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Pre-Admissions (Otherwise Known As How I Got Here in The First Place)

Dear Barry Manilow,

It’s me (again). I was just wondering if you got my last letter where I suggested maybe doing a sequel to “Copacabana”? It’s basically just the best song in the world and I have already listened to it a thousand times. I hope you don’t mind that I put it on my mix tape from the radio because I still bought your album, and I just want Lola to have a happy ending after all, because I think we’re all a little bit Lola. At least I am, I think, and I want a happy ending for me one day, so please, Barry (can I call you Barry?) would you consider a follow-up song? I don’t have any ideas for it except that Lola maybe opens a new nightclub and hires thugs to not let Rico in or something.

Love always,

Rachel

 

I was the student who looked good on paper but who nobody really wants at their school, even when they think they do. At fourteen, I was a two-hundred-pound bundle of neuroticism with hair so frizzy it looked like I had just stuck my finger in a socket. My spine was misaligned from scoliosis, I had pockmarks on my face from trying to solve an acne problem by popping zits with a hatpin I found in my mother’s medicine cabinet, and because of my size, my wardrobe choices were limited to matronly clothing from Dress Barn. 

“Did they really have to call it Dress Barn?” I complained when my mother took me there for back-to-school shopping. “I already get mooed at every day, so why someone put “barn” in the title of a clothing store for plus-sized people is  beyond me.” 

“This isn’t a plus-size only store,” Mom retorted, thumbing through the clearance racks and holding up a shirt with a watering can pattern on it to see if it belonged in the “yes” pile. “There are clothes for thin people here, too.”

And there were, but it felt like a tease. In those days, back in the mid-nineties, the store was separated into two sections—“regular” and “plus,” although “plus” was called “Women’s” to be less obvious about it. 

The clothes weren’t the same on both sides of the store. The regular side had nice, normal clothes that a girl my age would happily wear—jeans and cute tops and trendy dresses, while the Women’s side had clothing for grandmothers and people who worked in offices to wear with support-top pantyhose. 

I told my mother I wasn’t wearing any shirts with watering can patterns on them and we left, stopping by Sears for a few jumpers that fit me so I could go to school looking somewhat reasonable and not like a two-hundred-pound girl in a watering can shirt with hair that Gene Shalit would envy. 

I had been yanked out of public school in the middle of sixth grade because I was failing socially and academically. “Failing” to my parents meant Cs, and when I got my first C, I was sent straight to St. Maria’s, a local Catholic school, to finish out the rest of middle school. 

“Rachel needs a small environment,” my mother told the principal, Mrs. Lester, at St. Maria’s during our tour and interview. “She doesn’t do homework and I found these letters to Barry Manilow in her math notebook so clearly, someone needs to keep an eye on her.” 

Mrs. Lester, cleverly referred to for no reason whatsoever as “Mrs. Molester” by my new classmates, warned me that this was a strict environment that required dedication and hard work to succeed, so I would have to do my homework and not doodle or draw comics or write letters to Barry Manilow or anyone else while I was at school.

And we would play a twisted game of cat-and-mouse for the next two-and-a-half years, with me attempting to hide at every turn and being caught every time. It seemed like I had spent my entire life trying to hide from other people so I could do what I wanted to do. I didn’t want to read books like “A Wrinkle in Time” when I was already immersed in the world of James Baldwin on Beale Street and in the sometimes-veiled pleas for civic action in the poetry of Langston Hughes. I didn’t want to learn how to use a protractor in math when I was trying to write a play based on “Diff’rent Strokes”, and I didn’t want to sit there and read passages from an Earth Science textbook when I thought all rocks looked the same, like the students at St. Maria’s.  

I told everyone at St. Maria’s that I was going back to public school immediately so don’t bother to get too close to me, but it didn’t happen, and I stayed there until 8th grade graduation. I didn’t generally get into trouble, but I think I annoyed people. 

In religion class, Mr. Lindstrom, who also taught history, told us that everyone who didn’t believe in Jesus was going to hell. I raised my hand and told him about half my family was Jewish and asked if my grandfather was in hell. Mr. Lindstrom stared at me, his face reddening, and resolutely repeated that if you didn’t believe in Jesus, you had to go to hell. I was upset, but it was a blessing in disguise because Mr. Lindstrom left me alone after that, mostly just pretending that I wasn’t there.  

I won the History Award at graduation, along with being Salutatorian. Because it was a Catholic School, the Salutatorian got to read a passage from the Bible at graduation, so I did what I was told, no one asking whether I believed the things I was told to recite. 

 

Dear Barry Manilow,

Hi, it’s Rachel. I just wanted to know what you thought about this because you’re Jewish and I’m Jewish, but my parents made me go to Catholic School because they said I needed more supervision and that I wasn’t allowed to get Cs ever again. They also said I had to stop writing to you but don’t worry, I still can, even if I have to wait until they fall asleep during Married… with Children to do it. Anyway, the religion teacher told me my grandfather is in hell because he was Jewish and I figured you probably know more about religion than Mr. Lindstrom does, so I thought I would ask you what you thought. I don’t think I believe in Hell, or even Heaven, exactly, I think I believe that death is  just…nothingness, Like you don’t cry but you don’t laugh either, so it probably isn’t exactly fun, but I don’t think people get sorted based on things like religion because who even wants to believe in a god who would do that to people who are nice? Like is my grandma’s friend Gladys going to hell, too? She just adopted a kitten named Buttons and I was allowed to cat-sit for him when she went on vacation to visit her son. I’ll send you a picture of me and Gladys and Buttons the next time I write. 
 

Love always,

Rachel

 

Overall, Catholic school was much worse than public school. Our library was nonexistent, there weren’t any computers, we had to go to church every Wednesday instead of going to class, and my entire grade had eleven kids in it. To make matters worse, the head priest had just eloped with the head nun, leaving the choir in shambles and the churchgoers murmuring in shock, quietly switching to St. John’s in the next town over when the news hit the papers. 

But that wasn’t the reason I hated the school. I hated it because it accomplished most of what my mother wanted—I could not hide. I did the best I could; I could sometimes get away with pretending to take notes while writing poems and stories and plays and yes, even my forbidden letters, but some teachers had caught onto me and made me sit in the front row to ensure that every word I wrote in my notebook was related to things like memorizing prepositions or knowing the definition of a gerund. And no one appreciated my humor when we talked about dangling participles and I said, “I thought we were only supposed to talk about dangling participles in Health Class” and got detention for it. 

The school put on a play of the story of St. Bernadette in my last year there. We had to watch a movie about her life and then draw parts from a hat. I drew the slip of paper for Bernadette and cringed when I saw the video later, of me dressed as St. Bernadette in the only clothes they had in the drama department that fit me, which was a tent-sized denim dress and a scarf on my head. 

Then we did a series of lessons on Greek Mythology. I was happy because this was a subject I had loved ever since I was a little girl and my mother read one myth a night to me at bedtime. I had written poems about Hades and Persephone and some of the other gods and goddesses, so I thought this would be “my thing.” Unfortunately, I even failed in that lesson because I made the mistake of asking Mrs. McCann why these stories were called myths and Bible stories weren’t.

“Because the Bible is real,” she said, her permanently pursed lips pursing even more tightly. 

“But some people believe Zeus is real,” I countered. 

“But he isn’t,” she said.

“You can’t dismiss a religion as stories just because it isn’t yours,” I argued, never knowing when to quit. 

I got another detention and when I was done serving that one, I came back to find that everyone had been assigned a Greek god or goddess to portray. We had to dress like the god or goddess assigned to us, draw a picture of a crest depicting things the deity was known for, and go to the first-grade classroom dressed in “Grecian” garb and pretend we were the real gods and goddesses.

Because of being in detention, I had missed out on choosing the god or goddess I wanted to represent, and the class held a vote in my absence. Everyone’s desk had a piece of paper on it, face-down, with the name of their deity on it. I had dreamed of being Aphrodite, but I knew it wasn’t going to happen, and Persephone wasn’t a choice, axed from the list along with Hades. 

Instead, I had been voted the ‘Class Athena’ and although she wasn’t my favorite goddess, she was the goddess of wisdom, which was why they gave her to me, I figured. Generally, the other kids thought I was from Uranus but they also thought I was smart, so Athena, it was. A small, nerdy kid named Tyler got Hephaestus, so I knew at least I wasn’t the worst deity there. Tyler dared to challenge Mrs. McCann and asked why he had to pretend to limp around like Hephaestus while she didn’t, and Mrs. McCann said, “That’s the way the cookie crumbles” and Tyler suggested that since Mrs. McCann hadn’t been given a deity, she could be “the class wench”. She marched over and smacked him on the head with a newspaper for that. 

And then there was Black History Month. Mrs. McCann stood in front of the class and excitedly told us that because of this, we would all have to read a book, any book, by or about a person of color and present our report to the class and then the book we chose would be included in her personal Diversity Library, which was, at that time, an empty shelf. 

She looked me squarely in the face and said, “Rachel, I know this one is right up your alley.”

Except it wasn’t. I already read books by authors of color all year round and I was offended that the school was trying to shoebox them into a special month, implying that we were encouraged to read these books only in February when they were perfectly good every other month of the year and belonged beside all the other books, not segregated into a “Diversity Library” like Jim Crow-era bussing and water fountain laws except for books instead of people. 

I could have chosen any book. I had already gotten in trouble the year before for hiding “The Color Purple” by Alice Walker inside of a math book, I had done a project on Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” during an academic camp I attended in the summer of sixth grade, and I was obsessed with Langston Hughes and James Baldwin, so I didn’t even need to read a book for the assignment because I already read them, and I read them because they were good and not because of the race of the person who wrote them. 

So instead, I did a report on Tito Jackson, using multiple books about the Jackson Five and the Jackson Family in general to compile my book report. I stood in front of the class and held up a large, grinning photo of Tito Jackson, proceeding to talk about his great contributions to the world in the form of adding the right vocal pitch to tie together songs like “Mama’s Pearl” and “Stop (The Love You Save)” which relied mostly on expertly skilled harmonizing to work. 

Everyone stared in confused silence and Mrs. McCann dragged me by the ear to Mrs. Lester’s office for “Ruining Black History Month.” 

“She gets an F,” Mrs. McCann said, shoving me towards a too-small chair in the corner of the Principal’s Office and slamming the door. “She made a mockery of the entire Diversity Day assignment, and she did it on purpose.” 

I was ordinarily shy, but this was a battle I wanted to fight. “Was there a problem with my report?” I asked. 

“YES,” Mrs. McCann said. “The PROBLEM was that it was about TITO JACKSON.” 

“No, I meant a technical problem,” I said. “Did I spell anything wrong or use gerunds incorrectly?” 

“No,” Mrs. McCann said. “You just didn’t do the right assignment.”

“Yes, I did,” I said. “You said we had to do a report on a book by or about a person of color. Is Tito Jackson not Black?”

Mrs. Lester stared at us in bewilderment and finally said, “Um, may I read this report?”

“Sure,” Mrs. McCann said, handing it to her. “It was supposed to be a two-page assignment and of course she had to wax poetic about Tito Jackson for six pages.” 

Mrs. Lester read the report and made her ruling. First, she told Mrs. McCann that I had followed her instructions and that she had to give me an A, because if she read any other book reports that weren’t well written but had higher grades, it would be unfair, and added that it was a rather good report on the life and times of Tito Jackson. Mrs. McCann sat there, open-mouthed and furious with disbelief that she had been overruled; my facial expression matched hers, mostly because Mrs. McCann had been there even longer than Mrs. Lester had and was considered the unofficial “Word of God” at St. Maria’s, with few, including Mrs. Lester or any other staff members, willing to override her. 

Then Mrs. Lester addressed me directly. “The problem, Rachel,” she said. “is that Mrs. McCann frankly expected more from you. We know you read, and we know you write. We expected you would serve as an example to your peers and instead you chose to make the entire project look ridiculous by choosing Tito Jackson as your subject. What I want to know is WHY?” 

“Because,” I said. “I read books by people of color all year and I thought it was racist to put the books on a different shelf and limit it to Black History Month when the books belong with any other book in American literature and should only be separated by genre, not the race of the authors. I read Shirley Jackson in July because I want to, and I thought the assignment was offensive.”

“Point taken,” Mrs. Lester said, and I was dismissed while Mrs. McCann stayed back. No one ever mentioned the incident again to me, although I did receive my report back with an A on it and no comments. I suspect Mrs. McCann was asking for some kind of punishment for me, Mrs. Lester said no, and the result was that I got to take my Tito Jackson report and pictures home instead of them being framed on the Diversity Wall outside of Mrs. McCann’s classroom. 

This is why I was the student schools thought they wanted but never actually did. They aggressively sought out students who did well on state tests because it made the schools look good and could increase their funding and enrollment numbers, but most of these schools didn’t have the resources to teach the students they were actively courting, becoming frustrated and eventually giving up and shooing them away with a diploma as soon as possible when the “desired” students got bored and started acting out because you could only sit there and do nothing for so many years before you got tired of it and couldn’t take it anymore. 

Because St. Maria’s was a private school and only went up to eighth grade, we had to go to a local public school to take a pre-high school test, the PSAT for 8th graders. The results only mattered if you were trying to get a scholarship to a competitive high school or to be accepted to an academically competitive high school at all.

One of the few things about me that didn’t annoy school administrators was that I thought bubble tests were fun. I loved sitting there with my sharpened pencils, waiting to open the little blue books they put on our desks. I don’t remember what my PSAT score was or if I was even told, since they came addressed to our parents in the mail, but I do remember that my mother screamed when the envelope arrived, telling her the scores.

She thought it would be “fun,” in her words, to send my scores to a bunch of sought-after high schools, some located nearly an hour south, in the Bronx and Manhattan. 

“It’s just to see,” she giggled, sending my applications in. “Just to see if they’ll take you.”

“I wanted to go back to public school,” I said. “You told me I could if I did well at St. Maria’s.”  

“Yeah, well, you’re not doing that,” she said, not looking up from a pile of packets from schools I didn’t want to go to, schools like Maria Regina, an all-girls school in the Bronx that my mother had wanted to attend when my grandparents were looking at high school admissions for her, back in the 60s. 

The letters poured in. I was a yes. Maria Regina wanted to pay me to go there; other schools offered scholarships as well, based mostly on the PSATs but also because we had already received word that I would be the year’s Salutatorian, denoting that my grades had passed the sniff test, too. I didn’t understand what the fuss was about; anyone could get good grades, I thought, if you just figured out what teachers wanted to see, and bubble tests were just filling out circles on a paper. 

And none of it meant anything, anyway. One of the questions on the PSAT was an analogy and showed a picture of a butterfly next to a picture of a board. Underneath was a picture of a caterpillar next to an empty space, and we had to choose what belonged there from four answers. I chose a spiral spring because it was flexible like a Slinky or a caterpillar and thought nothing of it except that analogies would be more fun if they made them more challenging. Later, other kids were talking about that question and thought it was from Jupiter because what did a butterfly and a caterpillar have to do with boards and springs?

“Because,” I said. “The butterfly’s body is inflexible and similar to the board, while the caterpillar’s body is flexible and bends, like the spring.”

“Oh, that’s good,” said Tom DiMarco, who ended up becoming our class’s Valedictorian. “Can I go change my answer?”

It was not possible to determine someone’s capability or “likelihood of success” with questions like these. They were about funding and they still are, and I was tired of liking bubble tests because all it did was get me into places where I didn’t want to be. I wished I had been smart enough to purposely do poorly on the test and go right back to public school, but my pride wouldn’t allow it. The only good things I ever heard, even sporadically, were that I was sometimes smart and sometimes funny, and failing a bubble test would have taken the only accolades I ever got away from me. 

But I didn’t end up going to Maria Regina, in the end. I would be going somewhere far, far worse, and I had no idea what was in store for me because if I did, I would have run for my life. 


Welcome To Hell, You’ll Love It Here

Dear Barry Manilow,

I have to go to high school. To be honest with you, I hate school. The work isn’t the problem, it’s more of a people thing. I don’t know why they don’t like me. I don’t think I ever told you, but I’m two hundred pounds and the doctor said I was “morbidly obese” and that sounded like he was telling me I was going to die, but I can’t stop eating. I think that’s probably why I don’t have any friends. When I was young and stupid, like in the sixth grade, I thought I would grow up and look like Jenny McCarthy from MTV and that high school would be great, but it doesn’t look like that’s going to happen. I even tried to change my name but people just laughed at me when I told them my name was Roxanne instead of Rachel. I’m not allowed to pick out my own clothes because my mom thinks I have bad taste and nothing I like comes in my size, anyway. I don’t know if you ever wished you were someone else before you were famous, but it sucks when no one likes you and also everyone got invited to this girl Valerie’s graduation party except for me, so I feel kind of shitty right now. Sorry to be a downer, but I really don’t want to go to school ever again and a new school is just a new place for new people to hate me. Anyway, do you know Tito Jackson? I have a story to tell him.  


Love always,

Rachel

 

“I just got a call from Mr. Greene,” Mom said at dinner one night. “He wants to meet you, Rachel.”

“Who the hell is Mr. Greene?” I asked, pushing my boiled chicken around my plate. “And why would he want to meet me if I don’t want to meet him?”

“Stop being so negative,” Mom said. “He’s the Admissions Director at The Woodyard School and he says they’re very interested in your application.”

“It was your application and I don’t want to go there,” I muttered. “I wanted to go back to public school.”

“You just want to go there so you can do whatever you want,” Mom said, pointing her fork at me. “I’m telling you right now, I’ve had it with that. You need a small school where they’ll keep an eye on you, a school with nice kids and good teachers, a school where they’ll make you learn real academics instead of just letting you doodle in the back of the room.”

“It’s not doodling,” I protested. “It’s mostly some short stories and comic strips and poems and stuff I wrote for fun. Also, I wrote a Broadway version of Welcome Back, Kotter; do you think Gabe Kaplan would be onboard for that? We could even, like, ask John Sebastian to do the theme song in the show.” 

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Mom snapped, exchanging annoyed glances with my father while I kept my head down, pretending I didn’t notice the rolled eyes and derisive looks. “That’s not school and that’s not even why people go to school. That’s stupid. Like that Tito Jackson nonsense you pulled? No one thought it was funny, Rachel, so you need strict supervision, and you did that to yourself.”

“I thought it was funny,” I shrugged.

“School isn’t there for your personal amusement,” Mom retorted. 

“Oh well,” I said. “If I have to go to a new school I’m going to hate, will you at least let me change my name to Roxanne?”  

“No,” Mom said. “That’s a hooker’s name and you have a beautiful name already.”

“Rachel is a lovely Old Testament name,” Dad added. “Our second choice was Rebecca, and if you were a boy, we considered Jason.”

“I love how creative everyone here is,” I said with a grimace. “Jason is also a lovely Old Testament name, right? I mean, seriously, I just wanted to go to school where I don’t have to be called Rachel M. because there are always five other Rachels in all my classes, so can’t I even just have my own name?”

“I’m warning you,” Mom said. “This is your last chance—”

“Rhoda,” I said.

“Why would you want to be named Rhoda?” Mom yelled. “That’s an ugly old lady name.”

“No,” I said. “You said, ‘This is your last chance’ and that’s from “Rhoda” when she left Minneapolis and went back to New York for her own sitcom.” 

“Stop living through old sitcoms and start living in the real world like everyone else does,” Mom said. “You’re not special and you have to play by the rules. And by this is your last chance, I did not mean Rhoda Morgenstern, I meant that we’re considering sending you to boarding school because we’re tired of seeing you slip through the cracks.” 

“I was just the Salutatorian at stupid St. Maria’s,” I argued. “How is that slipping through the cracks?”

“Because you think you can do whatever you want,” Mom said. “And I’ll give you some news, miss, you can’t. You have to do what everyone else has to do.”

“I’d rather have some Huey Lewis,” I said.

“WHAT?” Mom cried. 

“You said you were giving me some news,” I said. “So I said I’ll take Huey Lewis instead of your news.”

“Does she ever stop?” Dad asked, refusing to look me in the eye.

“She will if she’s at boarding school,” Mom said, shoving a packet towards me for an all-girls Christian boarding school in Connecticut. “So stop with your snide references and get with the program.”

“Can you at least get me excused from gym this time?” I asked. “I have documented asthma and scoliosis, so I don’t have to do it but you have to send them the letter.” 

“Nope,” Mom said. “You try every trick in the book to be lazy, but once again, you’ll be like everyone else, you’ll do what they do, and you’ll like it or it’s off to boarding school where you can plead your case to them, but the discussion is closed.” 

Great. I didn’t know anything about The Woodyard School except that it was a private school in Katonah, one of the richest towns in the county, which meant the chance of meeting entitled assholes would be increased by at least three hundred percent. The packet from the school highlighted activities like rugby, the school colors were a nauseating maroon and navy blue, and the school mascot was a weird looking pirate with a feathery hat who apparently represented “The Woodyard Cavaliers.”

***

Mom laid out my outfit the night before our interview with Mr. Greene, a black jumper with a striped shirt underneath and pantyhose a few shades too dark for my Wednesday Addams-tinted skin. In the morning, I resolutely put it on, now determined solely to avoid boarding school and to just play ball with my parents. Mom yanked a brush through my thick curls, snapping a brown barrette firmly in place. 

“There,” she said. “See how nice you look if you just try?”

“I look like Sam Kinison,” I said. 

“Don’t say that man’s name at the interview,” Mom shrieked. “You go, you be nice, you act normal, and you love everything. And you don’t mention ANY OF THOSE REFERENCES, no Sam Kinison, no Peg Bundy, no Redd Foxx, no Andy Kaufman, none of it.”

“Is Sherman Helmsley or Jaleel White allowed?” I asked.

Mom held up the boarding school packet threateningly and I sighed and wordlessly got in the car, holding “my” admissions packet and a folder of work I had done from middle school that Mom handpicked for me to bring to Mr. Greene. 

The drive took about twenty-five minutes. I asked my mother if I could play my mixtape on the way and she said yes but changed her mind the second “Billy (Don’t Be a Hero)” came on and turned on the radio instead, which was unfortunately in the middle of “If This Is It” by Huey Lewis And the News. 

Before I could say anything, Mom immediately said, “One word from you and it’s Conway Twitty for the rest of the day. And boarding school.” 

When we got to Woodyard, Mom’s eyes lit up at the pristinely manicured lawn and the sight of meticulously dressed brown men pruning shrubs. A quaint cottage that said “Headmaster Feinstein” on the faux-rustic mailbox was near the entrance, and the school loomed menacingly in the distance.

I stared dismally out the window, taking in the view. There weren’t many flowers, mostly because the whole yard had been turned into a rugby field, and I felt like singing “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” but I knew Mom would take it as a “snide remark” even though she liked Peter, Paul and Mary as much as I did. 

“Oh, I forgot to tell you,” Mom said excitedly, pointing at a brick building on the outskirts of the campus. “That’s an ice-skating rink! You can ice skate here as an elective or during a free period!”

“Because I’m good at that and super coordinated,” I said. “Just call me Tonya Harding.” 

“…boarding school,” she said. 

I put my game face on when we got out of the car at a small stone building that said “Admissions” in front. We walked inside and the first thing I noticed was that everything in the room was beige except for the receptionist’s maroon hair. I wanted to ask if she was doing maroon hair for school spirit because it was a school color, but I kept my mouth shut.

“Is this our Rachel?” the receptionist cooed, clasping my hands in hers. “Oh, what a lovely girl she is. I’m Mrs. Greene and it’s such a pleasure to meet you. I must tell you, we were so impressed with your application.” 

“Hi,” I said, and Mom nudged me out of the way to chat with Mrs. Greene. From what I could discern, they were talking about how this was the perfect school for a creative student, a school that would allow individualized education, including creative writing classes and clubs, a new black box theater that put on student-written plays, and plenty of guidance from my academic advisor, who could be any member of the faculty I chose but who would probably be Mrs. Rothman, the creative writing chairwoman. 

“I didn’t get in yet,” I said to no one, and no one answered me. 

Mr. Greene rushed out to greet us. A short, portly man in a gray suit with a practiced smile, I disliked him on sight. He looked like a used car salesman except he was there to sell school admissions and not cars. 

“So this is the famous Rachel,” he said heartily, shaking my hand so firmly that his fingerprints stayed on my hand for a half-hour. “Please, please, we’ll start with the tour and then finish up in the office.” 

The campus was huge. The main building was for high school classes, mostly, and down a hill through the woods that felt a mile long was a secondary building where the black box theater was, in addition to classes for middle school students and the science classrooms with laboratories. 

There was a dining hall with chefs and the food was included with tuition so a student could eat breakfast, lunch, and even dinner there, because Woodyard doubled as both a day school for local students like me and as a boarding school for kids who came from the city and went home on weekends. I admired the Coke machine and Mom stepped on my foot because I was too obvious about looking like I was thinking about how to politely interrupt Mr. Greene to ask if I could have a dollar for a soda, which, to be fair, I was. 

He proudly showed us the computer lab, which had been newly renovated and filled with state-of-the-art computers, complete with full internet access. This was considered a big deal in a time when Smartphones hadn’t even been invented yet and flip-phones, which were called “Carson Daly phones” because he pitched them endlessly on MTV’s “Total Request Live,” were a year or two away from being mainstream enough for most people to own one. 

The computer lab was connected to the library, which he hurried us through; although it was pretty and had things like window seats that looked like book nooks, it didn’t have many real books. I felt embarrassed at the idea that anyone would think I should go to a school that didn’t even have a well-stocked library. How was I supposed to do research for my papers if they didn’t have books? Also, what was I supposed to do for fun when I inevitably didn’t have any friends, if they didn’t have anything for me to read other than a solitary book by G. Gordon Liddy about why he should be considered less shitty than everyone else involved in Watergate? 

After Mr. Greene was done telling my mother about how Woodyard was a perfect fit for a creative and unorthodox student like me, we went back to his creatively beige office for the interview process.

“So, Rachel,” he said, thumbing through my portfolio and transcripts. “What do you think of our school?”

“Can I quote Jon Lovitz from ‘The Critic’?” I asked. “Because it sti—”

“Ha, ha, what a kidder she is,” Mom pretended to chuckle, her eyes gleaming with a look that said, once again, “BOARDING SCHOOL.” 

“He wasn’t on the list of people I can’t reference,” I whispered. 

“What?” Mr. Greene asked. 

“Nothing,” Mom said. “We thought it looked like you had an impressive creative arts program. The black box theater was so innovative, and I think Rachel would love the chance to work on her writing with Mrs. Rothman’s Creative Writing Club.”

“I’ll be frank with you, Mrs. Marbach,” Mr. Greene said. “We want your daughter, and if you’re comfortable, we’d like to know the offers she’s gotten elsewhere and the price.” 

Wait, they were going to pay me to go to a fancy preparatory school and not, like, the other way around? Was that even normal? Also, why were they discussing my “price” like I was Beulah the Cow at a farm auction, something to be bought and sold and traded until it was off to the slaughterhouse for me? 

I sat there while Mom and Mr. Greene slid back and forth pieces of financial information, and I was given my acceptance packet and told to be excited because orientation would begin on the first day of school and would include “really fun” things like scavenger hunts and water balloons.

“I have a sun allergy so it’s best for me to stay inside,” I said. “It’s called tinea versicolor and you can look it up.” 

“You are funny!” Mr. Greene laughed. “We’ll see you in September!”

“I wasn’t kidding,” I said to the ground, giving up and trailing behind Mom and Mr. Greene as he said goodbye, a smug, self-congratulatory smile on his round, pink face serving as a silent self-pat on the back that he had been given a job, the job was to snow my mother, and he had successfully completed his mission. 

Mom practically danced to the parking lot after it was over. “They wanted you!” she shrieked. “A scholarship and everything! You just have to keep a B average to keep the scholarship.”

“Oh, this school looks hard,” I said. “I guess if I don’t keep a B average I have to go back to public school.”

“NO,” Mom said. “It means we have to pay money that I don’t want to pay, so you’re keeping that scholarship.” 

“Great,” I said, staring out the window, defeated again. I didn’t want to join the school paper or the literary magazine or the yearbook committee, I didn’t want to go to Mrs. Rothman’s Creative Writing Club, and I didn’t want to ice skate because the last time I ice skated, it was on a trip to Rockefeller Center with the Brownies troop my mother had insisted I join. Back then, I was six, got a bloody foot, and noped out of that activity for the rest of time, although I wasn’t averse to skating at the local roller disco, Sportland USA, because they at least played songs like “YMCA” while you roller-skated with your friends under a flashing disco ball that made rainbow-colored lights bounce off the walls while you tried to form the YMCA letters on skates with your arms without falling down. 

I didn’t want to go to The Woodyard School at all, but my opinion wasn’t considered “relevant information”, so Mom drove us home, immediately ordered my back-to-school clothes from a catalogue Mr. Greene had given her, filled with navy blue polo shirts and khaki pants, and I was ready to go. 

 

 

Dear Barry Manilow,

They’re making me go to a stupid prep school. I have to wear navy blue shirts every day and “dress shoes.” I don’t even know what dress shoes are because I thought they were platforms, but we were told no high heels allowed. My mom said if I don’t make it here that I have to go to boarding school and I don’t want to go there because at least with day school, they stop laughing at you when you go home, but at boarding school, there isn’t any home to go to so you don’t even get a break. I wanted to go to public school like a normal person. Why can’t I be normal? I think I would be my friend if I wasn’t me, but other people think I came here from Neptune. Anyway, thanks for listening. 


Love always,

Rachel


Freshmen, Freshwomen, Freshpeople, or Fresh Meat?: Year One

The summers usually felt endless, especially in the heat of late July, when you were tired of the heat, bored with family trips to Lake Osceola, and already went to Playland six times to ride the rickety old Dragon Coaster, a ride designated as being of “historical importance” for being the oldest wooden roller coaster in New York State. 

Playland was fun, mostly because there had been deaths on nearly every ride there. There was the girl who choked on her gum on the Dragon Coaster back in ’88, the drunk guy who stood up on the Dragon Coaster in ’89, the kid who drowned on the Ye Old Mill boat ride because he got out of the boat when the sign clearly said not to do that, and the Mind Scrambler, which was the best ride in the park until the third death closed it down. 

But when visiting the ghosts at Playland or over in Jersey at Action Park (otherwise known as Class-Action Park for being the deadliest amusement park in America) got boring, you knew it was time for summer to end and for school to start back up again.  

The summer before ninth grade was different; it flew by because I was terrified. There was an Accepted Students Day Luncheon for new kids that we went to in June. The intent was to try to pair us off to see if we could make friends before school started, and when we arrived, I immediately noticed there weren’t any other girls there.

“Where are the girls?” Mom asked a lady holding a clipboard with a lanyard around her neck that said her name, Ms. Nancy Santila. Ms. Santila, otherwise known as “Santila the Hun,” was the Dean of Students. She stood about six feet tall with wheat-colored hair and icy blue eyes, but she smiled kindly at me, seeing how terrified I was and how I was trying to hide behind my mother because I was so frozen in fear from being at the Accepted Student Day Luncheon. 

“Let me guess, is this Ingrid?” Ms. Santila asked gently, peering at me with a welcoming smile. 

“No, this is Rachel,” Mom said, pushing me forward to shake Ms. Santila’s hand. I was beginning to learn that there was a lot of firm handshaking required at prep school. Personally, I would have preferred a casual wave, or maybe a distant wave from the parking lot as we drove to a different school, or better yet, home.  

“Oh, that’s right,” Ms. Santila said, checking something on her clipboard and slapping a nametag on my shirt. “We’re glad to have you, Rachel. And, Mrs. Marbach, the other girls are around here somewhere, you know how they like to mix and mingle.”

Ingrid arrived right after I did. Her parents were from Jamaica and she was slim and dark-skinned with trendy clothes, so it was obvious why they mixed us up. Ingrid and I were introduced to each other; she looked me up and down and nodded politely, and I eagerly said hello, hoping that she would be a new friend, but this would not be in the cards. Ingrid and I sat at a table together and I futilely tried to make small talk with her.

“What music do you like?” I asked.

“Puff Daddy’s fine,” she said. 

“Oh, cool,” I said. “I’m into Japanese music right now. Also some theme songs and I actually got three whole albums of theme songs over the summer. I didn’t even know they made those!”

“Right,” she said, her eyes glazing over. 

“Also, not to brag, but we did see the Turtles live this summer,” I said. “They even did ‘Elenore’! Elenore, gee I think you’re swell, and you really do me well, you’re my pride and joy, et cetera!” 

An Ambassador came to the table pretty quickly, probably sensing that Ingrid was about to leave the luncheon and hitchhike home to get away from me. The Ambassadors were older students who were there solely to talk to the kids and parents about what it was like to be a Woodyard Student. This Ambassador’s name was Tamara and she was a junior who played field hockey on the school’s team. 

“Um, why aren’t there any girls here except for us?” I asked Tamara, interrupting a story she was telling us about something hilarious that happened in the locker room during a field hockey event.

“Oh,” she said. “They didn’t tell you? Woodyard was boys only until, like, ’89, and there are only four girls in your grade, I think. It was  a mess, from what I know, because, like, a lot of the old school teachers didn’t want to change to co-ed but they needed the money, so just try and avoid the teachers who don’t like girls, they won’t call on you and they don’t give you good grades, but don’t worry, there’s only like, five of them left, I think, and you can avoid most of them unless you take Latin or any AP classes.”

“I’m taking Latin,” I whispered, stunned at the news. No one told me I would be one of four girls in my entire grade. No one told me that there were teachers and students who didn’t think girls deserved to be at Woodyard and who wanted to vote us out. Oh well, I thought, if they decided to hold a new vote on it, I would go and vote myself out and back to public school instead of sitting here eating toast points and listening to field hockey stories from Tamara or being subtly hated by Ingrid for being a nerd and accidentally singing “Elenore” inside of a high school. 

At least I didn’t mention my obsession with Tony Orlando or God knows what might have happened, but it probably would have ended with me being tied to one of the old oak trees in the woods with yellow ribbons. 

Tamara introduced Ingrid to some other older girls who looked like popular kids, and I was left sitting alone at the table with my toast points. Luckily, I had been smart enough to bring a book from home in my purse and took it out. It was a trashy teen romance novel from the used bookstore at the Jersey shore, but it was a book just the same, and I could always count on those to be my friends. 

“Rachel!” Ms. Santila said, coming up behind me and taking the book out of my hand. “You have all the time in the world to read, don’t you want to hang out with some of your new friends?” 

She motioned to Tamara and Ingrid and the other girls clustered in the opposite corner of the room. I shook my head, trying to retrieve the book dangling from her skeletal fingers just inches away, and said, “No, I think I’d just like to read.”

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Mom said, taking the book from Ms. Santila like a twisted game of monkey-in-the-middle that would end with me not getting my book back until we got home. “Remember we said we weren’t going to bring books to the luncheon, Rachel?”

“But if you take a look,” I said.

“NO,” Mom said.

“It’s in a book,” I continued.

“What?” Ms. Santila asked, confused.

“A Reading Rainbow!” I finished, launching into the “Reading Rainbow” theme song since “singing theme songs” had accidentally been omitted from the strict list of instructions of things I wasn’t allowed to do at the Accepted Students Day Luncheon. 

“Books are wonderful,” Ms. Santila added. “But there’s a time and place for everything and right now, it’s about making friends! You never know, one of our kids might be your friend for the rest of your life, but you’ve got to put yourself out there.” 

“But there was time now,” I said, quoting Henry Bemis, the patron saint of bibliophiles from The Twilight Zone reruns my father watched on Sundays. 

My Burgess Meredith reference was ignored, and I found myself seated next to a chubby boy with glasses named Stanley. Stanley looked as thrilled to be at the luncheon as I did, so I assumed he might be nice.

“So, what do you like to do?” I asked, avoiding the music question since it had gone over like lead with Ingrid. 

“Chess,” Stanley said, looking past me and at the clock.

“I play, too,” I said. “You got a board on you? Do they have any here?”

“How should I know?” he asked. “This luncheon is for new students, so no, I don’t know where they keep the chess boards and no one carries one around with them, anyway.”

“Oh,” I said, deflated. “Right.”

Stanley and I sat there in silence, our growing mutual dislike apparent. Ms. Santila came over again, this time with Stanley’s parents and mine in tow. “Looks like Stanley and Rachel are really hitting it off!” she beamed, putting her thin, cold hand on my shoulder. “What are you two sitting here being all chatty about?”

Stanley’s parents liked my parents and vice versa; I had seen them talking near the punch and toast points buffet, and both sets of parents looked thrilled at the notion that Stanley and I had found a friend in each other. 

“Um, chess,” I said.

“She thinks people walk around with a chess board,” Stanley said. “Can I go home now?”

“Chess is great,” Ms. Santila cheered. “That’s a cool hobby for you guys.”

“Do you have, like, a chess team here?” I asked. 

“No,” she said. “But we do have photography as an after-school elective. We even have our own darkroom and everything.” 

“Okay, because those are the same things,” Stanley said.

“STANLEY,” his father thundered, a warning in his voice. 

“Oh, he’s just being our Stan,” Mrs. Stanley said, hugging her son and earning a rare smile from the sarcastic, expressionless boy. 

“Stanley, maybe you and Rachel would like to meet some of the other kids,” Ms. Santila said quickly, trying to create a diversion. “CJ over there is good at baseball. We don’t have a girls’ team yet but Stanley, you can go see what he’s up to and maybe you’ll make the team this year.”

“No thank you,” Stanley said. 

Stanley’s mother was anxious to please her son and suggested that perhaps they had enough fun for the day and would head home; my parents, easy to cave to peer pressure, agreed that we also had enough fun but couldn’t wait for school to start so the fun could continue. 

“Oh, are you sure?” Ms. Santila asked, a last-ditch plea to keep Stanley and me there. “We were just going to do some icebreakers with Miss Gwendolyn, she’s our drama teacher and so much fun.” 

“Bye,” Stanley said, leaving quickly, and I followed him out the door, knowing my parents would rather look like we were fitting in with someone, anyone at all, rather than being more humiliated by my attempts at socializing. 

“Well, that was fun,” Mom said in the car on the way home. “Stanley’s parents were so nice, we should have them over.”

“Those people got money,” Dad said. “The boy might look like a wet blanket but still waters run deep, and you bet I noticed that man had a Rolex on his wrist, so don’t decide anything on the Stanley situation yet, Rachel, give the lad a chance to grow into himself.”

“There’s no Stanley situation and can we listen to my mixtape?” I asked.

“No,” Mom waved me away. “We’re listening to my new Bobby Goldsboro tape because you brought a book after you promised not to.” 

“But I always promise not to bring a book and I always do it anyway,” I said. “Since we already know this, can we just put the mixtape on? Please? This one is good, it has ‘Alison’ on it, by Elvis Costello.”

“Absolutely not,” Dad said. “It wasn’t a bad song the first three hundred times they played it on the radio but there’s a limit to what a man can take.” 

So there were no books, no Elvis Costello, no chess team and only Ingrid, Tamara, Stanley, toast points, and a school where probably about a third of the faculty didn’t want girls there. Great. Excellent. I was definitely psyched for this. 

 

Dear Barry Manilow,

Yeah, the Accepted Students Day Luncheon was horrible. I don’t get why everyone had to say “luncheon” over and over again when “lunch” would have been fine, but whatever, I don’t have a say in anything that happens in my life. Everyone hated me and they took away my books like they always do. I mean, I feel like you were a guy who always fit in so maybe you don’t know what I’m talking about, but ask your wife, because maybe she does. I don’t know what she looks like or anything but I think she probably looks like Lola, except the first Lola before Rico came along and ruined everything for her. By the way, how come all the songs about girls have pretty names? No one ever writes songs about any Rachels. God, I hate this name. It’s so clunky. There’s your Lola and also Lou Reed’s Lola, and I tried calling myself Lolita once but my mom said that was a dirty name. I have no idea why, exactly, but it sounds like it belongs to a way prettier and better girl than I am, like a girl who people would have wanted to talk to at the Accepted Students Day Luncheon instead of someone who got made fun of for asking about a chess team. Also, if my name was Lolita, I wouldn’t be playing chess, I would have signed up for field hockey with this girl Tamara and maybe at least people would have tolerated me for five minutes instead of leaving me alone with toast points. By the way, why do rich people eat toast points? You can just buy a bag of croutons for fifty cents and get the same thing out of it, so you can add toast points to a list of things I don’t understand. 

Love always,

Rachel

 

***

 

I didn’t go to sleep the night before my first day of high school. From the dreaded Accepted Students Day Luncheon, I already knew not to expect too much, but it was the shred of hope that made me afraid; I wasn’t yet resigned to any fate and the hope that maybe, just maybe, there might be something good for me at school made it worse than if I had no hope at all. Wanting things makes you hurt if you don’t get them, I had discovered, but learning to live without hope that things would get better somehow made it hurt less when they didn’t. 

Mom had laid out my clothes as she would every day, but it didn’t particularly matter since they were all the same outfit in the same colors to abide by Woodyard’s dress code. At least I didn’t have to bother with a blazer and a tie like the boys did. 

When the alarm went off at 6:30, I threw on my school clothes and went outside to wait for the bus, which came at 6:50 every morning. I checked my backpack for all the required school supplies, although I knew they were there—Mom had taken us to Caldor’s and methodically checked each item off the list as we found it, everything from highlighters to Wite-Out to a specific style of Trapper Keeper to specific colors of notebooks and folders for each subject, with the neat labels of the subject in question printed neatly on the cover of each one.

At St. Maria’s, during the annual Scoliosis Check, I had been given a stern talking-to by the gym teacher. While I did have scoliosis, the talk wasn’t about that. It was because a nun had asked me to take off my shirt for the examination and I wasn’t wearing a bra. My breasts were bigger than average, and the look on the nun’s face when I shrugged and said I didn’t care if she saw boobs since she probably saw them all the time if she was medically qualified to perform scoliosis exams was priceless. So, I was called into a “special chat” with the gym teacher where I was told I had to wear a bra every day and also deodorant wouldn’t hurt. 

I had gotten to the point back then where the other kids were going to laugh no matter what I said or did, so I had decided to just be myself. If I forgot deodorant, who cared? If I didn’t want to wear a bra because the straps hurt and I didn’t know how to adjust it properly, why was it anyone’s business? 

In middle school, I cried in humiliation at being told that not only had I offended nuns but also that I had BO and needed to wear a bra; in high school, I didn’t give a shit. I wore both, anyway, but I didn’t mess with my hair too much and I forgot to put on makeup and acne cleanser. Whatever, for me, it was progress, but the bra straps felt uncomfortable, and I guessed women just learned to be uncomfortable all the time. 

The morning bus driver was a nice man with the unfortunate name of Bill Hickey. The other kids got on and said, “Good morning, Mr. Hickey,” and everyone would laugh like Adam Sandler himself had just gotten on the bus. I got to know Bill — I called him Bill because he said he preferred it — and although he was a man of few words, eventually, he would become my friend, sort-of, and I would always sit directly behind him on the bus so no one could bother me. 

I was shocked to see someone I knew board the bus. It was Roger Gardner, a boy I knew from elementary school. I remembered he was an athletic kid who was vaguely antagonistic, but he looked relieved to see me despite being one of my sworn enemies in the second grade, and plopped himself in the empty seat across the aisle from me. 

“What are you even doing here?” I asked. “What happened to public school?”

“Shit happened, that’s what,” Roger said. “My parents got mad about some stuff and thought I had to go to a quieter school or some crap like that, but I’m going back to public school at the end of the year. Maybe even in the middle of the year.”

I inwardly chuckled, remembering when I was the new kid at St. Maria’s, telling the other kids not to expect me to hang around for too long because I would also be going back to public school, but I didn’t press Roger. He looked small and sad, sitting across from me on the bus, and mostly, what I felt was surprised—surprised that a popular and athletic boy could have problems, too, and surprised that he had turned out to be a decent person with a face morose enough to match my own.

When we got to school, Ms. Santila was standing at the bus stop to greet everyone. “Rachel! Roger!” she said, checking our names off on her infamous clipboard. “Welcome, welcome. Remember, today isn’t an academic day, it’s a FUN day! Just go to the Great Room and you’ll hear all the details from the headmaster.” 

“The headmaster,” Roger shuddered in disgust. “Why are they so, like, FORMAL about everything? I have to wear a tie, I have to have a headmaster. This is totally not like when we had Vice Principal Hunt.”

“I remember him!” I shrieked. “Remember how mad he got when we used to call him Mike? I mean, that was his name, so I don’t get what the issue was.”

Roger burst out laughing. “Dude,” he said. “Vice Principal Michael Hunt. You can’t even make that shit up. What I want to know is who told him to be a middle school vice principal without changing his name? I mean, did he expect no one would notice?” 

“I know,” I laughed. “Man, it’s a different world here. No one named Mike Hunt, you’re in a tie, I’m in this navy blue garbage, that weird lady with a clipboard is everywhere you go—it’s just, like, not fun.”

“Well, my parents said that was why I had to come here,” Roger said. “For having too much fun, basically.”

“Me too,” I said, and we walked to the Great Room in silence, wondering why no one’s parents wanted them to have fun. 

The Great Room was on our daily schedule for Morning Meeting and although today was not an academic day, we still had to go to find out what the daily announcements were. Headmaster Feinstein would start each day with his announcements and then any students or staff who had news could raise their hands to be called on to share with the school. 

Other students filed in, and we were told where to sit because they had planned groups for the day’s activities, so I said goodbye to Roger and sat where the “really fun” drama teacher, Miss Gwendolyn, told me to sit. I looked around, wanting to see everyone in my grade and in the other grades. Since Woodyard was a 6-12 school, we all did Morning Meeting together although aside from that, they generally took pains to separate the middle schoolers from the high schoolers. Of course, they didn’t use normal terminology for that, either. Middle School was called “Lower School” and High School was called “Upper School.” 

A short man in a bright white toupee stood on the stage and older boys went up to him, boisterously shouting, “Fensty! My man! How was your summer?”

Ugh, I scribbled in my notebook. Apparently, I go to a school where they call the headmaster “Fensty.” I guess Buffy and Pookie will be here any minute. 

A frightening-looking man was standing next to Fensty. Obese with suspenders, glasses he probably called “spectacles” and small, mean eyes, I immediately knew this man would not be my friend, despite the same guys who greeted Fensty also greeting the other man with pats on the back, yelling, “OC! Long time no see!”

“Better be seeing you on the rugby field,” this OC man said to each of them. I would find out that this was the Assistant Headmaster, Mr. O’Callaghan, and that he was one of the faculty members who had spearheaded the campaign to “keep the school’s integrity and not permit entry to female students.” Basically, if you were a guy who played sports, you could take all his classes, get As in them, and call him OC. If you were a guy who didn’t play sports, you had to do some work to get good grades and not call him OC, and if you were a girl, you were advised to avoid his classes entirely and to duck and go the other way if you saw him in the halls.

Fensty kicked off the day with the Pledge of Allegiance, which I had come to expect as par for the course, and then moved right on to the list of the Fun Activities planned to help us get to know each other better. “Everyone, check under your chair,” he announced. “You have all been randomly assigned to a group, and the color of the Post-It Note under your chair denotes the group you’re in.”

I didn’t understand how this was random when they told me which chair to sit in, but fine. I gamely plucked the Post-It Note from under my seat and saw that it was lime green. Faculty members were stationed in different sections of the Great Room wearing hats that matched the color of the Post-its, and we were told to go find our assigned faculty member to kick off the fun. 

A tall, thin man with a weathered face and a friendly smile was wearing the green hat and I was relieved because he looked like a nice guy. “Westy!” older kids cried, high fiving him and showing him their Green Post-Its. 

Great, I added to my notes. They call this guy Westy? Fensty and OC weren’t enough? Are stupid nicknames a requirement for going here? 

“Westy” was Mr. West. He taught math and would be my Algebra teacher, according to my schedule. Later, I would learn his two favorite things in the world were his dog, Liesl, and a math song he made up called “SINE! COSINE! TAN!” which I never learned anything from but at least it was funny.

I looked at the other kids in the Green Group. It was hard to tell who was who since we were




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































