked Potter’s Pond in the center of campus) were quickly set.

         We started unloading the car, my younger brother trotting along behind us, back and forth from the circular drive, up and down the flight of stairs to Congdon’s front door. I’d never had to share a room before, no, but this corner dorm room was still bigger than my bedroom at home, which was—even as I moved away—covered in posters and prints of my favorite superheroes and characters, with an entire wall dedicated to just Orlando Bloom. The white walls of this new room were a tempting canvas.

         My mom murmured gently, just before lunch and right after I removed a series of four battered journals from my backpack and carefully stacked them on my newly claimed desk, that perhaps it would be best to concentrate on unpacking necessities first. Things like clothing, school supplies, even my ice skates and softball equipment, should come before we focused on personalization.

         We ate lunch together in the dining hall as a family, choosing an empty table after we filled our trays with my first-ever serving of FLIK food. It was not particularly delicious.

         The greetings began immediately, boisterous calls of “Andrew!” as we were approached by waving mothers in white button-up blouses with broad triangular collars framing strands of statement pearls that just lightly skimmed their décolletage. Firm handshakes followed from dads in polo shirts and the short-sleeved version of That Year’s One Nice Shirt from J.Crew (As Designated by the White Commuter Class), khaki cargo shorts, and leather loafers (sockless, of course) or a sensible pair of New Balances. As my father was recognized by other parents dropping their children off early too, our table began to fill, the exuberant greetings making way for more dining-hall-appropriate murmured conversation.

         “George!” he would exclaim in return, as parents approached, their kids trailing around behind them. “Good to see you, sir!” He addressed everyone as “sir” on first greeting, whether they were an old friend or a brand-new acquaintance.

         “It’s been too long, Andrew,” George Miller Sr. answered that afternoon. “This is George Jr.—a new sophomore!” It wouldn’t be until years later that I realized that white folks rarely offered up “sir” in turn.

         “Mine—Kendra, right here—is a new sophomore too. Kendra, this is George. We were friends back in the day. Haven’t seen him since our twenty-fifth!”

         Later on that fall, after George Jr. quit the soccer team, Mr. Lane would end up casting him as M. Thénardier in Les Misérables. He looked the part, with a blond Cesar cut and beady, watery blue eyes that were constantly on the move. His teeth were extremely white, but also long and rectangular, like little Lego pieces, giving him a very rodentesque appearance. Despite our fathers’ shared history, I had a hard time remembering his name for the first few weeks of school because I referred to him explicitly as “Peter Pettigrew” in both real life and my journals. I didn’t have much time to get to know him after that; George lasted less than a year at Taft.

         Mrs. Jiordano, a member of the faculty, let out a yelp when she entered the dining hall and saw my dad. She joined with her curly-haired son, Frank, who had started Taft as a freshman. But, since he was a fac brat, arriving early wasn’t really a thing; he lived there anyway. My admission to Taft displaced his former Morning Meeting seatmate, and we ended up sitting next to each other in Bingham Auditorium every day for the next three years, given our aligning last names. That afternoon at lunch was the longest conversation I would have with him until our graduation party.

         As streams of parents and children entered, our table became a mini-reunion for the men, and the few women, of the classes of 1971 to 1977, while their spouses and children awkwardly dined and made small talk.

         My parents are extremely divorced now. “That wasn’t fun for me, Kendra,” my mom confessed later, after I casually mentioned I’d seen on Facebook that my father had taken yet another girlfriend up to the campus. He likes showing it off, I think, feels that ownership I would capitalize on during parent meetings at S34.

         “Hmm?”

         “Going up to Taft was not something I enjoyed before you started—when you were there, we had a reason to be there,” she said. “It’s something I tolerated for your father’s sake. But oh, those people. I didn’t have anything to say to his classmates, and they didn’t have anything to say to me. Also, just wait until your fifteen- or twenty-year reunion—the men will all be alcoholics. Bright red. Bloated, like fish.”

         For all of my mother’s equally expensive and fancy education, she wasn’t in on the joke, you could say.

         I, a new sophomore, belonged there more than she did. I had the necessary bona fides; because our parents had attended Taft, each student at the table was a legacy. Boarding schools’ collective reputations as places you sent your unruly, poorly behaved, and often criminal children had nothing to do with why I was there. Taft was not a punishment, or even the reward with bragging rights I was choosing to see it as. It was simply inevitable.

         My dad graduated from Taft after earning a spot at the school through the A Better Chance (ABC) program. Originally from the South Side of Chicago, he attended Taft and then went on to four years at Brown University. Meanwhile, my mother was born in the Bronx to a woman who would eventually have both a bachelor’s from Fordham and a master’s from Long Island University, and a leadership position in the local NAACP. My mom attended a mix of public and private schools before going to Smith College, where she graduated in 1977. Andrew and Lynn eventually met when they were both working in corporate banking in New York City; they moved first to Jersey City and then to Maplewood, New Jersey, where they had me.

         Throughout my childhood, Andrew coached my softball and soccer teams; he was on every town board you could possibly imagine—planning, zoning, events, and more. In his spare time he built, by hand, two ponds (or “water features,” as we call them in the suburbs) in our backyard, filled them with koi and other fish, frogs, and turtles, and then started the town’s official “Pond Tour” and often spent summer Saturdays observing neighboring ponds and offering suggestions for better filtering solutions. Throughout my childhood he would run through interests; I learned how to bowl, change the water in a series of large complex home aquariums that I was responsible for minding while he was out of the country for work, strip and stain furniture, fly a stunt kite competitively, properly store a comic book, and slingshot the squirrels who ate our homegrown heirloom tomatoes, all because of his obsessions of the moment. I inherited that penchant for hyperfocused, short-period fixation; it haunts me every time I see a half-finished cross-stitch.

         As a stay-at-home mom, Lynn had time. While my dad commuted to work in the city almost every day, Lynn never missed a parent-teacher conference, an impressive feat since she was also deeply involved in our community, whether it was running the town library for a time, organizing the church rummage sale for years, volunteering with the church homeless sheltering initiative, hand making me a series of first-day-of-school outfits (which I scorned, like any nineties child presented with handmade clothing), or shuttling me back and forth from the ice rink to school to the softball field. Our days together often started at five in the morning. She never complained, even after an older high school girl on my synchronized skating team had the audacity to show up for the carpool hungover and threw up in the back seat.

         It’s no accident that my parents were like this. They were products of their time, growing up in an era when they saw their parents’ rights finally written fully into law for the first time (if not fully enforced). By the time they were of an age to attend school in Chicago and the Bronx, Brown v. Board of Education had been the law of the land for only half a decade. The civil rights movement ensured that they could potentially live that American dream and forge themselves better lives than their parents had been born into, and they had the same plan for me. Even with all the legislation that was supposed to level the playing field, they were overachievers, and they had to be in order to be Black in the America they grew up in and achieve what many middle-class white families simply saw as “normal.”

         Achieving that normality meant that I was used to situations like the dining hall that afternoon, being one of a few Black kids in a room. In Maplewood, this was what my softball teams looked like, my classrooms, my extracurriculars at the YMCA, and the three-hour Dungeons and Dragons class I took every summer weekday. I was the only Black girl on my synchronized skating team, and one of three who skated regularly at my rink.

         It rarely stuck out to me, because while we were fewer, we were mighty, and I’d always had Black friends. My closest friends during my freshman year—as my mother often commented—made up one of the most peculiarly broad groups at Columbia. We looked like the diversity Maplewood Realtors bragged about in their open-house pamphlets.

         Naively, I’d assumed that what my mother also often said would remain true at Taft. “You’re so good at making friends, Kendra,” she would remark from time to time, usually after she’d picked me up from someone’s house. “It’s quite remarkable; your group is constantly bringing new people in. You’re all so welcoming.” With our penchant for anime, Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings fan fiction—and, again, the fact that many of us made our parents pay for summer classes in which we simply sat in an empty classroom and played D&D all day while Mr. Davidson’s old VHS recording of The Star Wars Holiday Special, complete with period original commercials, played quietly in the background—we weren’t exactly popular, but we were a fun band of misfits.

         Groups of misfits often do that, coming together and welcoming anyone else who doesn’t quite fit in with the mainstream crowds. And this did remain true at Taft—just not in the way I thought it would.

         I wasn’t trying to be besties with George, Frank, or any of the other kids who sat down with us at that first meal, but I also assumed that by virtue of the fact that our parents had taken it upon themselves to introduce us, we would at least remain semifriendly for the remainder of our time at Taft. But that was not to be the case either.

         I made polite, quiet small talk with the table before making my excuses at a quarter to one. Every child at the table was white, except for me, and so I was the only one who had to attend the students of color orientation.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I didn’t know it yet, but I was to be the first Black American legacy student to graduate from the Taft School. It would take a year or two before a bitter pride in that knowledge replaced the mortification I felt every time it was brought up like clockwork in front of an auditorium full of people during Black History Month.

         Knowing this would not have changed the way I entered my orientation that afternoon.

         My parents, bless them, started off as Respectability Politics Black People, which perhaps you have guessed as I was a legacy admit to a New England boarding school. My mother couldn’t understand a rap lyric until approximately five and a half years into the Obama presidency. You could have played her a De La Soul track followed with anything by Outkast and she would have told you that they sounded exactly the same and that she couldn’t understand a single word that those young men were “saying,” while also hazarding a guess that everyone involved needed to pull up their pants.

         While Lynn did often comment that I was quite good at making friends, the friends that I made were a reflection of the world my parents were trying to build for me.

         Chances are if you’re a New Yorker, you’ve lost a loved one to our manicured lawns and Hollywood-Rom-Com-for-Boomers town festivals like Maplewoodstock. But the schools are a huge part of the appeal. Six elementary schools feed into two middle schools, which then feed into Columbia High School, all shared between Maplewood and South Orange, the college town next door.

         And they are good schools. Fights and all, I was mostly comfortable there, and had been in all top Level Four classes since entering the leveling system in the sixth grade.

         The way it worked, you could be in Level Two, Three, or Four, or, once you got to high school, AP classes. I, personally, have no firsthand knowledge of what went on in Level Two or Three classrooms, because Lynn James simply wouldn’t have allowed it. The way Lynn told it, those classrooms represented the very picture of anarchy, filled with Ashleys and LaTasias and other misbehaving students who had zero interest in learning and teachers who had even less interest in teaching them. I was told I would be bored by the level of work in those classes, tortured by lesson plans that catered to the lowest common denominator and nothing else, because teachers in those classes didn’t teach so much as they just handed out a single photocopied worksheet at the beginning of the period before leaving to chain-smoke behind the gym. And when I had to sit in unleveled nonacademic classes—say, a health class with Darius, for instance—their warnings all seemed to be quite accurate.

         I absolutely could have been a Level Three Algebra 1 student, but Columbia knew better, even before helicopter parenting became en vogue. No one wanted a visit from Lynn. I’m sure the call over the summer to make sure I was in Level Four was bad enough.

         The levels you were placed in pretty much determined who your friends would be. It was easier to slip into a Level Four class if your parents could afford workbooks from the prep section in Barnes and Noble, standardized test prep courses, or private tutors, but my mom also understood that alongside socioeconomic status, the Maplewood leveling system was also driven more by the color of a student’s skin than by their grades. It was harder for a Black or nonwhite Latinx student to move from Level Three to Level Four than it was for a white student to fall from Level Four to Level Three, and so the Level Three and Two classrooms were filled with students who, because they were no less intelligent than I was, were probably just bored out of their fucking minds. The deep racism and inequity in the system eventually caused the New Jersey ACLU to file a formal complaint against the school district.

         But this is all hindsight. Race and implicit bias weren’t talked about overtly. The messaging, as I understood it, instead boiled down to “You are here because you are smarter, and you must continue to be smarter to be here, or you will end up in classes with children who are not only less smart than you, but also bad.” Many of those “bad” children happened to be Black and brown.

         So while there were classrooms in Maplewood that were majority students of color, I had never been in one.

         That day, the students of color orientation room at Taft was filled with kids who looked, more or less, like me. Where the dining hall was a steady buzz of muted conversations bolstered by the occasional shout of greeting, the orientation room was bubbling with excitement.

         Groups had already formed. About twenty-five students sat with one another on top of desks or perched on the windowsills that lined the walls of this particular history classroom. Some seemed to already be in deep conversations, punctuated by laughter and the occasional clap. I froze in the doorway as the realization dawned on me: People knew each other already.

         Someone tapped me on the shoulder. “Take a name tag, please!” The tag affixed to her chest read “Mrs. Gallagher.” I recognized the name from my welcome packet; Mrs. Gallagher was to be my faculty advisor, and she was also the only grown Black woman I would see daily at Taft until my senior year. “Write your name down and find a seat.”

         As I wrote “Kendra” out in large capital letters, I started formulating a plan of my own. I wouldn’t hesitate when I straightened up from the table. I would confidently and determinedly find a seat and join a conversation. Every kid in this room did not know the others; we were all new students and that was impossible, I told myself.

         “If we could start quieting down, it’s five after one,” Mrs. Gallagher announced from behind me. “Everyone should start finding a seat. A seat, Miss Harris—c’mon, it’s year two and you are here to answer questions…”

         My eyes zeroed in on the far corner of the room, where two other girls sat next to each other. They weren’t speaking to each other or anyone else, and there was an open chair. I gave my name tag one last affirming pat to my chest and made my way over.

         “Hi!” I sat down in the free chair and turned to the first girl, tall and with box braids. She was wearing khaki Dickies, a white polo shirt, and red-and-white Jordans. She did not (nor would she ever) look particularly pleased to see me, but she nodded and grunted a hello.

         “I’m Kendra,” I tried again.

         “Hi, I’m Francine,” answered the second girl. In her, I saw hope; someone who looked as awkward in this room as I did, in her pleated skirt, unironically double-popped collar, and Chanel flats. Unlike my own outfit choice—dress-code-appropriate slacks from the Gap and an exceptionally shiny button-down shirt from the Limited Too—Francine seemed comfortable in what she was wearing. There hadn’t been a mini-argument that morning about a Pirates of the Caribbean shirt from Hot Topic in that house.

         But I think what I subconsciously zeroed in on was her hair, permed, but dull and dry. Another girl who had grown up in a house with a mother who didn’t force her kid to wrap their hair properly, and who also probably couldn’t braid beyond two perfunctory French braid pigtails. Frankly, the variety of hairstyles in the room overwhelmed me—from locs to intricate braids to perfectly shiny perms on the girls, and perfectly lined-up edges, fades, cornrows, and even a durag or two on the boys. I was especially shocked to see a durag present in such a formal setting; my mother hated them, my brother and father didn’t use them, they’d been banned inside Columbia, and I had zero context for the fact that they actually served a purpose.

         “Again,” Mrs. Gallagher said, a bit more bass in her voice this time, “if we could find seats.”

         “It’s nice to meet you,” I whispered back to Francine. “What year are you?”

         “I’m a fresh—lower mid,” she said, correcting herself into Taft’s parlance. It took time to get used to saying lower mid, mid, and upper mid, and absolutely no time to abandon upon graduation.

         “I’m a new mid.”

         “Where are you living?”

         “Congdon,” I answered. “You?”

         “Me too, second floor!”

         “I’m on the first floor in the corner.” I smiled, turning to the girl with the braids. “Are you in Congdon too?”

         “Mac House,” she answered after a moment.

         “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” said Francine.

         “Tamia. I’m a freshman.” Tamia had not sipped the Taft Kool-Aid.

         Mrs. Gallagher rapped her knuckles on the chalkboard. “All right, we’re going to get started.”

         Everyone in the room respected Gail Gallagher, that much was clear immediately. As soon as it was actually time to start, the room quieted down, and everyone seemed to magically find one of those aforementioned seats within seconds.

         “I’m Mrs. Gallagher,” she announced. “I think I’ve met about ninety percent of you”—that explained a lot, I decided, as groups of students waved back at her—“but for those who I haven’t, welcome to Taft! I am the director of multicultural affairs and admissions, and quite a few of you also have me as your advisor. If we’ve not scheduled a welcome meeting yet, you need to respond to my email right after this, all right? That kind of thing is your responsibility now. If you’re having trouble getting your email or internet access set up, you need to visit the tech center, yes?”

         This was where our orientation didn’t at all vary from the meetings other new students were attending, or the Congdon welcome meeting we’d all have to go to once everyone had arrived.

         Responsibility was a long-standing and overarching theme at Taft. It was baked into the very concept of boarding school. Sure, the phrase “in loco parentis” was used often, but as we were ultimately living away from home during our most formative years, we were also expected to display a level of maturity beyond that of our public school contemporaries.

         “To start we’re going to run through a day,” Mrs. Gallagher said, picking up a piece of chalk. She wrote a series of times down on the board, starting at 7 a.m. and ending at 6 in the evening. “Your first responsibility on Monday is going to be getting to breakfast by 7:45. Lower mids and mids must check in with the faculty on breakfast duty and sign their names. Breakfast is a required meal, friends, along with sit-down dinner. We’ll get to that.”

         “What if I’m not hungry?” asked one girl on the other side of the room. She was Puerto Rican, with a massive head of 3C curls.

         “Then, Maura, you’ll show up, sign your name, and learn your lesson when you don’t have time to eat again until noon.” Mrs. Gallagher rolled her eyes. “Depending on schedules, you’ll likely have two classes after breakfast, before Morning Meeting. Your Morning Meeting seating assignment is in your welcome packet and on a slip of paper in your mailbox. If you think you’re not going to remember your chair number, leave the slip in your box until Monday, then go collect it before Meeting.”

         “What’s Morning Meeting?” asked a boy to my right.

         His pronunciation threw me. The articulated “ing” was lost. Yet no one corrected him—almost as though the idea of speaking “Proper English” was a racist construct that meant nothing and didn’t actually matter.

         I started really honing in on everyone’s voice then. As Mrs. Gallagher explained Morning Meeting to the freshman, Langston, and the rest of the room, anxiety about my flat nonaccent ratcheted up.

         The idea of code switching was entirely foreign to me, and Francine had the same voice I did: flat, with just a hint of Valley Girl (but not too much), and fully formed suffixes that pleased the ears of white teachers.

         What I would now consider my “podcast voice” was then just my speaking voice, and it was, I thought, one of the main points of separation between the Black kids who were in Level Four and the Black kids who weren’t. Whereas I had no concept of what it meant to code switch, the kids in this orientation room were fluent. When gathered together, just us, they sounded like the kids I’d been subtly inoculated against for the majority of my life.

         My parents wanted the best for me, but I think that often came at the cost of my broader social development, leading to a mindset that can happen for Black kids who grew up in “diverse” (white suburban) environments being told that they were more intelligent than those around them: “Well, other Black kids didn’t like me because I was smart.”

         Maybe you’ve heard a variant of this complaint. “They didn’t like me because I liked nerd shit.” “They made fun of me because I got good grades.” “They didn’t like me because I was always reading.” “I got teased for turning in my homework on time.” “I don’t fit in because I do well on tests and quizzes.”

         Maybe you’ve said it yourself. I trust that I’m not going to shock you here when I tell you that you were wrong and explain that you absolutely got teased because you were an asshole, not because you weren’t dumb enough. I’m confident in saying this because, matters of race aside, we were all assholes in some way during adolescence. If you don’t believe me, ask the adult closest to you at age thirteen. I’ll wait.

         I was still an asshole at fifteen, and unprepared to be greeted and (later) befriended by a large group of teenagers who represented a larger swath of the diaspora than I’d ever been asked to consider before. It is one of the few eye-opening experiences I am thankful to Taft for, though I suspect it was completely unintentional on the school’s part. In the moment, though, I was terrified, sure that Francine would be my only friend at Taft. She looked as shell-shocked as I did.

         At the front of the room Mrs. Gallagher was still speaking, now gesturing for students to join her in front of the chalkboard. The Miss Harris she’d yelled at before was among them, standing out as the only person in the room wearing pants that did not have a zipper. The ties on her basketball shorts were long enough that they bounced against her thighs as she moved.

         “Has everyone connected with their Old Boy or Girl?” Mrs. Gallagher asked. “If you’re not doing dinner with your parents tonight, definitely take the opportunity to eat with them. Pick their brains; they’re an amazing resource.”

         I had not yet connected with my Old Girl. I do not remember my Old Girl’s name either, as we spoke a grand total of two times. She was white and had brown hair and I think she was on the crew team. Let’s call her Karen. She was not an amazing resource.

         “So, I graduated from Taft in…well, let me not date myself like that,” my advisor-to-be said with a chuckle as her student volunteers situated themselves. “And even then, Taft was a culture shock. I mean…I don’t know about you, but this is an entirely different world than what I left back home.”

         There were murmurs of agreement, and I went out of my way to join in. Now, I sensed, was not the time to announce that I had been coming up to Taft for reunions and visits for a decade. Just prior to applying, I’d been here for the unveiling of that new skating rink and to watch my dad be voted in for a term to the school’s board of trustees.

         Mrs. Gallagher leaned back against the chalkboard. “None of that’s really in the handbook, yeah?” The students who had joined her at the front all let out conspiratorial snickers as they nodded along.

         “My middle school looks a lot like Taft,” Francine whispered to my side. “Not that different.”

         “My high school was huge,” I said. “But, yeah…different.”

         Time has changed this conversation, thankfully, “different” no longer standing for “whiter than you might be used to.” We’re allowed to be blunter now, as the Overton Window for Talking About Race in America has been moved enough to the left that white people are now more comfortable with the idea of people of color explicitly discussing race in spaces they consider their own. Thank God for This Is Us, I guess.

         Jaded after months of dealing with microaggressions at my first school admissions job, I started whispering my own advice when I was alone on campus tours with Black parents. “I don’t know what your background is—like where you live or what you do or anything. It doesn’t matter,” I would say to them. “A lot of the white kids at this school will have come from privilege, and whether or not you and your kid have a different lived experience or not, they will very likely assume that you do. You’re gonna deal with everything from unintentional microaggressions to outright racism. And I’m saying that like…in general. That’s going to be every school you apply to, not just here.”

         In some cases that speech was probably too blunt (the tristate area preschool application game is discouraging enough before you are assigned to southern New York’s most maudlin admissions rep), but it contains the information I wish I had received, if only for the questions it would have prompted me to ask. Like, What do you mean by assume?

         “So let’s start our conversation—names, please, then we’ll take questions from new students,” Mrs. Gallagher prompted, pointing at her Von Trapp lineup of students at the front of the room. I had no idea what I was supposed to be asking.

         Miss Harris went first. “I’m Yara. Mid. I’m from Prep 9.”

         A few cheers and whoops went up from other students in the room. I did not know what Prep 9 meant. Neither did Francine, it seemed, when I looked over at her.

         “Charles, I’m a mid,” said the next boy. He was tall and dark-skinned. “I’m from Newark.”

         “NJ SEEDS!” one girl yelled back. Charles sighed.

         Thomas was the next to introduce himself, another Black mid—this time with cornrows, from Queens. He also shouted out Prep 9. When the next girl introduced herself (Becca, a senior from Yonkers), she added, somewhat reluctantly it sounded like, that she’d arrived at Taft via ABC.

         That one I knew! So did a shorter girl with locs and a skinny face; she visibly bounced in her seat when the program was mentioned. Even Tamia looked up.

         “What’s ABC?” Francine whispered.

         “A Better Chance,” I said. “My dad came here with that one.”

         “Oh. They’re all scholarship programs?”

         “I guess, yep. That’s why everyone knows each other, maybe?”

         “Are you…”

         “Nope. Are you?

         “No.”

         “I mean, I’m getting financial aid, though,” I clarified.

         “Oh,” Francine said. Whether she was as well would remain a mystery.

         When everyone had finished introducing themselves, Mrs. Gallagher spoke again. “All right—the floor is open. This is your chance to ask anything you might not feel comfortable asking your Old Girl or Boy,” she said. “There are no dumb questions. And obviously, if you think of something later, my office door is always open. If anyone wants to walk back there with me after this, I can show you. It’s right next to the mailroom. Questions?”

         The room was hushed for a second, in that way that always happens at first when you ask a group of adolescents to speak up.

         “I have a question.” The small girl with the locs was the first to speak.

         “Great. Introduce yourself first, please.”

         “I’m Tabitha—Tabi, please. I’m from Indianapolis and I’m a freshman,” she announced. “My question is where do you go to get your hair done here?”

         The room exploded with laughter; not because her question was a silly one, but because it turned the knob, slightly, on a release valve of awkward tension.

         I laughed too, absorbing every ounce of awkwardness that other students were letting out. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand the importance of the question—I went to Pam’s every six weeks like clockwork, as did my mom. I just didn’t care enough to think to ask it.

         Becca shrugged. “You just get nappy and then get it done when you go home for break. We’re out of here in like five weeks.”

         “Some students don’t travel home for every break,” Mrs. Gallagher corrected gently. “Tabi, you said you’re from Indiana?”

         The girl nodded. “I’m going home for Thanksgiving, but not in October.”

         “You’re in luck. My daughters, Jaz and Gina, love to do hair”—that got the attention of several of the girls in the room, before Mrs. Gallagher laughed and continued—“they’re six and eight, and practice on a Barbie. But, in all seriousness, it can be a challenge. My suggestion is always that you coordinate with one or two other girls for appointments on the same day—early in the day, you know how it can be—and then let me know. Even if I can’t drive you into Waterbury and wait, I can come pick you up, or vice versa.”

         Watertown’s more metropolitan (in that it had buildings with more than six stories and was technically a city) neighbor, Waterbury, had a larger Black and Latinx population, meaning they had the Black salons that Watertown didn’t. The majority of Taft students could walk down to the local barber on Main Street or hit the Supercuts just a bit farther down the road; easy and, most important, walkable from campus.

         Black students usually had to hike to Waterbury via public bus, an expensive taxi, or Mrs. Gallagher’s generosity. Though, she added, “At least one person will set up a salon in their dorm room by the time we get to second semester. Same with the boys—someone will bring a pair of clippers back after fall break before Halloween. We make do.”

         This wasn’t Taft’s fault, exactly. Watertown’s demographics were what they were and did not warrant, I guess, a Black hair salon. And, it wasn’t as though the school had a campus barber for white students while refusing to serve the Black ones. But at tens of thousands a year and an endowment that rested comfortably in the hundreds of millions, you would think that entire segments of your student body wouldn’t be forced to simply “make do.”

         As students continued to call out their questions, I started hearing the same few cities mentioned repeatedly. The various boroughs of New York seemed to be the most represented; the city kids also seemed to come from whatever Prep 9 was, along with some from Oliver Scholars. NYC was followed closely by Newark and other large Jersey cities, which sent a lot of kids from NJ SEEDS. A question about her Jordans and the dress code revealed that Tamia was from Boston. Tabi was, of course, from Indianapolis, and when Francine finally raised her hand, I learned that she was from Athens, Georgia.

         “Is joining TAALSA a requirement?” she asked.

         “What’s TAALSA?” Dante, one of the Prep 9 Brooklyn kids, shouted out.

         “The Taft African American Latino Student Alliance,” said Mrs. Gallagher. She looked bemused upon meeting Francine’s eye again. “No, it’s not required.”

         “But we meet every Wednesday night at seven after dinner!” someone shouted out before the conversation moved on.

         I have always been bad at thinking up questions in the moment. I arrive at job interviews with at least five questions planned, and then spend the conversation praying that the hiring manager does not inadvertently answer them before they ask, “Do you have any questions?” leaving me to vamp incoherently and hope to God that they haven’t noticed that I’ve sweated through my blouse.

         When Mrs. Gallagher asked the same question, it felt as though she was staring straight at me, although I could have sworn that there were other new students in the room who also hadn’t spoken up.

         I would have questions, sure. But I hadn’t even slept a night in my dorm room yet; questions about breakfast, finding my way around, Honor Code, athletic requirements, and the like would come with time.

         Other questions—from the basic practicalities about where to go to get one’s hair done, to the more philosophical ponderings about whether or not to join an affinity group—simply didn’t occur to me yet. No one was saying the words “race,” “privilege,” “Black,” “Latinx,” or “white” aloud; I wasn’t yet at the point where I thought I needed to ask why being not white at Taft in 2003 would be such a big deal.

         My parents (my dad especially, I figured), wouldn’t have sent me there if it were.
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