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            I don’t know if I’ll ever go home again.

            I don’t know who I’ve seen for the last time.

            —Safia Elhillo, “For My Friends, in Reply to a Question”

         

         
            What it must be like to be an angel

            or a squirrel, we can imagine sooner.

            —William Meredith, “Parents”

         

         
            . . . because even grief provides a living remedy

            —Marie Howe, “For Three Days”

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Epigraph

            	Contents

            	1

            	2

            	3

            	4

            	5

            	6

            	7

            	8

            	9

            	10

            	11

            	12

            	13

            	14

            	15

            	16

            	17

            	18

            	19

            	20

            	21

            	22

            	23

            	24

            	25

            	26

            	27

            	28

            	29

            	Notes & Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	Also by Nicole Chung

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	iii

	v

	vi

	vii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239


	ii

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	1

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         I can picture her, one pale, freckled cheek resting on the yellow floral-patterned pillowcase next to mine, warm brown eyes
            half-lidded with sleep as she listened to me talk. She was often tired in those days; after walking in the door, she would
            greet me, drop her purse on a chair, and then go lie down for a while before dinner. Sometimes I’d follow her down the brown-carpeted
            hallway to my parents’ room, the second door on the right, directly across from mine, and chatter at her from the doorway
            or my dad’s side of the bed. She would respond now and then, ask me the occasional question. If she fell asleep, I’d tiptoe
            away.
         

         
         When I was little, we would sit side by side on her bed while she told me stories about her girlhood, taught me my prayers,
            got me started on early cross-stitch and crochet projects, read me stories she loved: A Little Princess, Anne of Green Gables, Pride and Prejudice. By the time I was a senior in high school, I was mostly just looking to talk, to tell her about my day: the tests I had coming up, the school musical I wanted to try out for, plans my friends and I had made for the weekend. I probably should have known to leave her in peace. She wasn’t in good health then, which I did not fully understand. No matter how exhausted she was, she never sent me away. 

         
         I wonder if she ever thought about how soon I’d be leaving as the two of us lay on the squeaky old mattress, late-afternoon
            sunlight filtering through the sheer brown curtains above us. I wonder if that’s why she always let me gab when she got home
            from work, why she didn’t tell me to go away and let her rest. Soon we’d no longer be sharing a roof, and she wouldn’t hear
            much about my individual days, only the sum total of whatever I could remember after a full week of classes and papers and
            books and dining hall meals, on a Sunday afternoon phone call made with one of dozens of calling cards she mailed to me. We
            would still belong to each other, but we would come to know one another differently in separation, in parting after parting.
         

         
         I didn’t know what it would mean to leave, wouldn’t begin to grasp it until my last night in my little blue childhood bedroom, a few months later, when I found I couldn’t sleep for terror and wonder. I had spent most of my life in a small house in a small town, a Korean adoptee who knew I was loved but often felt as though I were living a life meant for someone else. Though dreams of escape had long held me in thrall, I missed my parents when I spent any considerable length of time away from them, and my mom was the person I most wanted to talk to at the end of the day. I’m sure plenty of people who knew me were surprised that such a homebody only child had set her sights on a life three thousand miles away. It would be years before I would understand that she was the one, all along, who had been preparing me to go. Who wanted me to have the choice. 

         
         I think of those late-afternoon talks with her now that I have my own children, knowing that the days of both of them falling
            asleep in their rooms down the hall from mine are dwindling; that a time will come when something trivial or life changing
            will happen to them—they will be hurt, or caught by surprise, or find that they are happier than they have ever been—and I
            will not be the first person they tell. That might be why I sometimes let them stay up past bedtime chatting with me or getting
            silly with each other, why even the brightest moments on the best of days can crack my heart wide open. But then sometimes
            I think, well, no matter where they go, no matter how far apart we are, maybe I will always be someone they think to call,
            someone they want to talk to, because my mother is far beyond my sight, beyond the reach of my voice, and not a day goes by
            when I don’t think of something I wish I could tell her.
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         My mother could barely carry a tune, but she loved music, and she loved watching me sing. At choral concerts, musicals, voice
            recitals, I would seek and find her in the crowd, sitting somewhere toward the center of the room with her eyes fixed on me.
            Even if I sang with a hundred others, she would insist that she could pick out my voice. The trick is to look at you while you sing. As long as I can see you, I can hear you. The only performance she ever missed was the fall choir concert of my freshman year of high school, because she was at home
            recovering from a single mastectomy.
         

         
         She was diagnosed with breast cancer a few weeks before she turned forty-four. I remember my parents’ shock, which I saw in the tense lines of their faces, sensed in the guarded speech and absence of levity at home. We did not talk about my mother’s illness as a family, except in terms of facts and scheduling: her surgery was this day; she would be discharged from the hospital on this day; she would stay home from work until this day. Compared with later crises that would unfold over months or years, the timeline of her first battle with cancer feels remarkably compressed, little more than a blink in my memory. She was diagnosed after finding a lump and undergoing a biopsy; the following week, she had a mastectomy; a few weeks later, she had a clean scan and was declared to be in remission. She didn’t have to endure chemotherapy or radiation. She didn’t lose her hair. She was lucky, the doctors said, that the tumor was found so early. She would forever refer to her reconstructed breast as her “Frankenboob.” 

         
         I find it strange, now, that I cannot easily place myself back in that time, or recall everything I must have been feeling
            as she underwent treatment. I remember the things that filled my days because they seemed so jarringly, relentlessly normal: I went to school on the day my mother had surgery, and every day before and after. My father would have been the one to
            drive me to my concert that week, unless he was working and I got a ride from a friend. I went to the houses of families I
            babysat for on a rotating basis, where one especially kind parent asked about my mom and paid me more than usual; to church,
            where the congregation remembered my mother each week (for those who are ill . . . let us pray to the Lord); and to after-school club meetings, where I must have finally tried to tell some friends how worried I was, because I recall
            one girl snapping, Your mom’s cancer is all you talk about.
         

         
         At fourteen, I was old enough to sense that I shouldn’t burden my parents with my fears when they were both so shaken, intent on facing this unexpected calamity and shouldering the bills that followed. Though my mother’s cancer was her trauma first and foremost, its aftershocks reverberated through my life as well. Her illness almost loomed larger in hindsight, because the initial jolt had faded, and in its place was a new awareness of my family’s vulnerability. I remember feeling less sure, less safe, as if anything could befall us now. I found it harder to relax, struggled to fall asleep at night. My greatest fear was losing my mother, my father, or both—to illness, fire, a car accident—and her cancer seemed to justify every anxiety I’d ever harbored. 

         
         She had been in remission for more than a year when we went to Mass one Sunday, as usual, and I found that I could not sing
            the Communion hymn. The hymn was about death and eternal life, as so many hymns are. I watched the musicians strum their guitars
            and sing the verses I had probably sung a hundred times, my eyes brimming. My mother sat beside me, singing every word if
            not every note, and all I could think was that if she had died, imagining her in heaven would be no comfort at all.
         

         
         Later, I asked her why we had never talked about her cancer. She and I talked about most everything else, after all. I don’t
            know what I expected her to say. Perhaps it wasn’t fair of me to ask, even after a year. My mother was rarely cold and never
            aloof, so I knew it was something else that made her instantly withdraw, her expression a firmly closed door. Even before
            she spoke, I understood that my question was an intrusion on her hard-won peace, a knock she wasn’t ready to answer.
         

         
         “I don’t need to talk about having cancer, Nicole,” she told me. “I lived through it.”

         
         She did live through it. The breast cancer never returned. But her illness, the first serious one of her life, was a turning point for our family, an upheaval from which there would be no lasting recovery. 

         
         *  *  *

         Once, while visiting my parents, I asked my father what he was proudest of in life.

         
         “You,” he said.

         
         I’d walked right into that one. “Besides me.”

         
         When he paused, I wondered if he would say something sarcastic, or tell me that he couldn’t think of anything. But the answer
            he gave was confident, his face as serious as I’d ever seen it.
         

         
         “I’m pretty proud,” he said, “of getting out of Ohio.”

         
         Dad was thirteen years old when he was told that his mother’s kidneys were failing. The first successful living kidney transplant
            had been performed a decade earlier, in 1954, but the procedure was risky and far from common. Hemodialysis treatment for
            patients with acute renal failure had recently become available, and a home dialysis machine was soon installed in his mother’s
            bedroom.
         

         
         His parents enjoyed entertaining, and their home in Euclid had been a gathering place for parties and family holiday celebrations.
            Now the household settled into a state of hushed anxiety. Their father’s habitual jokes, usually made at someone else’s expense,
            took on a hard, cutting edge. Dad, his brother, and his three sisters all quickly learned what was expected of them: They
            couldn’t play or roughhouse after school. They couldn’t invite friends over. The first hint of an argument would land all
            of them in trouble. What the hell’s the matter with you? They walked themselves to school and to church on Sunday and kept the house as tidy as they could. My father’s most deeply loathed chore was cleaning the dialysis machine. 

         
         His grades were never stellar—my mother used to wonder whether he had undiagnosed dyslexia—but he was a hard worker, adept
            at solving technical problems. He also found it easy to talk with people and make them laugh; his sense of humor, unlike his
            father’s, was warm and rarely bitter. He won graphic arts and lithography awards for his work in his high school print shop,
            and by his senior year he’d secured a part-time training-with-pay job in the city printing department, where he spent fifteen
            hours a week generating interdepartmental memos, civic work orders, and official town correspondence for $1.49 an hour. He
            wasn’t sure that college was for him, and was glad to learn a trade that might lead to a good career without a bachelor’s
            degree. No business could be conducted without reams of paper, he thought—every company, every school, every town would always
            need printers.
         

         
         His printing experience led him to a good entry-level job with American Greetings after he graduated from high school. He
            took a couple of night classes at the community college, where he met my mother, a first-year student hoping to become a nurse.
            A year his junior, she never wore makeup, had long red hair down to her waist, and was often teased for looking younger than
            her nineteen years. They kept running into each other at bars and parties. One night, my father, the designated driver, impulsively
            asked her for a kiss before she got out of his car.
         

         
         They hadn’t been dating for long when he learned that his mother, whose condition was steadily worsening, had finally decided to undergo a transplant. My mom is getting a kidney, he told my mother. She’s going to live. It had been so long since he had been able to imagine her getting better. A year later, she would help plan my parents’ wedding
            and dance at their reception, healthier than she had been in a decade.
         

         
         Like my father, my mother was born in Cleveland, but her family had left the city when she was two. My grandmother was convinced
            that my grandfather, who was carrying trauma after serving in World War II, would fare better in the country, so they bought
            a little house on some land about twenty miles outside the city. As the second eldest of five kids, Mom had a lot of responsibility
            at home, but her childhood was freer than Dad’s: she and her siblings were allowed to be loud and rambunctious, play pranks,
            hunt and fish, run through woods and farmland with their dogs. During the summer, their parents would cram them into the station
            wagon, and the family would camp their way from one historic site or national park to another. One year they made it all the
            way to Everett, Washington, to visit my grandmother’s beloved aunt, and Mom fell in love with the Cascades, the pine forests,
            and the Salish Sea—that was where she was going to live someday, she decided.
         

         
         She applied to nursing school out west shortly before she and my father got engaged, but when he was offered a job in Ketchikan, Alaska, there was no question that they would go. They spent the first two years of their marriage there before relocating to Seattle, the city of my mother’s dreams, where she worked as a respiratory therapist and he decided to enter a restaurant-management certificate program. It seemed like a promising career change; my father had seen other friends move into the service industry, and they assured him that he would be great at it. A regional pizza chain soon hired him to manage one of its new locations in southern Oregon. My parents found their new home a bit quiet compared with Seattle and far less beautiful than Alaska, and did not expect to stay in the region for long. But transfers and job opportunities in Portland, Denver, and Boise didn’t come through, and then my mother’s parents moved into a small house across town, giving them another tether to the area—and a future child-care provider in my energetic grandmother. 

         
         In July 1981, they drove up to Seattle to adopt a ten-week-old Korean girl some friends had told them about, born severely
            premature to an immigrant family that did not believe they could raise a medically complex child. The doctors told my adoptive
            parents that I would have multiple disabilities and might never live independently, but they had spent weeks praying about
            the adoption and believed that I was meant to be theirs. Though they had initially wondered how their families would react
            to having an Asian child in the family, they stopped worrying when my grandmother charged them to go get that baby girl and bring her home to us. Given my history, they weren’t surprised when I crawled and walked later than average; they were surprised that by age two I spoke in paragraphs and was able to memorize anything that was read to me. Every day was a ceaseless
            drumbeat of questions and observations: why this, why that, I saw, I heard, I want to tell you, did you notice, do you think . . . ? A neighbor with four children jokingly told my mother that if I had been her first, she would have stopped at one.
         

         
         They were still adjusting to their new life as parents when Dad’s mother fell ill again, her body rejecting its foreign organ.
            My father took me to Cleveland to see her. In photos from that visit, I am a chubby, happy one-year-old in a flowered blouse
            and a blue corduroy jumper, no longer small for my age, boasting a toothy grin, chipmunk cheeks, and black hair that sticks
            straight up in defiance of my parents’ styling efforts—no one had ever told them about Asian baby hair. My grandmother, who
            looks so much like my father with her wide smile, broad nose, and brown hair so dark it could almost be black like mine, reaches
            toward me as Dad props me up on her hospital bed. He must have known that the trip was an introduction as well as a goodbye.
            As grieved as he would be when his mother died a few months later, a part of him was relieved that she was finally beyond
            her pain.
         

         
         *  *  *

         When I try to picture my father as he was in my youth, healthy and strong, I see him working a busy lunch or dinner shift,
            wearing dark pants and a short-sleeved white dress shirt with a name tag pinned to it, chatting with customers. He managed
            a series of pizza restaurants for most of my childhood, and if I had no school and no one else was available to watch me,
            sometimes I’d go with him for part of the day. I remember following him into dark industrial kitchens in the predawn chill,
            watching him check and order inventory. Every now and then I would try to be helpful, wiping down tables or refilling paper-napkin
            dispensers. It was a special treat to snack on pizza or fries with him when he took a break, especially if he gave me quarters
            for the jukebox.
         

         
         Dad did everything from cook and clean to serve and operate the cash register; whatever most needed doing in any given moment, that was his job. Working in a restaurant looked fun when I saw him joking with guests, an easy smile on his face, because it was his job to keep them relaxed and happy. As a child, I didn’t see his exhaustion at the end of an open-to-close shift in a week when he’d had no days off. I didn’t know about the abusive customers, the missed breaks and meals, the unpaid overtime and raises that never came through. Sometimes a restaurant would shut down, go bankrupt, or burn down, and he would need to scramble to find another position. I was in my thirties before my mother told me about the opportunities he had missed out on, often given to younger men without families who would be cheaper to promote and relocate. “Isn’t that illegal?” I asked. My mother, who’d come by her pessimism honestly, shrugged and said, “That was always the explanation they gave him.” 

         
         Anxious about infectious diseases and weary of hospital hours, Mom left respiratory-therapy work behind when I was in grade
            school. She worked for a few months in my middle-school cafeteria—I remember waving to her from the lunch line on my first
            day of seventh grade, giving her a hard time for not slipping me extra fries—and held other short-term jobs I don’t remember,
            but was more often in an office, doing medical billing or administrative work, wearing the business-casual clothes I helped
            her pick out at Sears and JCPenney sales. Though we didn’t have much to spare, she would later say that we “got by” in those
            years. She gave me a small allowance—not every month, but whenever she could—and my parents tried to keep their debt low and
            shunt money into savings.
         

         
         Then she was diagnosed with cancer. She was only a few weeks out from her surgery when the restaurant my father worked for closed. By the time he found another job six months later, an hourly position at a fast-food restaurant that paid less than his previous job, any money my parents had managed to set aside was gone. Soon after that, my mother’s company reorganized and laid her off. 

         
         Late one night in my junior year, she came into my room—Dad must have been working a closing shift—and said that she needed
            me to drive her to the emergency room. She sobbed through the entire ten-minute drive, doubled over in agony in the passenger
            seat, hands cradling her abdomen. I had never seen her in so much pain. I was afraid that she was dying. I don’t know how
            I managed to keep control of the wheel, or how long we waited at the hospital for her to be seen, or when she was admitted,
            or whether my father came, or how I left her there, which I must have done, so that I could drive back to our house and wake
            up a few hours later for school. I know that I was home the following afternoon, doing homework, when my grandmother called
            and told me that I could come see my mother in the hospital.
         

         
         Mom had trouble keeping her eyes open as she told me that she’d had emergency surgery to remove her uterus, ovaries, and fallopian
            tubes. I learned new words that day: endometriosis, fibroids, hysterectomy. She had been in pain for months. She never told me why she had not sought treatment earlier; there could have been any number
            of reasons. What I now know is that my parents’ employment at the time was tenuous, and we had no health coverage.
         

         
         At sixteen, seventeen, I knew that my parents had little choice but to use credit cards in an emergency, but couldn’t have said how much debt they carried. I didn’t know anything about the health-care system, or that we sometimes had insurance and sometimes didn’t, or that even when we did, the out-of-pocket burden made my parents more reluctant to use it. I remember feeling perplexed when I began applying to college and Mom mentioned that she would need to figure out health insurance for me, because most universities would not allow me to enroll without it. I couldn’t understand why my future school would
            care about such a thing—I was young and healthy and typically went to the doctor only when I needed vaccinations or when my
            mother, always adept at diagnosing me, suspected that I needed antibiotics.
         

         
         My parents didn’t want me to worry about the family finances, which they believed were hardly a teenager’s business—as I learned
            when I barged in on one of their late-night money arguments, asking them to keep it down so I could sleep, and my father,
            who had a quick hot temper when stressed, threw a Corelle serving bowl at the wall to get me to retreat. But there was only
            so much privacy in an eleven-hundred-square-foot house, and as an only child who had always been closely attuned to my parents,
            I noticed my father’s dejection when he lost a job he was good at; my mother’s relief—thank you, Jesus—the day we found five hundred dollars in an envelope taped to our front door, a gift from anonymous friends. I did not need to see past-due medical bills or be included in budgeting discussions to understand that we were well short of what we needed to be comfortable. By the time I began pestering my guidance counselor on a near-weekly basis—borrowing his college guidebooks and course catalogs, asking him for advice on how to apply for scholarships—I had sensed that we no longer lived paycheck to paycheck, as my mother had once told me, but emergency to emergency. What had seemed like stability proved to be a flimsy, shallow
            facsimile of it, a version known to so many American families, dependent on absolutely everything going right. When something
            went wrong, as it often did, I watched my parents push down their worry and fear and work harder.
         

         
         Sometimes they would portray our situation as a cautionary tale: This is why you’re going to college. They spoke of my future education as if it were a foregone conclusion, something I can now appreciate for the advantage it
            was—college was never presented to me as a luxury or an unlikely dream. And yet none of us were entirely sure how I would
            get there. When our daughter came into our lives, we fully expected that we would be able to play a pivotal role in helping her pay
               for her college education, my mother wrote in the required parent letter attached to one of my many scholarship applications. Unfortunately, the best made plans often go awry. If ever someone was meant to go to college, Nicole is. To my dismay, we
               have nothing to offer to help her pay for it.

         
         *  *  *

         Just as I had noticed that everyone around me was white, it didn’t escape my notice that many people we knew lived in bigger houses, or had nicer cars, or went on exciting vacations my family couldn’t afford. But I had everything I needed, and might not have been aware of our relative precarity at all had I not been both predisposed to pay attention and conditioned to care about what was “normal.” I’d always been interested in how other people lived and moved through the world, because from a young age I understood that I existed beyond the margins of what was typical, wanted, or accepted in our insular community. To be an Asian girl in the place I grew up was an isolating experience, and I’d felt like an anomaly since the day I began hearing slurs from my second-grade classmates. White adults called me an “Asian princess” and demanded to know where I was from; white teachers got stuck on my surname and demanded to know how I’d gotten it; a white girl pushed me to tell her whether what she’d heard about Asian girls’ vaginas was true; a white boy subjected me to “ching-chong” chants every day at recess. Observation and anticipation were among the first and only tools I had to defend myself, and so I was the sort of kid who was constantly on the lookout, measuring the delta between me and everyone I knew; between desire and reality; between the sense of safety and belonging I craved and what I actually felt. 

         
         I had made up my mind to leave southern Oregon years before I figured out how. “Of course you have to go,” my on-again-off-again pediatrician told me once, laughing. “You’ll never be satisfied here—or find anyone to marry, for that matter.” No one, not even my mother, had ever said as much to me aloud, and it was somehow both affirming and mortifying to have my ambition and loneliness so clearly read by someone who barely knew me. I knew what I wanted, but I did not feel entitled to it. I was sure that I wasn’t the most impressive student at my school. As glossy brochures began to fill our mailbox, sent from competitive universities located in distant towns and regions I knew nothing about, I asked my forbearing guidance counselor if he thought I was setting myself up for disappointment. “Some of the colleges on your list might seem like a reach now,” he said, “but I do think you’re right to consider them. I’m sure that at least a few will want to consider you.” 

         
         Should I have been more worried about leaving my family? I was not privy to all the details of what they were facing, but
            I know there were signs I missed, or perhaps thought too little of, even as I scrambled to compensate. My mother was still
            recovering, emotionally and physically, from her surgeries. My father had his own medical issues and worked long, unpredictable
            hours at the restaurant. They were often unable to cook, so I learned how to make a few simple meals—meat loaf and baked potatoes,
            beef stew and bean soup, eggs and waffles, Stroganoff made with cream-of-mushroom soup, pasta with marinara sauce from a jar—and
            supplemented with fast food and TV dinners bought with money from my minimum-wage job, where I spent fifteen to twenty hours
            each week. The rest of what I earned went to clothes and shoes, gas for the car, the contact lenses I preferred to glasses,
            weekday breakfast and lunch; I knew nothing about free or reduced-price meals at school, perhaps because my family disapproved
            of what they considered “handouts” or perhaps because none of us ever thought to ask. I was able to cover my own SAT and AP
            exam and college application fees—which I should have been exempt from, though I didn’t know that, either—and pay for my graduation
            cap and gown. One of my aunts sent me cash whenever she could and purchased the computer I needed for school.
         

         
         If I’d started skipping class, if my grades had dropped, I’m sure someone at school would have checked on me or tried to speak with my parents. But I was a straight-A honors student who looked like a model-minority stereotype, and no one, including me, thought I needed help. If anyone outside my family had asked how I was doing, I would have said fine, kind of stressed about grades, looking forward to graduation, and I would have meant it. And yet when I came home from school or work to study, I don’t remember feeling anything like the heady mix of curiosity
            and determination that would spur me on in college. What I remember is the fear of unraveling, a sense of quiet dread, and
            my mother telling me that if I didn’t slow down and relax, I was going to get an ulcer. “I’ll relax when I’m an adult,” I
            told her, meaning, I’ll relax when I’m out of here. When pressed, I might admit that I was afraid of failure, but what I was really afraid of was that nothing would change,
            and I would remain stuck in this place where I knew I didn’t fit.
         

         
         No one in my family was sure how to advise me on getting into college. But I had been asking my guidance counselor for advice for years, and my mother had also heard about a consultant who worked with local students. She might have given us a lower rate, or perhaps my parents gritted their teeth and put her bill on the credit card they hated using; however it happened, one day I found myself driving to her beautiful home on the hill. I told her that I wanted to study history and English, hiding a grimace when she suggested that I take a college-level engineering course to show admissions officers that I was “well-rounded.” She added more schools to my list, explaining that it was a good idea to apply to some schools “with deep pockets,” in case one of them wanted me enough to pay for everything. “Here are the words I want you to look for,” she told me: “School guarantees to meet the student’s full demonstrated need.”
         

         
         The day I learned that I would be going to college was not the day I got my first acceptance, or my second, or my third. I
            remained in suspense until several financial aid letters arrived on the same afternoon, and I opened the envelopes with shaking
            hands to learn that I’d been offered what amounted to a free freshman year at three schools. I had to count the zeros several
            times before I could believe it. “You did it,” my mother said. She tried to smile, but we both wound up crying instead.
         

         
         As we celebrated, I wasn’t thinking about how lonely I might feel, or how much I would miss my family. I couldn’t comprehend
            what it would mean to attain that first foothold in a world they would be unable to follow me into. I didn’t know that I would
            spend my early months on campus feeling as though I’d wandered into another country, surrounded by students who never had
            to worry about buying books or finding somewhere to go when the dorms closed for a holiday. When I was informed that the terms
            of my scholarship required me to send regular letters to rich donors, Daddy-Long-Legs-style, and attend luncheons where scholarship recipients would meet and express gratitude to our benefactors face-to-face,
            I didn’t blink. As an adoptee, I had long known what it was to be considered lucky, and to be expected to be thankful for
            it.
         

         
         Years later, when I described some of these rituals to a friend who also owed her education to need-based financial aid, she said dryly, “Tell me that you’re a poor first-generation college student without telling me that you’re a poor first-generation college student.” I laughed, but my instinct was to tell her that I hadn’t been poor—it wasn’t a term I associated with my family, nor one my parents had ever used. If we were poor, wouldn’t I have struggled more? If we were poor, wouldn’t I have known? Not long after, I found my first Free Application for Federal Student Aid, carefully filled out by my mother. At seventeen, I wouldn’t have paid much attention to our annual household income, or the fact that it amounted to considerably less than what my freshman year would cost. All I would have focused on was that our expected family contribution was zero. 

         
         Although many people identify
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"A groundbreaking narrative steeped in love, humor,
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