
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
The Spare Room

			 

			“Filled with positivity in the midst of a changing, complex world, this book weaves a narrative of inspiring stories and practical advice. The Spare Room is a lighthouse in today’s storm…a call to action for anyone seeking to live a more intentional, purposeful life.” 

			—Arianna Huffington, Founder and CEO, Thrive Global

			“Emily Chang understands the power of the magic wand each one of us has when we pay attention to other people’s feelings, and her wonderful book, The Spare Room, is a testimony of that! A must read to open our hearts!” 

			—Diane von Furstenberg 

			“In today’s business world, social purpose has become an urgent leadership imperative. Emily Chang exemplifies values-based leadership and has committed her life to improving those around her, both at work and in her community. For anyone seeking to lead with authenticity and purpose, The Spare Room provides a step-by-step manual to defining your own brand of leadership.” 

			—Robert A. McDonald, 8th Secretary of the Department of Veterans Affairs, Retired Chairman, President and CEO of The Procter & Gamble Company

			“Emily Chang boldly swings open the door to her family’s life stories, welcoming us into her private world in order to shine a public light on today’s need for socially purposeful leaders with hearts of hospitality.” 

			—Horst Schulze, Cofounder of Ritz-Carlton and Author of Excellence Wins

			“A book every leader must read, The Spare Room is the ultimate playbook for those who want to lead and live with intention. Alongside poignant stories from her own life and those of other professionals across a wide spectrum of industries, Emily Chang is an inspiration!” 

			—Laura Alber, CEO, Williams-Sonoma

			“This book is a must read for anyone looking to lead a life of intention and social purpose. Drawing from her own firsthand experiences and those of others, Emily offers inspiring stories that are sure to leave readers asking themselves how they can help make a difference by sharing their own ‘spare rooms’ with those in need.” 

			—Stephanie Fischer, President and CEO, Global Retail Marketing Association

			“Emily Chang leads from a higher calling. As a global CEO, she leads with extreme talent and a deep desire to love her neighbor as herself, positively impacting everyone she meets. The Spare Room is a delightful narrative of moving testimonies—taking you on a journey from heart to mind to impact. It is a deep well from which comes the pure waters of living and leading with intention!” 

			—Rick Lytle, President and CEO of CEO Forum

			“I believe God creates each of us with purposes far greater than we can imagine. The Spare Room is a personal guide to discovering your God-given passion and resources so you can do more with the one life you’ve been given. My friend Emily Chang offers a compelling call to a more purposeful journey, anchored in her own life experiences and backed by a constructive framework and practical tools. Read this book to uncover your unique way to make a difference in the world by living into your social legacy.” 

			—Edgar Sandoval Sr., President, World Vision U.S.  

			“The most immediately actionable book I’ve read in a while! Chock-full of interesting, heartwarming stories, followed by a thoughtful tool kit so that, regardless of where you are in life, you can begin living with more purpose and intention. Highly recommend this beautiful collection of poignant stories.” 

			—Yarrow Kraner, CEO, HATCH

			“Emily Chang’s life philosophy is an incredibly authentic display of emotional intelligence and business ingenuity. Her creativity and wisdom shine through every page of The Spare Room, which serves as the quintessential blueprint for any established or aspiring leader building a heart-first organization. Having led world-class companies through the ever-shifting tides of culture, it’s no surprise that her expertise lends itself perfectly to the growing global need for socially-driven leaders and companies. Also, she’s got the coolest hair you’ll ever see.” 

			—Chris Denson, Award-Winning Innovation Advocate and Book Author, Host of Innovation Crush





[image: ]

			





 

			 

			 

			A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

			 

			The Spare Room:

			Define Your Social Legacy to Live a More Intentional Life and Lead with Authentic Purpose

			© 2021 by Emily Chang

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			ISBN: 978-1-64293-762-6

			ISBN (eBook): 978-1-64293-763-3

			 

			This is a work of nonfiction. All people, locations, events, and situations are portrayed to the best of the author’s memory.

			 

			Cover design by Abraham Cano

			Interior design and composition by Greg Johnson, Textbook Perfect

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: Macintosh HD:Users:KatieDornan:Dropbox:PREMIERE DIGITAL PUBLISHING:Savio Republic:SavioRepublic_EPS_Files:SavioRepublic_WhiteBG copy.eps]

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

			





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To Minki, for being our rock, grinding fresh coffee each morning, 
and dancing like an electrocuted robot. 
You’re why there’s good kibun in our home.

			To Laini, the coolest person I know, who crafts stunning jewelry, 
fills our home with soulful cello music, and makes me laugh 
till I’m incapacitated. You give me joy.

			To each occupant of our spare room. We love you.
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Author’s Note

			While I have personally interviewed the people whose stories are in this book and have carefully documented most of their stories, I had the privilege of hearing Marlene’s, Josie’s, and Thomas’s stories in passing and, as a result, have done my best to reflect the experiences they shared in one-time sittings. I have changed the names and identifying characteristics of Lia, Devon, and Lotus to protect them from recognition. Dialogue has occasionally been approximated, and I have shared my own stories (the first in each chapter) the best that my family and I remember them.
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Preface

			In 2011, I was offered an exciting executive position, leading retail marketing for Apple across the Asia Pacific. Upon accepting the offer, my partner of eleven years and three-year-old daughter relocated with me from the U.S. to Shanghai, China. This move opened a new, exhilarating chapter in our personal and professional lives. At work, I was learning every day and loving every minute of my job. Life was full and richly rewarding, and in truth, we didn’t realize that anything was missing until we met Teo.

			At just eighteen months old, Teo was still the size of a newborn and, more important, he was dying. He had been born with extreme hydrocephalus and a head so distended with fluid that his eyelids were unable to close. And by the time we met him, the unblinking, unresponsive baby had already endured unspeakable pain and tragedy. After suffering through a barbaric surgery conducted by a fraudulent doctor, the badly injured baby was left with an orphanage by parents who had given up all hope. Eventually, a nonprofit organization discovered him in the corner of the facility and reached out to us, convinced we were the right family to care for him.

			The little boy’s situation seemed overwhelming, and we initially declined, not feeling equipped for the task. “She’s too young to see something like this, right?” I asked my husband, referring to our daughter. An enormously compassionate man, Minki paused before responding. 

			“Actually, I think she understands enough about death to grasp the situation, but I’m concerned about her having to witness that degree of pain.”

			We were still busy convincing each other to decline when my four-year-old overheard us and gave us a good talking-to.

			“Mom, what’s that baby you talking ’bout?” little Laini demanded as she rounded the corner.

			We explained to her about the baby boy, emphasizing his serious medical condition. I wrapped up with, “Babe, I’m worried it’s too much for you, maybe too much for us.”

			But my daughter lifted a tiny resolute finger and demanded with her cute lisp, “Mom, we have to get him! You said we should always help if we can. That’s what we do! We take care of kids who need a home. So, let’s go get him…right now!” That day, Laini not only touched us with her simple, generous spirit, but she also galvanized us around our family’s social purpose. We had indeed agreed that our spare room would always be open to vulnerable young people who needed a safe place to live. This was the social legacy we sought to leave behind in each of our communities, and Laini had reminded us that it was, in fact, exactly what Teo needed.

			Bringing Teo home served as an inflection point for our family. Though his situation had seemed overwhelming, we found that we always have capacity to invest in our social legacy and that our lives become incredibly enriched when we lean into that commitment.

			I also realized that being intentional in my personal purpose made me a more effective leader at work. Caring for a special-needs child at home helped me approach my job in a more empathetic manner. And particularly working in a people-oriented service industry, I realized the way I lived my life enabled my teams to see me as an authentic servant leader. This helped develop trust, dissolve rigid layers of corporate hierarchy, and enable deeper personal relationships. Then, much to our delight and beyond our wildest imaginations, Teo not only survived but lived with us for years, bringing laughter, love, and indescribable joy to our home.

			Teo was the twelfth occupant of our spare room. Over the course of the past twenty-one years, we have welcomed sixteen children and young people into our home. Life has regularly served up those in need, sometimes directly to our doorstep. And each time the door to our spare room has opened, I have found myself in a front-row seat, witnessing one of life’s incredible stories unfold. 

			That’s why our family has come to see our ability to help those who need a safe place to stay as our life’s purpose and social legacy. I believe that when we find the intersection of that injustice that deeply offends us and what it is we have to offer, we narrow in on our unique opportunity to have an impact and make a meaningful contribution.

			We all experience that visceral response to something that offends our sense of justice, the thing that makes us stop in our tracks, thinking: “This cannot go on. Someone has to do something!” I call this the Offense. Similarly, we each have something we’re uniquely positioned to offer. That Offer is a resource we have on hand, which may sit idly by while another person desperately needs just that thing. It’s when Offer and Offense come together that social legacy is born.

			For my family, sharing our spare room has literally cost us nothing. It otherwise sits empty and furnished, littered only with a few dusty books and an unused yoga mat. And while not everyone may feel comfortable inviting a stranger into their home, everyone does possess an unused resource or capability. And you know what? There’s someone out there in need of exactly your Offer. 

			Today, social purpose has also become an urgent leadership imperative in the business world. To be successful, each of us, regardless of industry or functional expertise, must lead with authenticity and purpose. And in order to embody social purpose and embed its values in the workplace, we must get clear on our own personal purpose. After all, it’s tough to lead a socially responsible business if we aren’t socially purposeful leaders.

			If we reflect on those leaders who have most successfully inspired followership, we will realize that they are the ones who have been driven by something personally relevant and meaningful. Their convictions extend beyond thoughts, to action both in and out of work. For those of you who seek to articulate this sort of personal mission as a leader, I hope The Spare Room will provide a framework with which to determine your own social legacy. In this book, I will share my experiences over the past couple of decades, as well as other stories from a variety of inspiring leaders I’ve met. I will also provide practical exercises for personal reflection so that by the time you close this book, you will have identified your own social legacy and outlined an action plan.

			Thank you for your interest in this book, and I hope with all my heart that you find the investment to be uplifting and life-enhancing.
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			Chapter 1

			A Perfect Fit

			What you have to offer is exactly what someone else needs.

			“The meaning of life is to find your gift. The purpose of life is to give it away.” 

			— Pablo Picasso —

			The Spare Room
New York, 1996 

			She was the daughter of Asian American immigrants, and Lia played her role of obedient Korean girl extremely well. Growing up in a middle-class suburban neighborhood, she knew exactly what was expected of her. She fastened her long, straight hair back tidily. She waited patiently at the dinner table, allowing her little brother to select the best morsels first. She practiced her violin every afternoon, studied hard, and brought home perfect grades. 

			Lia reveled in the moment her father would hold her test results between his two veiny hands. Spectacles sliding halfway down his pockmarked nose, chin jutting slightly forward, he held his head still as his eyes slowly scanned their way down the paper. When they had traveled back up to the red A at the top of the page, he would give the slightest nod, handing the paper back to Lia without a word. This was what she worked so hard for, and his approval meant everything to her. The girl would feel her heart skip a beat as she demurely reclaimed her test. Then, when she had returned to her room, Lia would allow herself three long minutes of silent celebration. Lying with eyes closed on the pink floral comforter she’d long outgrown, she would breathe deeply and allow a glowing smile to slowly cross her face. 

			Her home was one of quiet concentration, studied discipline, and unsaid words. Lia’s parents were both employed, so before they got home, it was up to her to complete all her schoolwork before dinner. She had to look after her brother, too, making sure he finished his homework. And while there was much to do, Lia relished those afternoons. Those cherished hours when she and her brother could casually chat at the table. The few unguarded moments before masks were slipped carefully back in place when her parents returned home. 

			Eomma and Appa arrived home between five and six o’clock every evening, grunting with satisfaction to find both children sitting at the glossy kitchen table, legs swinging softly as they noiselessly completed their studies. In the Lin household, family dinner conversation was tempered, as the children deferentially answered questions about their teachers and homework. Grateful that the clicking of chopsticks and the gentle slurping of seaweed soup effectively absorbed lulls in conversation, the children ate with concentration and downcast eyes. 

			Many years earlier, Lia had learned that her parents weren’t like the parents of her American friends, who celebrated good grades with rowdy trips to Dairy Queen. Those sweet-smelling mothers who wore cashmere cardigans and pearls. Who hugged their daughters when they came home from school and cheered from the sidelines during school tennis tournaments. Those fathers who loosened their ties and rolled up their shirtsleeves, kicking back with a cold beer after work. American parents brought out chilled Jell-O molds after a dinner crammed with loud conversation and raucous laughter, and sometimes headed outside after the meal to kick a ball around with the kids before bedtime. Lia absolutely loved going over to her friends’ houses for dinner. It was like stepping into a different universe. But as she sat at their love-worn wooden tables, whose veneer was so unlike the dark, polished one in her own home, she was often filled with a deep yearning. The sharp pang of envy was inevitably followed by a profound sense of guilt. Sometimes she had to pretend to go to the bathroom, just so she could sit on a closed toilet lid and wait for her head to stop spinning. 

			At school, Lia had learned to tuck her Banana Republic T-shirt in just so. She stuffed both corners casually into the front pockets, while the back hung sloppily over her jeans. She slung her backpack over her right shoulder, just like the other kids did. And she popped her gum just loudly enough to come across as coolly nonchalant, but not so loudly as to be annoying or seen as trying too hard. She floated through the school hallways, not fitting into any one particular clique. Lia was quietly sweet to everyone she met and carried her weight on the tennis team. 

			But the teenager didn’t have much of a social life. After their first few invitations to parties had been rejected, the others had simply stopped inviting her. There was something about her parents’ being really strict and not allowing her to go out on Friday nights, because she had Korean school on Saturday mornings. She couldn’t go out on Saturday nights either, because she had to be at her Kumon math class by eight a.m. on Sunday, followed by swim class, and violin lessons after that. 

			There was also something a little weird about Lia. It made those around her feel the slightest bit uneasy. They couldn’t quite put their finger on it. 

			To her peers, Lia seemed like a holograph. She could give the illusion of flickering between two different people at the same time. From one angle, $3.99 drugstore eyeliner and frosted lip gloss peeked through the long tresses of a typical teenage girl. From another, tears threatened to spill from fearful, anxious eyes, and her lips pressed tightly together, pale with anxiety. Somehow, Lia had an instinctual understanding that her classmates simply wouldn’t understand her family, so she persevered in keeping her two worlds separate.

			To her tennis team, Lia seemed like a racket strung a little too tightly. She seemed to love playing the game and enjoyed spending time with the team. Her power serve was something awesome to behold, particularly for such a small girl. But she played with a ferocity that bordered on intimidating. Like her oversized racket, Lia seemed stretched rigidly to maximum power but threatened to pop at any moment. 

			To the faculty, she should have been the dream student: quiet, studious, and respectful. But her teachers observed Lia with a reservation that bordered on unease. The girl awaited her grades with such apprehension, the teachers felt as though they had been granted a dreadful sort of power: the ability to deliver rapturous joy or incalculable suffering with the simple stroke of a red pen. 

			— • —

			Have you ever seen that line where dry pavement ends and rain begins? On one side, the ground is dry and the sun is shining. But take one step more, and you need a raincoat and an umbrella. Or, have you experienced the reverse? One moment, you’re driving through pouring rain, the wipers swiping frenetically across the windshield. Suddenly, you cross that line into sunny weather and rush to turn off the wipers as they squeak in protest.

			This is what I think Lia must have felt like growing up. The girl struggled constantly to straddle two worlds: a coldly disciplined Korean household and the cheerful affections of American living. She oscillated between wanting to live the ordinary life of an American teenager and desperately wanting to please her Asian parents. And Lia’s happiness was singularly determined by either her parents’ silent nod of affirmation or the tempestuous fury that was unleashed when she failed to meet their expectations. 

			This was the Asian way. Perfect grades, unblemished musical performances, polite small talk with parents’ friends…these defined the conduct of a good Korean daughter. Performing and behaving as expected invites no praise. But come home with an A- or allow stiff fingers to stumble over a complex Tchaikovsky run—these reflect cataclysmic failure. They represent not only the child’s failure but the parents’ as well. At this point, the child is not reprimanded or even spanked. Her privileges are not revoked. Rather, she is methodically and ruthlessly ground into emotional nothingness. 

			She is told she is worthless, that she has wasted her parents’ hard-earned money. She will never amount to anything, and she has disgraced the family. See how her cousin is so much more successful? How lucky her aunt and uncle are to have such an obedient child! Such a good child! The girl’s parents will bemoan their bad luck, having invested their hard-earned money in such useless offspring. They will tear at their hair and wonder aloud at what they must have done wrong in a former life to deserve such a useless girl. 

			This is just what happened the day Lia came home with a B- on her earth science test. She tremulously handed the paper to her father and watched as his face turned tomato red, then magenta, then a deep, terrifying purple. The man had simply stopped breathing, as the paper began to vibrate with the tremor of his rigid hands. Lia’s mom drifted over from the kitchen and casually placed a hand on her husband’s tense shoulder. As her eyes registered the big red markings on the page, her fingers started to tighten. Within seconds, they turned a startling white as they clenched his shoulder, the shirt fabric bunching submissively beneath dry, rough fingertips. Lia’s anxiety skyrocketed. She felt as if those fingers were squeezing the very breath from her lungs. Then, the verbal assault began. She stood stoically as her parents lashed unrelentingly at her, tears rolling steadily down her face. Frustration and helplessness coursed through her, as the fateful words were unleashed: “After fourteen years, you still cannot bring home a good grade! You have made us miserable. You are wretched. You should just leave this house!” 

			Many Asian kids grow up hearing these kinds of words. To the ears of non-Asian Americans, they may sound terribly abusive. But most Asian American kids know deep inside that their parents don’t hate them or think they’re worthless. Rather, as immigrants, the parents have done everything to give their children a better life. They have left their homes and families to provide their children with more opportunities, pinning 100 percent of their lonely hopes on the next generation. That’s why a child’s every shortcoming is taken as a personal reflection of the parents’ worth and it’s no wonder the pressure threatens to boil over at any minute. 

			But for Lia that day, those words clawed mercilessly at her self-worth. She believed she had caused all her parents’ misery. Her little brother never seemed to cause such drama; he always brought home good grades, and they adored him. She began to think that the family truly would be better off without her. A desperate hopelessness washed over her and so, without a destination in mind, Lia threw her journal, a toothbrush, and a change of clothes into her school backpack and shrugged it on over her zip-up windbreaker. She hurried out of the house, head down, sobbing inconsolably. 

			Over the next few days, Lia stayed at a friend’s house. During the day while school was in session, she flipped through beauty magazines found under the dusty bed frame. Holding her darkest thoughts at bay, the teenager filled her head with celebrity gossip and fashion tips. At night, the girls would talk, and Lia would help her friend with homework assignments. But soon, her friend realized she couldn’t keep hiding Lia in her room and sneaking food up at night. Besides, it seemed her parents were already onto her, and the girls worried that they would call Lia’s family. So, she headed out on her own once again. 

			At this point, the girl’s profound sadness had hardened into a cold, rebellious rage. Her parents’ words had burrowed deep into her heart. Recklessly, she dove headfirst into every dangerous situation she came across. She soon lost her virginity in the dark, musty closet of a fraternity, to a pudgy sophomore whose moist flannel shirt reeked of stale beer. As he drunkenly shoved himself into her from behind, she caustically thought, “Why not now? If not him, it’ll be some other boy. I might as well get it over with.” Lia ended up staying in his dirty frat room for a few more weeks. She showered when the guys were in class, tidied up during the day, and tried to fit in with the college kids at night. One evening over a dinner of cold leftover pizza, she teasingly asked him if he thought she was mature for a fourteen-year-old kid, and the panicked boy threw her out. He’d had no idea how old she was. 

			This time Lia hit the streets, emboldened. Armed with the knowledge of her sexuality but unaware of her precious worth, she quickly fell in with the wrong crowd. Boys with too much hair gel and too much swagger followed her around. Men with straggly hair and sour breath brought her little gifts of stolen makeup and hand-rolled joints. 

			She chewed her black, ragged nails, ripped at her black, ragged jeans, and kicked at the curb with her black, scuffed Doc Martens. One night, she took apart a plastic BIC pen. Flashlight held tightly between gritted teeth, Lia gave herself an angry, jagged tattoo on the soft flesh of her inner arm that read “die slut.” A few short weeks later, she learned how to steal Cheetos, beef jerky, and beer from the local 7-Eleven. Then Lia started sleeping around, trading sexual favors for food, shelter, and cigarettes.

			It all led up to that last fateful night. She was lucky he only beat her up. It could have been so much worse. But there was still some self-preservation left in that hard little body, and she chose to run. Leaving her backpack behind with all her belongings, Lia fled as fast as she could down the stairs and into the streets. Too scared to turn and see if he was chasing her, the girl kept running until she tripped over a bump in the sidewalk, and sprawled face-first into a puddle of dirty rainwater. Bruised and trembling, Lia was still pulling herself together on the curb that dark, rainy night when my old Ford Tempo pulled up beside her. 

			— • —

			That autumn, 1996, I was living alone in a small studio apartment and just starting my junior year at the University of Rochester. I was working full-time to pay for my tuition, car, and apartment, and completing each day’s schedule required expert navigation of commuter traffic and a good dose of luck. Balancing classes, a prestigious Teacher’s Assistant role, and off-campus work left me drained at the end of each long day. 

			One cold evening after a particularly grueling day, I sat impatiently at an intersection, yearning to get home and climb into bed with a bowl of steaming-hot soup. But having traveled this road every day for years, I sighed deeply, knowing this particular traffic light was an unreasonably long one. I glanced out the car window, and a bedraggled person caught my eye. In an all-too-familiar movement, I quickly locked the doors and trained my eyes back toward the light. But then, I slowly turned and looked again. This person was no threat to me. In fact, she was just a kid! As the light changed to green in the reflection of my watery dash, horns honked angrily and cars began to swerve indignantly around me.

			And still I sat, torn with indecision. “I’ve got to get home. It’s after eight, and I haven’t even started that lab,” I thought. As my heart clenched painfully for the shivering girl, my head retorted, “What would you do, anyway? You can barely pay your own rent!” But my conscience won out in the end. The idea of leaving behind this girl, who had obviously been injured, twisted indignantly in my stomach. 

			So, I unrolled my window and shouted out into the rain, “Hey, are you OK?” She slowly lifted her head at the sound of my voice. One eye already beginning to swell, she spat through bloody lips messily smeared with lipstick, “Fuck you!” 

			My inner voice declared, somewhat self-righteously, “There you go; you tried. Now step on the gas and get yourself home.” But the light had turned red again. So, as I sat through another long wait, I invited the girl to dinner. There was a diner just down the street, and anyway, I had to eat, right? As she glared suspiciously at me, I promised, “No strings. Just a quick meal. Look, I just finished teaching an extra class tonight and have a few extra bucks to burn.”

			As the soaking-wet girl threw herself into my back seat, my car immediately filled with a dank, musty odor. Nose wrinkling, I realized that my old fabric seats were never going to smell the same again. But she was already firmly ensconced in the car, so I drove us to the diner, where we shared a greasy meal in silence. The girl dripped gray water into a slowly widening puddle on the floor, while I looked around uneasily, exchanging meaningful looks with our server. I’m ashamed to admit, I couldn’t wait for the uncomfortable meal to end. When the food had disappeared from our plates, my dining companion peeled her jeans off the plastic seat and, without a word, began to walk away. My emotions swung rapidly from relief to guilt to uncertainty. Where was she going to sleep? It was freezing outside. The words flew out of my mouth before I had time to think: “Where are you going to stay? I’ve got a spare room.” 

			Thirty minutes later, she glanced around my studio apartment and sardonically commented, “Spare room? Pffft! You ain’t got no spare room. You only got one room. Where’m I supposed to sleep?” The small, intense girl was right. I lived in a tiny space, in what used to be the maid’s quarters of an old mansion. But a girl with nothing didn’t need much. Within an hour, she had showered in my tiny bathroom, borrowed some clothes, and fallen into a deep sleep on my old mustard-yellow couch. 

			When she first moved in, Lia treated me like a convicted pedophile. She glared distrustfully at me from a distance, positioning herself as far away as she could. She carried her food—which, on my budget, varied between macaroni and cheese and spaghetti with Ragú sauce—to the other side of the room to eat. Staring at each other from across the room, we shared meals of zero nutritional value in cold, unwavering silence. 

			Eventually, we fell into a sort of rhythm. I’d come home from work and begin making one of our starchy, sodium-laden meals. I chattered endlessly as the water bubbled. About how much I loved biology. About how I had a crush on my physics Teacher’s Assistant. And how I was worried that my sputtering car was on its last legs. Though she didn’t reply or ask questions, I could tell Lia was listening. So, I persisted with my evening monologues. By the third week, Lia began to sit the tiniest bit closer to me. After a month, she began listening with an expression that might have bordered on interest. 

			Then one day, I returned from class to find Lia gone. The paper envelope of cash I kept in a tin coffee can by the fridge was empty. I felt my heart drop heavily into my stomach and thought, “I hope no one robs her. I hope she knows enough to keep the cash hidden.” 

			I can’t say I was shocked, though I was surprised at the disappointment that washed over me. Since that first evening six weeks prior, I hadn’t regretted inviting the young girl into my apartment. I didn’t have much, but we had both soon realized that what I had to offer was just what she needed. And whether she admitted it or not, I knew Lia needed me. But now, she was gone. 

			Slowly pulling out my heavy organic chemistry books, I got to work with a deep sigh. And I hadn’t realized I had dozed off until the sound of a key turning in the lock jolted me awake. Without a word, Lia walked in, balancing two heavy plastic bags. She didn’t look at me, and she didn’t say a word. She just started unpacking those iconic blue boxes of macaroni and cheese, four twenty-five-cent boxes of linguini, and two jars of Ragú sauce. My little roommate placed a carton of private-label milk in the fridge and carelessly dropped some change into the coffee can. Unable to contain the enormous smile stretching across my face, I thanked her. As my heart lifted, I thought: “Maybe people do rise to your highest expectations.” I believe that was the moment in my life when I decided to choose optimism and hope over cynicism. Meanwhile, the girl responded to my joy with something between an exasperated huff and an amused sigh, then turned her back and flopped onto the couch. 

			Over the next few months, I discovered an affectionate, funny person in my roommate. She insisted on carrying her weight, and regularly did our grocery shopping. Lia kept the place clean and became increasingly interested in what I was studying. Sometimes, the fourteen-year-old girl would come sit on my lap and cuddle as I studied my textbooks. Occasionally, she would braid my long hair as I prepared for work. And late at night, I was occasionally gifted with heart-breaking glimpses of her time on the streets. Lying on the couch in the dark just a few feet away from my mattress on the floor (I had never bothered with a bed frame), Lia would unexpectedly open up and share a deeply personal memory. The next morning, she’d angrily push me away and not speak again for days. I tried to sense her moods, and adjusted to give her space. Over time, I learned when to ask questions and when to listen quietly. Eventually, we became friends…or sisters. We became something that doesn’t really have a name. It was intensely special. 

			That same year, I began dating someone new, and I was worried about how he’d feel that I had a young girl living with me. But he was not only OK with it; this guy encouraged me to do what I could to help Lia. In fact, one night he showed me just how much he meant it. 

			We were studying for finals together, a stressful week for two science students on scholarship. Around eleven p.m., the phone rang—a jarring interruption that penetrated the stillness of our weary study session. A tearful Lia sobbed loudly into the phone and asked me to pick her up. It was a freezing-cold night, and she needed a ride home from the red-light district. 

			Before I could respond, my boyfriend stood up and shrugged on his jacket. He passed me a pen and notepad to write down where she was as he patted his pockets, searching for car keys. Gazing at him with newfound appreciation and love, I suddenly knew I’d marry this quiet, generous man. We’ve now been married for twenty years, and together we have shared our spare room with sixteen people. 

			I never did find out what had brought Lia to the red-light district that night, but life continued on in relative peace. Yet, while we’d settled into a comfortable rhythm and I could feel her pulling out of her shell, I also began to wonder about the future. This smart, thoughtful girl should be in school. Maybe she should return home. Though they’d said some terrible things, I was sure her parents would want to know she was safe. Yet whenever I brought up the subject, she shut me down. Hard. Dishes would shatter in the sink; doors would slam. And that dreaded but familiar silent treatment would descend once again upon the apartment. 

			— • —

			One day, I approached a university Counselor and asked for advice about how to get Lia enrolled into a nearby high school. It turned out that I wasn’t able to enroll her in the public school near my apartment, since I wasn’t her legal guardian. Not surprisingly, I was strongly encouraged to return her to her family. Yet, Lia adamantly refused to go. Eventually, we found a way for her to live with a foster family and attend public school in a nearby district. 

			After she moved out, we kept in touch sporadically. Those were the days of pagers and voicemail. So, living on two different schedules and missing our late-night chats under the safe cover of darkness, Lia and I spoke less frequently. But she seemed to do all right with her foster family. I don’t think Lia ever did contact her own family again…and I learned a valuable life lesson from this: words are insanely powerful. They’re so much more powerful than we give them credit for, particularly as parents. 

			They burrow themselves into the heart, and the poisonous ones etch deeply into the soul. Thanks to Lia, I learned early on that we must be so, so careful about what we say. Especially to young people. We must know that our words will resound and echo. Maybe validating and building confidence. Maybe providing reassurance of unconditional love. Or maybe pushing the person into darkness or far, far away from us. 

			Another startling realization struck me only after Lia moved out. I looked back over the previous months and realized that I had shared life for a full semester in this small apartment with a young girl I hadn’t even known. I caught a glimpse not just of the impact I could leave on those around me, but also of the real depth of our capacity to give. One dinner at a cheap local diner turned into one night in my apartment. Which rolled into another night, then a few weeks, and then a few months. I would never have thought I had the time or space for a teenage runaway in my studio apartment and with my busy schedule back then. But it turns out that our capacity to give far exceeds our wildest imagination. And as that giving unfolds, we realize just how much we have to offer. Lia showed me how the little I had was exactly what she needed.

			If a harried college kid had it then, we must all have it in us, here and now. We just need to identify what we have to offer and extend it against an Offense that cannot be ignored. When we do this, we find ourselves at the center of our social legacy. 

			Twenty years later, I still vividly remember what Lia looked like, huddled in fear and pain on the side of the street. I remember the brittle, bitter edge of her suspicion, and I remember the childlike joy that occasionally bloomed late in the evening. 

			As the first kid to have shared my spare room, she holds the most intimate place in my heart. Lia had been so curious about chemistry, one of my favorite subjects. I like to imagine she’s a successful scientist today. And I think of her every time I eat a bowl of macaroni and cheese. 

			Forty-Three Minutes
California, 2019

			“Me time, here I come!” she thought with satisfaction. Dropping her daughter off at gymnastics, Marlene walked briskly down the block to her favorite coffee shop. Twice a week, the blogger mom frequented the same local coffee shop while ten-year-old Alicia attended gymnastics class. She ordered the same bone-dry flat white and occupied the same sunny corner seat on every visit. And placing her order at the coffee bar marked the beginning of her most precious personal time each week. No kids, no work. She had it all timed down to the minute: one minute to walk to the coffee shop and one minute to walk back to the studio. In between, forty-three blissful minutes of her favorite coffee and a good book.

			Normally, Marlene’s book was cracked open in one hand before she even sat down, coffee cup warming the other and eyes already trained on the page. But on the day Marlene broke from her routine and glanced around the café, she noticed a disheveled man sitting with two plastic bags propped lopsidedly at his feet. His dirty fingerless gloves wrapped around a paper cup of water as he glanced self-consciously in her direction. Marlene’s mind’s eye recognized him, and she realized he had probably been seated at the next table in previous weeks, though they had never exchanged a word. Seeing him eye her book, she asked with a hesitant smile, “Have you read this one?”

			Tense eyes quickly glanced at the book cover, then back down at his chipped thumbnail as it picked nervously at the lip of his paper cup. “Uh, no. Not that one.” 

			Marlene could sense a yearning in the man as he gazed back up at her with the quiet desperation of a person who has been alone for far too long. Though she longed to dive into her book, an urgent compassion seized her, and she asked kindly, “So what’s your favorite book? I’ll bet I’ve read it. I’m addicted to books!”

			A smudged knee blinked in and out of sight, as his leg began to jiggle nervously. “I don’t read much. Uh, I don’t read at all. Actually, I can’t really read. Never learned, not even as a kid.”

			— • —

			As a child, Jeff was well liked and known as one of the more athletic boys in his elementary school class. “Yeah, you pick any sport, I killed it! The problem was…well, it was everything else,” he said with a good-natured shrug. 

			For the once bright-eyed boy, a cycle of self-sabotage had started back in third grade. Slumped in the back corner of the classroom, the boy with the unruly Afro learned to adopt a sullen attitude, responding with sarcasm and disrespect when called upon. The teachers, not realizing Jeff’s posture had been carefully constructed to cover his struggles with the curriculum, soon gave up trying to engage the boy and simply left him alone. 

			At home, Jeff’s parents barely paid attention to him. He stayed outside after school, dribbling his basketball and scanning for pickup games around the neighborhood. Returning home after dark, he sometimes found leftovers in the fridge. Other times, he poured himself some cereal, crunching quietly as his parents got stoned in the den. “My folks? Those two just wake and bake all day. I coulda been run over by a truck, nobody know for days.” 

			By the time he entered fourth grade, Jeff had fallen hopelessly behind. Most teachers ignored him entirely. One older woman seemed to take pleasure in criticizing him viciously, though she never sought to help him improve. He’ll always remember her scathing comment, “I get paid whether you learn or not. Good thing, because I don’t think you’re teachable.” Those words, dripping with disgust, struck deep and left an indelible scar. Upon hearing them, Jeff fell into a deep well of shame and came to believe the lie that he was, in fact, unteachable.

			Eventually, although he was proud to have made the junior varsity basketball team freshman year, Jeff dropped out of school. “All I did was play ball. I didn’t do no homework, never handed in a damned thing. My teachers knew I couldn’t read, but nobody cared.” 

			With a friend’s help on the job application, Jeff got a job as a Dishwasher at a nearby restaurant. And because he was tall for his age, the near-fifteen-year-old passed for a recent high school graduate. Happily, as he started his new job, Jeff discovered that he liked his coworkers and the meal discount even more. The boy ate better than he had in years and learned quickly. He washed dishes and, in his downtime, swept floors and took out the trash. 

			As the now older Jeff spoke to Marlene in the coffee shop, she watched as he mentally transported back to a happier time. “I’d wash mountains of dishes and leave late…like, it was way after close. Then summa the boys would hang and kick it out back.” 

			He remembered drinking beers with the crew after hours. Slouched on the curb or leaning against the dumpsters behind the restaurant, the guys joked with each other and passed the time in comfortable camaraderie. Contented, Jeff figured he’d stay at the restaurant, working his way up to Line Cook like some of the guys around him. He was already beginning to prep vegetables, and things were looking pretty good.

			But then, everything changed when his parents were arrested. Taking a shaky sip of water, Jeff remembered bicycling home one night after close. His eyes widened when he realized the red and blue lights were flashing right in front of his apartment. Too afraid to stop, he cycled right by his house and stopped at the next complex. Half an hour later, the boy cautiously looped back toward his home, but again reversed course when he noticed the police car parked out front. Jeff was almost fifteen years old and fiercely independent. Yet, despite having taken care of himself for years, the boy knew he wouldn’t be allowed to live alone. So, he never turned back. Over the next two years, he slept in the streets and worked his way up to line cook at work. “I wondered why nobody ever came looking for me,” he commented reflectively. “But with all those kids already sleeping in the streets, I guess I was just one more.” 

			— • —

			As Jeff became accustomed to sleeping rough, he began to dream about having a place to live. Early one morning before garbage pickup, a small fabric bag caught his eye, resting on top of a trash can. The thin rope was broken, but the blue-green fabric was durable, and a sewn-in zipper seemed intact. He tied the pouch around his neck and began poking a few dollars in at the beginning of each week. “No matter what, I wasn’t touching that money! It was my bank account—my future.” By the time he was eighteen, the boy had figured out how to save about twenty-five dollars a week, and he watched with satisfaction as his little stockpile grew. When the bulge beneath Jeff’s shirt became more pronounced, he was besieged with offers for every drug he could imagine, and some he’d never even heard of. “You got bank? Whatever you want, they got. But I saw what happened to folks who start doin’ smack. I didn’t need me none o’ that. Trust me, though, sometimes I wanted it. I wanted it bad. But I knew once I started, there was no goin’ back.” 

			It was time to get off the streets. The energetic teen became increasingly paranoid as he fended off drug dealers, patting the lump under his shirt every few minutes for reassurance. Sometimes at work, Jeff locked himself in the restaurant’s bathroom, the only place he could really ever be alone, and counted his money. One day, hunched over the toilet seat, he balanced a scrap of receipt paper on his knee, painstakingly adding numbers with his right hand as his left clutched the bills. Slowly, with concentration, the boy counted out a total of $275. Months of saving and eating nothing but discounted restaurant food had yielded more money than Jeff had ever seen at one time. 

			That same weekend, the young line cook bicycled around town, hunting for a cheap apartment. He couldn’t read all the words, but he diligently scanned hand-painted signs propped in dusty windows. Then, when he caught sight of a painted cardboard sign that read “$275,” Jeff jumped off his bike. The place was just a ten-minute ride from work. His heart soaring, the boy strode up to the door and knocked.

			“But the sign says $275! I got that right here!” Jeff pleaded, fanning out the wrinkled dollars from his pouch. His elation had dissolved into frustration as the landlord explained about the security deposit. Seeing the boy’s distress, the older man’s heart softened, and he offered to take $500, instead of the full two months’ rent, for the deposit. 

			“Another five hundred bucks! That’s gonna take me another half year to save up!” the despondent teenager lamented, storming out and bicycling away furiously as he blinked back tears.

			As Jeff resigned himself to the reality of another six months of street living, he began to sleep on his back at night, the reassuring weight of his pouch tucked firmly between his shoulder blades. On the night he was robbed, the little bag bulged with over four hundred dollars of hard-earned cash. 

			Awakening with a gasp, Jeff immediately knew something was gravely wrong. A metallic tang of fear filled his mouth as his body thrummed with adrenaline. “You move, he’ll cut yo’ sorry throat,” wheezed a gravelly voice in his ear. Heavy knees shoved painfully into his armpits on either side, as a dark mass loomed from above. Jeff glimpsed the glint of a knife right before he felt it slice the cord around his neck. As hot blood gushed between his fingers, the boy pressed one hand against his wound while the other frantically grabbed for his assailant’s shirt.

			By morning, the wound had stopped bleeding. Jeff’s shirt was stiff with rusty brown splatters, and an angry gash ran from just under his left jawbone to the inner edge of his collarbone. Filled with despair, he did the only thing he could. The despondent boy changed into his one clean shirt and headed to work.

			The next few days passed in a gloomy blur, until Jeff unexpectedly caught sight of his familiar blue-green pouch, tied lopsidedly around a drifter’s grimy neck. He didn’t stop to think; all the pent-up anguish of losing a year’s savings suddenly overflowed like boiling lava. 

			“All I remember is seein’ him fall back and then punchin’ his sick old face and then…nuthin,” Jeff said, his eyes burdened with regret. He awoke in the Sacramento County jail and, unable to pay the $2,000 fine, soon found himself serving time at the local correctional center.

			Then, a long six long months later, the young man found himself standing outside the prison with a small plastic bag and a $200 debit card. “They call that ‘gate money’ from the state, supposed to help with reentry, but where am I suppos’d to go? What am I suppos’d to do?” he said. Fighting a panic attack, Jeff bought a bus ticket and breathed shallowly the entire ride back to his old restaurant. The familiar building was the only place he had ever called home; the sounds and smells of it wrapped around him like a comfortable old blanket. But the faces staring back at him from the kitchen were unfamiliar. His manager had moved out of state, and the new one wanted nothing to do with a criminal. A few moments later, Jeff was back outside, blinking hard in the afternoon sun. “So, what now?” he thought.

			Marlene glanced down at her watch and gasped as she realized gymnastics class was already over. She jumped up with a startled yelp, saying, “I’m so sorry! I have to go pick up my daughter! The time just flew by!”

			Jeff’s creased face broke into a grateful smile. “Sure am sorry I talked so much,” he replied. “You didn’t even read yo’ book today. But…thanks.”

			Marlene hurriedly gathered her things and paused before she pushed open the glass door. “Jeff, I really enjoyed getting to know you. I’ll see you again on Thursday?”

			— • —

			Mom and daughter reversed roles on the way home. Alicia, usually chatty and energized after class, sat in the back seat listening to her mom play back her conversation with the homeless man. Alicia sat, thoughtfully, pondering this new information that there were adults in the world who were unable to read. When they returned home, the fifth grader enthusiastically helped her mom scour the basement for old children’s books. 

			That evening, the family dinner conversation revolved animatedly around Jeff. Marlene’s husband, Matt, researched the U.S. literacy rate, sharing with the family that a government report showed that as of July 2019, one in five U.S. adults registered at the lowest literacy level. That meant forty-three million adults were classified as having low literacy or being functionally illiterate!1 

			In fact, the family’s home state, California, posted America’s lowest literacy rate, with 23.1 percent of adults lacking basic prose literary skills.2 Matt read from his iPhone, “Forty-three percent of adults with low literacy levels live in poverty, and seventy percent of adult welfare recipients register at those same literacy levels.”3 Digesting all they had learned, the family agreed that Marlene should try to help Jeff improve his reading skills. Alicia’s little brother, just eight years old, proudly offered up his prized Dr. Seuss collection. 

			Three days later, as mother and daughter drove to gymnastics class, Alicia smiled proudly at her mom. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen the polished blogger quite so nervous and giggled as her mom asked, “How did you learn how to read, honey? I can’t remember how I taught you! What if I can’t help Jeff?” Then, her voice raised in anxiety: “What if he has some undiagnosed learning disorder? I’m not qualified for this…what was I thinking?”

			Yet, despite Marlene’s concerns, despite the many ways in which life had beaten Jeff down, and despite that teacher’s cruel voice from so long ago telling him he was “unteachable,” the humble man approached his reading lessons with unwavering positivity. Slowly but surely, over the next few weeks, he graduated from The Foot Book to Go, Dog. Go!

			Marlene, who had always felt her schedule was filled to the brim, found that she had something critical to offer after all. In fact, two forty-three-minute sessions twice a week turned out to be exactly what Jeff needed. Now, she eagerly anticipated her time with the older man, her quiet reading sessions long forgotten in the excitement of watching Jeff learn.

			She respected how he never accepted charity, declining every time she offered to buy him food or drink. That’s what made it all the more special when he shyly accepted a celebration Frappuccino on the day he successfully read a line from her son’s favorite book, “There’s a nureau in my bureau.” They laughed together when he sheepishly asked, “So, what the hell’s a nureau, anyway?” 

			As summer approached and school began to wind down, Alicia prepared to swap her twice-weekly gymnastics class for summer sleepaway camp. Around the same time, Marlene helped Jeff fill out a series of job applications. And two weeks after that, the blogger enjoyed the best flat white she’d ever tasted. As she turned her coffee cup to read her name, handwritten in his familiar slant, Jeff beamed at her with pride from behind the espresso machine.

			A Friend
Arkansas, 2016

			“Always knew she was a slut.”

			“What a whore. Totally FU.”

			“Maybe I’ll get her part…preggers can’t play Rebecca Gibbs.”

			“NW she’s already @ 4 mo!”

			Josie shook her head in disbelief as she swiftly thumbed through dozens of message bubbles. The honey-blond teen had just finished swiping on a second coat of mascara when she picked up the vibrating phone that had slowly inched across the bathroom counter with every incoming message. She couldn’t decide which was more shocking: that her friend Haylee had gotten pregnant or that everyone was reacting so horribly. Thumbs poised over the phone, Josie thought about what she wanted to say, but a quick glance at the upper-right corner of her screen told her she was already running late to work. Sliding the phone in her back pocket, she took one last peek in the mirror, grabbed her purse, and ran out the door.

			As the ponytailed girl drove to the Walmart Supercenter for her Saturday shift, she could feel the phone buzzing insistently in her back pocket. “Poor Haylee,” she thought, as her red Prius turned into the expansive parking lot. If social media was already exploding like this today, Monday was going to be an absolute nightmare.

			A junior in high school, Josie juggled a hectic schedule of cheerleading practice, drama, and work on the weekends. The back seat of her car told her entire life’s story. A half-zipped backpack had spilled its contents all over the floor. Empty Chick-fil-A wrappers peeked from under her cheer uniform, and a gift for her boyfriend, Brandon, sat wrapped on the seat for tonight.
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