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“But there was one other thing that the grownups also knew, and it was this: that however small the chance might be of striking it lucky, the chance was there. The chance had to be there.”


—ROALD DAHL, CHARLIE AND THE CHOCOLATE FACTORY












AUTHOR’S NOTE






The events described here are true to the best of my recollection (memories are imperfect things, after all). And while I’ve changed some names and blurred some identifying details to preserve confidentiality, I’ve adhered to the emotional truth of my experience throughout. All personal flaws and grammatical errors are, of course, my own.












INTRODUCTION






On March 12, 2019, the US government unsealed indictments against fifty parents who had collectively paid over $25 million to a college admissions consultant who guaranteed their children’s admission to selective colleges and universities under false pretenses. The indictment unleashed a furor of frothing indignation, finger-pointing, and schadenfreude. The Atlantic published an article by a former college counselor at an exclusive Los Angeles high school eviscerating the college admissions system and powerful, entitled parents addicted to “the crack pipe of Harvard”; the New York Times crowed that the scandal laid bare “the elaborate lengths some wealthy parents will go to get their children into competitive American universities”; a former admissions dean wrote in Vox that the hysteria over highly selective colleges was fed by the U.S. News & World Report, whose rankings were nothing but “capitalistic undertakings rooted in junk science.” And Elizabeth Warren said in an interview that the scandal represented just one more example of how the rich and powerful “know how to take care of their own.”


But the truth is that all of us have a clutching need to take care of our own. I know because I work as a private college admissions counselor in Palo Alto, California—epicenter for off-the-charts parental aspirations and seismic levels of teen stress. Stanford University is three miles from my house. The parents of the students I work with—many of them immigrants, all of them with extravagant ambitions—want their children to end up there so badly you can feel their need across the room. Or, you know, maybe not Stanford. Maybe Princeton. Or Yale. Certainly not a public school, unless it’s Berkeley or UCLA.1


I don’t judge them. After all, who am I to judge? My parents brought me to the United States from the former Soviet Union when I was nine in pursuit of the usual gilded promises immigrants chase: freedom, economic opportunity, a better life for their children. I was supposed to go to Stanford and become an engineer (I did neither). Instead, I majored in English, got married, went to graduate school, had a baby, and got a PhD in comparative literature. Then my son was diagnosed with autism, and my husband and I pushed him through years of intensive behavioral therapy, and then I had two more children, which seemed like a good idea at the time, and I began working in the Office of Undergraduate Admission at Stanford, which also seemed like a good idea at the time. Then I became an independent college counselor to some of the most tightly wound students and families in the world while my own children unraveled. I’ve been living at the intersection of unbridled ambition and family dysfunction for two decades now, and you learn a thing or two living there—including that there are parents who will stop at nothing to do what they think is best for their children. Myself included.


To conceive a child is to enter into a state of expectancy; to raise a child is to entertain an endless succession of expectations, major and minor, thwarted and fulfilled. This is a book about lofty expectations—my parents’ for me, mine for my own children, my students’ parents for their children—and about the consequences of those expectations. Because I vicariously apply to college dozens of times every fall (which puts me in a weird, suspended state of perpetual adolescence), I’ve structured this book as a series of responses to college essay prompts. Many of these prompts ask broad, sweeping questions about community, family, success, aspirations, and, yes, obstacles and failures. For fifteen years, I’ve encouraged and coaxed and occasionally dragged my students through the essay-writing process, asking them to mine the minutiae of their own experiences, to be specific and honest and self-aware—all while pushing my own demons out of sight. And all along, the question has pulsed in the back of my mind: How would I, knowing what I know now, answer these prompts if they were directed to me?


Here are my responses. I did not adhere to the specified word count2 because I’m an adult and I can do whatever I want.3









	1. For this I vigorously blame the U.S. News & World Report, which first published “America’s Best Colleges” in 1983. It’s not like people didn’t know that Harvard or Yale or Princeton or Stanford were good schools before 1983, it’s just that it does something to a person psychologically to know that School X is the “best” (i.e., in the top ten in the country) and School Y is only fifty-seventh. In reality, the top ten colleges and universities in the United States (according to the U.S. News & World Report, anyway), represent 0.03 percent of all four-year colleges and universities in the country. If prohibitively high selectivity is the only criterion of excellence, there are about twenty-three schools in the United States that have admit rates below 10 percent. They include, in addition to the usual suspects, the College of the Ozarks and the Curtis School of Music. But those, of course, are not the schools whose siren songs lure students and parents to their doom.



	2. For those unfamiliar with college essays, the word counts range from 50 to 800 words. The personal statement in the Common Application has a maximum word count of 650 words. I find MIT’s invitation to students to describe the world they come from and how it has shaped their dreams and aspirations in 250 words or fewer particularly cruel, but Stanford’s 50-word “What is the greatest problem faced by society today?” isn’t far behind.



	3. Within reason, obviously. I’m not a sociopath.



















PART ONE POSSIBILITIES
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[image: image] Describe the world you come from; for example, your family, clubs, school, community, city, or town. How has that world shaped your dreams and aspirations?


—MIT


Palo Alto can be beguiling: the palm trees, the exquisite gardens with chromatic waves of tulips, hydrangeas, and roses, the extravagant explosions of bougainvillea, the voluptuous breeze on a sun-bright day, the banks of fog rolling over the Santa Cruz Mountains that separate us from the beach to which we hardly ever go because the traffic is horrible. At the western edge is the Town and Country Shopping Center, landscaped with native shrubs and rugged, earth-colored stonework meant to resemble a hacienda that in this case also boasts a Bar Method studio and an Athleta, plus micro-batch ice cream in flavors like Earl Gray Lavender and TCHO Chocolate. There’s also Vietnamese street food, plus designer tacos, plus a beauty spa founded by a Russian immigrant where the Asian women who do the manicures and pedicures and facials wear name tags with names the white clients can pronounce: Tiffany, Jenny, Lisa. It’s a town both charmed and haunted, kissed by abundance, built on a bedrock of barely contained dread.


The story of Palo Alto is inextricably intertwined with the story of Stanford University, which begins in 1884 with a dead child. Leland Stanford Jr. was born to Jane Lathrop Stanford and Leland Stanford after eighteen childless years and, in a particularly awful bit of irony, died of typhoid on a grand tour of Europe that was the nineteenth-century equivalent of today’s junior-year college tour—a trip that would have inaugurated the next promising chapter of his life. He was just shy of his sixteenth birthday. His shattered parents declared that the children of California would be their children and, less than a year after his death, founded a university to honor his memory.


The Stanford campus, all 8,180 tawny, sprawling acres of it, is surrounded by Palo Alto, a city built, like Stanford, on the twin pillars of education and grief. Palo Alto High School—or Paly, as everyone calls it—is just east of Stanford and just west of the railroad tracks, which run right behind the school. But the suicides by train—so many they’ve been called an epidemic—have been largely by students who go to Gunn, Paly’s crosstown rival. Which is not to say that Paly students are not perpetually stressed, that they don’t abuse Adderall, that they don’t cut themselves, that they don’t drink to excess, that they don’t have eating disorders, anxiety disorders, OCD, depression, insomnia. They are and they do, and so do the girls in pleated blue skirts who go to Castilleja, a private all-girls’ school located in a handsome shingled Craftsman-style building a stone’s throw from Paly. For the record, we don’t throw stones in Palo Alto; instead, we engage in vitriolic exchanges on Nextdoor and in the online comments section of the Palo Alto Weekly, criticizing other people’s parenting, which is evidently to blame for everything from careless bicyclists to teen depression and anxiety, and complaining about everything from rude drivers to the size of the Halloween crowds at Steve Jobs’s house, where full-sized candy bars are routinely distributed to legions of trick-or-treaters and their gawking parents. A group of Palo Alto parents is currently suing the Palo Alto Unified School District for unfair math class placement practices that the plaintiffs claim hinder students’ ability to attend highly selective colleges. In Palo Alto, grief and grievance are two sides of the same stone.


A hundred and thirty-five years after its founding, Stanford is all anyone in Palo Alto can talk about. It fills the dreams of hundreds of thousands of high school students and exercises an invisible gravitational pull, like those tractor beams in Star Wars. It was founded to be inclusive, to be embracing, to commemorate a child lost too young, to pay tribute to his love of learning, his curiosity, his joy. It was coeducational at a time when universities were typically single-sex, nondenominational when most universities were religious, practical when most were abstruse. Now it admits roughly 2,000 applicants every year and roughly rejects 45,000, some of whom—and I don’t mean to understate the horror of it—throw themselves under trains. It compels parents to do ridiculous things: make donations in the millions, photoshop their landlocked children to look like Olympic-bound sailors, move to Palo Alto from all over the world to pay several million dollars for crappy fixer-upper houses with plywood walls and single-pane windows that fog up in the winter so they can send their kids to the local public schools (“Award-winning PA schools,” the real estate ads say), or, in some cases, to one of the local private schools—Castilleja, Harker, Nueva, Menlo, Crystal Springs, Sacred Heart, Woodside Priory. Schools with a carefully pre-screened, pre-tested, pre-approved student body, schools in mansions built by California robber barons, schools that cost over $50,000 a year. Then they come see me for college counseling.


Yep: me. Irena Smith, née Irina Averbukh, who arrived in the United States from the Soviet Union with her parents in 1978, speaking approximately seventeen words of English (ten of them numbers); who graduated with a 3.3 GPA from the same suburban Silicon Valley high school as Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak; who only got into the UCLA by the grace of some benevolent and distracted god; who wore heavy black eyeliner and smoked Benson & Hedges menthol Ultra Lights and cut class and eschewed capital letters throughout her teens and spent her college years aspiring to but never quite achieving the bohemian nonchalance of a sleek, dark-haired gamine in a Parisian garret (while in actuality living in a 1960s walk-up apartment in Westwood Village and sporting permed hair and slouchy socks and off-the-shoulder oversized sweatshirts in slavish imitation of Jennifer Beals in Flashdance). Today those delusions of grandeur include offering trenchant responses via languid contralto to Terry Gross on an imagined appearance on Fresh Air and fantasizing about becoming Alexis Rose on Schitt’s Creek, even though I’m neither the right age nor the right build, nor do I possess Alexis’s sartorial audacity. But yes, that’s me: playing Words with Friends on my phone, attending Monday night improv classes, leaving the three books I’m reading simultaneously on the kitchen counter, marching in place while brushing my teeth so I can hit my daily Fitbit step goal, shopping for organic salad mix at Trader Joe’s, and taking a fish oil capsule every morning, just in case. I’m also the one wondering at least a few times every week how I suddenly got so old and how the hell I ended up where I am, who I am, doing what I do.


This is not, of course, why high school students and their parents come to see me. They come to see me because I have a PhD, because I taught at UCLA and Stanford, because I spent four years reading applications in Stanford’s Office of Undergraduate Admission.4 The parents who come to see me want their children to be happy and successful, and the only way to make their children happy and successful is to make sure they get into one of the HYPS schools. (Yes, there is, indeed, an acronym for Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and Stanford. Perhaps because uttering those full names aloud would violate superstition or take up too much valuable time. Or perhaps because it would force an acknowledgement of the subtext, “Nothing but the best will do for my extraordinarily special child—or, by extension, for me.”) They come to see me because I’m meant to be the Virgil in Dante’s Inferno, guiding them through the ten circles of application hell, or else a friendly animal sidekick in a Disney movie—Jiminy Cricket, say—or a combination of Sam Gamgee and Gandalf in The Lord of the Rings. Steady, reliable, wise.


They come to me with complaints, demands, questions, and conjectures. Here’s a very partial list, in no particular order:




	My child has no spark.


	My child has an 88.7 in math/chemistry/English that the teacher wouldn’t round up to an A-.


	My child spends too much time doing one activity (often, this is an unconventional, genuinely compelling pursuit like board game design or performing magic tricks or sewing or songwriting that the kid would do even if no one were looking and will likely help their application far more than a summer internship or a pay-to-play summer enrichment program).


	It’s so hard to get into college (“college” is usually a signifier for HYPS and not Case Western or UC Merced).


	The schools are brutally competitive. “I don’t want Blake’s description of his school to sound like a fight to the death in District 12,” a mom said to me once, “because it’s not really like that. Well, it sort of is, but he shouldn’t put that in his essay, right?”


	My child is Indian.


	My child is Asian.


	My child won’t work on his essay (which is abysmal) but he also wants to visit his girlfriend in Maryland and he has sports practice so how can he write a compelling essay without doing any of the work? Also, the deadline is in four days.


	My child studies too much and is horribly stressed.


	My child doesn’t study enough and spends too much time playing video games.


	My friend’s child’s college essay is funny. Should my (deadly serious) child’s be too?


	I read on the internet that [insert a particularly outlandish or unsubstantiated morsel about college applications here]. Please parse it for me.





My work is a combination of cheerleader, strategic planner, family therapist, and writing coach. My current hourly rate is $500/hour, which people pay without blinking and which makes me feel alternately like a big deal and a total fraud. Yes, I really am that good at finding a student’s spark, at helping them find their voice, at facilitating the translation of messy lived experience into a five-page application, but a lot of my work also involves common sense. A lot of it is suffused by my experience as a former child and a current parent and an ability to see that while this process is shockingly new to the families I work with, it is at the same time terribly old. It is a rite of passage, albeit one that’s been corrupted by colleges’ marketing departments, the internet, the U.S. News & World Report rankings, and yes, people like me.


I never set out to be a college counselor. What I really am qualified to do, if you must know, is talk a lot (it’s a point of pride to this day that I was voted Most Likely to Talk to Anyone or Anything about Anyone or Anything as a senior at Homestead High School in Cupertino) and tell long-winded stories and drink coffee and gesticulate expansively. That was the whole point of graduate school, which was a place where you could hold forth about books to other graduate students or to a captive audience of undergrads and cradle Styrofoam cups of coffee while smoking on the terrace on the third floor of Royce Hall, back in the halcyon days when you could still smoke without people looking at you like you were a serial killer. I expected to spend my life happily ensconced in my ivory tower, gossiping about fellow graduate students and trafficking in stories, celebrating the pliability of language, the infinite variety of human experience, from the sublime to the ridiculous to the tragic. To be clear, trafficking in other people’s stories from a safe distance. That was the plan, anyway. But here’s the funny thing about stories and about expectations for that matter: they never turn out quite the way you think they will.


When people ask me what it’s like to live in Palo Alto—what it’s like to be a college admissions counselor in Palo Alto, where 13 percent of the population holds advanced degrees, where the median income is well over six figures a year and the median home value is over $3 million, where everyone has to be, and to have, top-ranked everything—I am sometimes tempted to quote Quentin Compson in Absalom, Absalom! “I don’t hate it,” I want to say, “I don’t hate it. I don’t. I don’t.” The truth is, I don’t hate it—really, I don’t—but the echoes between the Greek tragedies referenced in Faulkner’s novel and my own life are uncanny. Misguided parents, outsized expectations, scarred children, relentless striving, a house doomed to devour itself, people blind to the seeds of destruction they themselves have sown, and terrible consequences to actions taken with the best of intentions. And that’s just at my own house.





[image: image] Everyone belongs to many different communities and/or groups defined by (among other things) shared geography, religion, ethnicity, income, cuisine, interest, race, ideology, or intellectual heritage. Choose one of the communities to which you belong, and describe that community and your place within it.


—UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN


My husband David and I moved to Palo Alto in 1999 because it was safe and green and had good schools and my father’s telecommunications company, which he had founded with his brother Boris in the early ’90s, had gone public the year before. My parents gifted us enough stock to make a down payment on what seemed at the time to be an egregiously overpriced fixer-upper three-bedroom house with crappy plywood walls and single-pane windows that fogged up in the winter.


In 1999, Palo Alto was where ambitious, hard-working people, or the descendants of ambitious, hard-working people, or people who were lucky enough to be in the right place at the right time, ended up. Three years prior, I had completed my dissertation on displacement and semantic instability in the novels of Henry James and Vladimir Nabokov and almost immediately got a job teaching an undergraduate humanities course at Stanford. David was doing a National Institute of Mental Health fellowship in psychopharmacology, also at Stanford. We had been married for nine years; before that, we had conducted a four-year long-distance relationship, primarily by letter and occasionally phone, while David was at Cornell and I was at UCLA. The relationship culminated in a lavish wedding at the Fairmont Hotel in San Francisco, which my parents, whose own wedding ceremony entailed standing in a long line of other couples at the Moscow Marriage Palace to get their passports stamped, had taken out a second mortgage to pay for. We arrived in Palo Alto full of hubris, which seemed fitting given that we were moving into a city practically exploding with it. The year before we bought our house, two Stanford graduate students—one of them a son of Russian Jewish immigrants who arrived in the United States at roughly the same time as my parents—began work on a search engine whose name would soon become a ubiquitous verb, and Pierre Omidyar and Jeffrey Skoll became instant billionaires5 after eBay went public. The year after we bought our house, PayPal cleared the one million user mark. People around us were practically minting money. The air was heady with promise and possibility and jacaranda blooms. What could possibly go wrong? (Okay, there was a weird thing that happened on our first night in the new house: a freak electrical storm that came out of nowhere in the middle of the night. No rain—just ten minutes of violent dry wind that shook the house and thunder that rattled the windows and unbearably bright flashes of apocalyptic, white-blue lightning. And then it was over, just as suddenly as it began—such an egregiously, screamingly obvious ill omen that I shoved it down and decided to never think about it again. I mean, even if it was a warning, what would we do?)6





[image: image] Briefly elaborate on one of your extracurricular activities, a job you hold, or responsibilities you have for your family.


—STANFORD UNIVERSITY7


Twenty years before David and I moved to Palo Alto, in fall of 1978, I learned everything there was to know about promise and possibility from American television. That winter, my parents and I arrived in San Francisco as Soviet refugees after a blissful (to me, anyway), five-month interlude—two weeks in Vienna and four-plus months in Rome during which I did not go to school, learned Italian from the noisy, exuberant kids who played in the courtyard of our apartment building, and read haphazardly from books in the Russian-language lending library. And then the bliss ended.


We moved into an apartment on a noisy corner of 23rd Avenue and Geary Boulevard, upstairs from Yu’s House of Teriyaki, whose purple and red neon sign blinked through the window of the living room where I slept on a mattress on the floor. I had been placed, on full scholarship, into a conservative Jewish day school by Jewish Family and Children’s Services; the school was in tony Pacific Heights; I had two outfits to my name, a bad haircut, and, by then, a primitive command of English. I spent most of the year avoiding my classmates, who, like the nine-year-old sharks that they were, smelled blood in the water (or perhaps the cold chicken wrapped in tinfoil I brought for lunch in a plastic grocery bag) and moved in for the kill. I came home every day and sobbed on my mattress while my parents tried clumsily to console me, promising that one day I would speak English so well that I would correct their grammar mistakes. “That will never happen!” I would yell, and then cry some more, my back to the darkening window, while “Teriyaki. Teriyaki. Teriyaki” blinked on and off in muted purple and pink on the facing wall.


We learned a lot that year. We learned that when a store clerk says Sears is just fifteen minutes down Geary, he means by car, not on foot. We learned to break open a fortune cookie before eating it. My parents bought a used 1973 Plymouth Satellite and found jobs in Silicon Valley. With their new salaries, they rented an apartment on a quieter street and bought a couch and a colored television. They enrolled me in Alamo Elementary School, a nearby public school full of children from all over the world who also did not speak English. And I began to discover America.


1949 Clement was the first place to which I had my own key, knotted on an increasingly grubby string around my neck. And at Alamo Elementary, which was a live-and-let-live kind of place, I learned all kinds of things, like states and capitals, the Pledge of Allegiance, and that cold chicken could be traded for pork buns or rice paper rolls at lunch.


My parents were gone from 7:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. I was entrusted with getting to and from school, keeping the apartment reasonably tidy, doing my homework, and, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, walking myself to my nearby gymnastics class. But on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoons I was free. And that was when I discovered after-school television.


My world exploded into a multicolored phantasmagoria: Star Wars action figures, My Pretty Pony, dolls who drank water and wet their diaper, and cereal. A lot of cereal. I was invited to go cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs, to follow the Lucky Charms leprechaun to the end of the rainbow, and to laugh at the silly Trix rabbit. But it was the sunny yellow box of Corn Pops that captured my heart and my taste buds.


Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday after school, I poured a heaping bowl of Corn Pops, covered them with banana slices, and liberally glugged milk on top before plopping in front of the TV. Who even needed the other stuff—the orange juice, the diagonally sliced toast—that the commercials insisted was part of this complete breakfast? I had it all: cereal, TV, and parents not due home for three or more hours, depending on traffic.


I usually managed to catch the tail end of The Tom and Jerry Show on Channel 2 before switching to Channel 44 for The Brady Bunch, an instant favorite. I quickly developed a crush on Peter, who bore an uncanny resemblance to my real-life fifth-grade crush, Daniel Kenneth. To be honest, I had a crush on the entire Brady family: on Alice, with her corny jokes and inexhaustible supply of cookies; on the Brady girls (okay, not Jan); on their pink ruffled room; on their mom, who had such kind eyes and who sewed costumes from scratch. And they ate such interesting food! What, exactly, were pork chops and applesauce? What was a barbeque? Why was Alice so concerned about slamming doors when she made a soufflé? And speaking of Alice, how did one get a maid in a nifty blue uniform who would hand you a lunch bag every morning and pick up your stuff?


My parents, meanwhile, had entirely different ideas about what constituted the most productive use of my time, and one day, my father summarily decreed that I was no longer allowed to watch TV after school. So I nodded earnestly and promised to make better use of my time. The next afternoon, I made sure to turn off the TV before my parents returned. But my father was no dummy, and one day, when I walked into the living room with my cereal bowl and turned the switch to “on,” the TV screen remained dark and cold.


It had not been a good week. At school, a girl with whom I had forged a tentative friendship publicly accused me of liking Daniel Kenneth. My Russian gymnastics coach said I hung off the high bar with all the grace of a sausage—“kak sosiska” were his exact words. And there was something else: several weeks earlier, I had spotted a mind-boggling offer on my most recent box of Corn Pops. Three proof-of-purchase seals and $1.50 for shipping and handling would get you an inflatable beach ball with “Kellogg’s Corn Pops” emblazoned on a sunny yellow background. I’d already wheedled the money from my parents and dropped the envelope in a mailbox and now was breathlessly checking the mail in our small entry every day to find nothing. Nothing! I could almost hear the shysters at Kellogg’s cackling maliciously somewhere in Battle Creek, Michigan.


It was in this dark state that I tackled the problem of the television. I had never been technologically minded, and as I nudged the set sideways to investigate the tangle of wires in the back, a small part of me hoped I would be electrocuted, which would serve my parents right for taking away the thing I loved most in the world. But I managed to turn the TV back on without incident, catching the last half of The Brady Bunch and my new favorite—Gilligan’s Island. I loved the lush tropical setting, the Professor’s crisp white shirts, the flirtatious mole above Ginger’s pouty lips, and the way Gilligan and the Skipper bickered even though it was clear they were friends for life. I loved how you could construct an entire civilization from bamboo poles and coconut shells. I loved it so much that I barely remembered to unplug the TV before my parents came home and was slightly out of breath as I slid behind my desk and opened my math textbook.


Disaster was only temporarily averted. One afternoon, returning from work a little earlier than usual, my dad casually placed his hand on top of the TV and gave me a long look. “Hmm,” he said. “Can you tell me why the TV is warm?”


My parents called me a liar and a sneak. They said they couldn’t trust me again. They couldn’t believe I would choose to sit like a ruminant in front of the television instead of working hard and learning. Kak korova (like a cow), they said.


I listened while my resentment swelled. I did not want to work hard and learn. I wanted to be left alone in my little oasis, awash in a sea of cold milk dotted with pale yellow archipelagos of sliced bananas. I wanted to listen endlessly to Mr. and Mrs. Howell round their vowels and to see the smirk on Cindy’s face as she stumbled onto Bobby kissing Millicent. I wanted to be the invisible ninth person at the Brady dinner table, the eighth castaway on Gilligan’s Island. I wouldn’t watch any more TV, I promised. I would apply myself! But those were lies and in all likelihood my parents knew it, too.


It occurs to me now that my parents had good reason to be upset. They left everything and everyone they knew so that we could have a better life in this new country. No one in my family had heard of Horatio Alger, but we didn’t need to; it was clear that in America, hungry huddled masses yearning to breathe free could, by dint of hard work, become wealthy and successful. And here was their only child, who, at barely nine, had read Anna Karenina and Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita en route to the United States, who kept an illustrated journal of our travels, spending every afternoon seated in front of a braying television set and consuming fluorescent yellow pellets by the bucketful.


An uneasy peace settled over our family after that. I watched a measly half hour of TV before sitting down to do my homework. The year was drawing to a close, and the windows were pitch-black by the time my parents came home. Everything, it felt, was waning. And then, one overcast afternoon, I came home from school, stuck my hand hopelessly in the mailbox, and there it was: a brown mailer with my name on it. Inside was a deflated yellow beach ball that smelled intoxicatingly of plastic and cheap ink and kept promises. I perched on the bottom step and blew into the plastic mouthpiece with all my might. Fully inflated, the ball looked exactly like the beach ball on the box of Corn Pops—only this one was dazzlingly real, and it was mine, nestled cozily at my feet while I ate Corn Pops and watched Marcia and Greg squabble over who got to sleep in the attic.


Who was to say which version of the American dream was more valid, or more true? While my parents were at work pursuing their version of it, I was at home pursuing mine, the taste of Corn Pops and plastic mixing on my lips. Yes, America was the place where hard work and perseverance might win the day, but it was also the land of plenty—the land where plenty begat more plenty, where you were rewarded for wanting and consuming what you loved best, where if you ate Corn Pops faithfully and then waited patiently, good things would come to you. Good things would come.





[image: image] List the titles of the books, essays, poetry, short stories or plays you read outside of academic courses that you enjoyed most during secondary/high school.


—COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY8


In one of my earliest memories, my father is reading me Pushkin’s “The Tale of Tsar Saltan” on the scratchy red-and-black flecked couch in our Moscow apartment, and I look up at him in amazement when I recognize that the refrain about the ship dancing over the waves repeats between each segment of the story and he smiles back to acknowledge that, yes, it’s a pretty neat trick. My parents owned Boris Pasternak translations of all of Shakespeare’s plays and Samuil Marshak’s translations of Burns and Blake, and I read most of them before we left Moscow. Like most Soviet school children, I was made to memorize patriotic ditties at school, but at home, my parents encouraged me to memorize Pushkin poems and recite them to guests at dinner parties. And then our beautiful Russian tongue was gone, replaced by an incomprehensible babble of English.


My father spoke passable English when we arrived, but my mother knew maybe ten words, and spent the first several weeks in America mutely terrified, fleeing from the room and seeking refuge in a corner of the kitchen if our phone rang because my father wanted her to answer it to practice her English, an idea she found about as appealing as a root canal. When she did answer the phone, she couldn’t understand anything the caller was saying, and if the caller was a mother from my fourth-grade class who was trying to let her know the make and color of the carpool car that would be coming to get me the following morning, she would yell loudly and cheerfully into the receiver, “Yes! Yes! Tenk you!” and hang up, and then tearfully confess that she understood nothing—not what kind of car would come get me, not what time I could expect to be picked up, not a single shred of useful information except possibly for the word “carpool.” The next morning, she would hustle me out of bed at 6:30 a.m. so we could stand at the corner of 23rd Avenue and Geary at 7:00 a.m. (which she figured was early enough for me not to miss my ride because whenever it was coming it couldn’t possibly be before seven) and scan passing cars until one would slow down, and if there were children roughly my age in the car and a friendly-looking woman at the wheel she would deposit me inside and hope fervently that I would come back safely at the end of the day. But by the time I was in seventh grade, she graduated to carrying on conversations with her colleagues at work and faithfully watching Dynasty every Wednesday at 9:00 p.m., and, thanks to my younger, more au courant Aunt Irina, she discovered the novels of Howard Fast, Jackie Collins, and Judith Krantz. And in those books, she discovered a whole substratum of the English language: swearing.


In the afterword to his own Russian translation of Lolita, Vladimir Nabokov blames the aesthetic shortcomings of the Russian version on the dissonant jangling of his “rusty Russian strings,” but equally so, he blames the fact that in English, certain words and concepts are rendered better than in Russian. Better in Russian: nature and emotions (such as toska, the utterly untranslatable word encompassing longing, nostalgia, ennui, soul-pain—all of which my mother was quite possibly experiencing, but all of which, in my eighth-grade solipsism, were to me terra incognita). Better in English: automotive parts, sex (pretty much unspeakable in Russian), and swear words (ditto, unless uttered by drunken vulgarians). As a later-in-life learner of English uninhibited by social norms (at least not at home), my mother reveled shamelessly in American swearing.


My father winced when she read choice passages out loud. “Sveta,” he would say, “as a non-native speaker, you can’t really feel the temperature of the word. I recommend being more careful.” I liked the idea that words could be blazing hot or bone-cold, or even lukewarm. Certainly I could feel the temperature of the words my mother called out from the kitchen table, or from her bedroom (she was in the habit of reading in bed), because the embarrassment of hearing them in her accented English would creep into my cheeks like a hot wave. “Listen to this, Irisha,” she’d chortle, “This one guy is mad at his friend, so he says, ‘I’ll tell you where your brains are, you dumb prick: in your asshole!” And then she would cackle triumphantly, and I would be left wondering if other eighth graders also had mothers who did this.


As it happened, the book that launched my mother’s joyful wallow in profanity—Howard Fast’s The Immigrants—was the first installment of a sweeping historical saga about the Lavettes, a French-Italian family that fled hunger and destitution in Sicily, and the Levys, who fled hunger and pogroms in Eastern Europe a few decades prior. At my mother’s behest (and because, frankly, I was curious about what else was in the book other than swearing), I read it, too, and discovered an enchanting world: swearing, yes, but also history (The San Francisco earthquake! World War I! The Great Depression!), romance, and sex.


By today’s standards, the sex was pretty tame, but to a fairly sheltered thirteen-year-old, it was entirely scandalous. Daniel Lavette, the book’s protagonist, has a blonde ice goddess of a wife, whom he marries against her parents’ wishes, and later, when that marriage fizzles, takes a Chinese mistress. He was clearly a man of enormous appetites, and I found myself alternately repelled and fascinated by his exploits, unable to keep myself from rereading the scene where Dan and Jean, the ice goddess, have sex for the first time in the waterfront shack from which he is building a shipping empire. (In retrospect, the sex was rapey and cringe-inducing, but I was too mesmerized by the thrusting and gasping to notice). The Immigrants was followed by the second installment in the series, Second Generation (more history, World War II this time, and more sex), and then by a long series of sequels that were not nearly as compelling either historically or sexually. By that point, I had started high school, and together, my mom and I discovered Jackie Collins’ Hollywood Wives and Judith Krantz’s Scruples and Mistral’s Daughter and were firmly in soft-porn territory. Dazzled as she was by the glamorous clothes and shocking plot twists and the opulent lifestyles of movie stars and fashion moguls, my mom seemed not to care that at age thirteen, I was reading material that by today’s standards would be highly unsuitable for an eighth-grader.


The thing about my family is that we did not talk about sex—pretty much ever. When I was ten, my mom pinned me with a look of such consternation while telling me we were going for a walk around the block that I assumed I was about to get in major trouble. But no; a hundred or so yards from our front door, she said, “I’m about to tell you some very uncomfortable things, so please don’t ask me any questions.” Then she shared some clinical details about intercourse and suggested that I not engage in premarital sex before marriage. The explanation lasted long enough for us to go around the block: down Clement Street to 22nd Avenue, right on 22nd, right on Geary, right on 21st, right on Clement, back to our front door. I did not ask any questions, and by the time we reentered our apartment, we had clearly reached an unspoken agreement to never speak of sex again. When I was thirteen and started my period, I was told we didn’t use tampons, only pads (because, also by unspoken implication, the only thing that went into one’s vagina was one’s husband’s penis, on one’s wedding night). It wasn’t until I was a sophomore in college that a friend coached me through the mechanics of inserting a tampon while she was in the neighboring toilet stall, and my life has never been the same since.


In fairness, my mom grew up in Soviet Russia, where sex was on par with private enterprise: shameful, degenerate, not to be discussed, and to be engaged in only in times of necessity—so much so that her own mother failed to instruct her in even the most fundamental aspects of human biology. (At least I had Are You There, God? It’s Me, Margaret, so unlike my mom I knew what a period was and waited for it with breathless anticipation until I got it the second time and realized what a crock of shit that book was.) Interestingly, after I turned thirteen, Grandma Ester, the same grandmother who had neglected to instruct my mom about menstruation, casually mentioned, apropos of nothing, that if I ever married someone non-Jewish, she would curse me until her grave, and then some. Roughly during the same time, my father’s mother, proper and soft-spoken Grandma Tsilya, mentioned—also apropos of nothing, as I was watching her roll out dough for varnishkes—that all naked men were hideously ugly. So that was the sum of my sexual knowledge: no tampons, no premarital sex, no marrying non-Jews, and no questions. Also: ugly naked men.


My romantic prospects in high school were not particularly promising, which made the prohibition against premarital sex a non-issue. I led a reasonably chaste life. Which is not to say that I did not avidly seek out the sexy parts in pretty much every book I got my hands on, or that I did not read them over and over with a yearning curiosity. But this, too, was a non-issue until Shirley Conran’s Lace came along and turned our world on its axis.


In winter of my junior year, previews started appearing on TV: an ornate hotel room, four handsome older women, one voluptuous younger woman staring at them defiantly before uttering the immortal words: “Which one of you bitches is my mother?” There followed a montage of voracious kissing, operatic moaning, and gymnastic writhing set in sumptuous bedrooms across Europe and the United States. It looked stupid and over the top, but it also looked wildly tantalizing. Like, must-see TV tantalizing.


My mother—who wouldn’t miss an episode of Dynasty to save her life, who chortled over words like “cocksucker” and “prick” and “shitfaced,” and who read Judith Krantz and Jackie Collins right alongside me—arbitrarily decided that we would not be watching Lace on television. Or maybe her prohibition wasn’t arbitrary; maybe it was because I, and not she, found the show. Or maybe it was because the main character calls her mother a “bitch.” Whatever the reason, we only had one TV, and that was that. But the miniseries was based on a book, and while the number of TVs at our house may have been limited to one, the number of copies of Lace out in the world was practically limitless. You’d think my problem was solved, but here too she thwarted me. When she caught me thumbing through Lace at B. Dalton’s at the mall, she told me to put it back on the shelf. “It’s trash,” she said, against my protest.


This was the first time my mother denied me a book. Before that moment, she encouraged omnivorous, audacious reading. She had never said I was too young or too ill-equipped to read anything; she had, in fact, mocked me for reading “children’s books” when I came home with a school library copy of The Witch of Blackbird Pond. She had handed me Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita and The Fatal Eggs when I was nine (I was haunted by nightmares about vampires, demons, and gargantuan reptiles for several months after). She didn’t seem to mind that Anna Karenina was a book about lust and adultery and betrayal and suicide by train or that Isaac Babel’s Red Cavalry contained extravagantly violent scenes I can see in my mind’s eye today. She was unbothered that the books of Leon Uris and Herman Wouk, which I inhaled throughout middle school and high school, contained Dantesque descriptions of mass murder, torture, and disfigurement. And speaking of Dante: we had a Russian translation of The Inferno—illustrated, even—in our home library, and she didn’t mind that I read that either. Practically as a toddler!


The woman who had offered me nothing but open books was suddenly and utterly unreadable, and her cryptic obstinacy made me want Lace that much more. I was entitled to Lace. I needed Lace. I yearned for it. So I returned to B. Dalton alone several days later and purchased my very own copy with my babysitting money.


When Walt Whitman wrote that “the secret of it all, is to write in the gush, the throb, the flood, of the moment,” he may very well have been anticipating the breathless, propulsive rhythms of Shirley Conran’s novel. Lace contained multitudes—gushing and throbbing and pulsing and aching and flooding, plus a goldfish deployed in ways I never imagined a goldfish could be deployed, plus a convoluted mystery involving four women, a virile ruler of a fictional Middle Eastern kingdom, an adult film star, and possible incest. But above all, it offered the thrill of reading a book I wasn’t supposed to be reading—until one day my mother stormed into my room to berate me for living in a pigsty (kak svin’ya—like a pig—she said), pointed out that the closet, not the floor, was where normal people kept their clothes, and flung open my closet door to emphasize her point. And there was Lace, splayed wantonly on a bed of thrift-store skirts and balled-up leg warmers and underwear.


I had disappointed my parents before (see: being caught in proximity of a warm television) and would go on to do so in the future, but never had I seen my mother so angry. Red-faced and shaking, she yelled that I was a liar, that I had gone behind her back, that I was reading filth and living in filth and that she couldn’t stand the sight of me. As a coup de graçe, she ordered me out of the house, right now, this minute. I had had a driver’s license for several months, and I grabbed my keys and stormed out. But then, as I drove away and the heady rush of adrenaline wore off, it occurred to me that I had nowhere to go. I did not have a close enough friend at whose house I could just show up. I couldn’t see myself going to a restaurant, and I didn’t want to drive around aimlessly and run out of gas. So I went to the only place an awkward, self-conscious girl who had just gotten into a big fight with her mother would go: the Sunnyvale Public Library.


I found an empty desk and grabbed a book off a nearby shelf, which turned out to be a collection of American folk songs. And I sat there for at least an hour, staring through burning eyes at the lyrics to “Oh, Susannah!” (Don’t you cry for me, indeed.) Going back to the house was unthinkable: I felt bitterly wounded by my mother’s words—home was sacrosanct, and to tell one’s only child to get the hell out was a mortal blow. Layered on top of the hurt was bewilderment (why was it okay to read Hollywood Wives but not Lace?), and on top of that was a seething resentment. Who did she think she was, this woman who yelled bad words in accented English, to police what I read? Who was she to exile me?


My predicament left me with few choices—sleep in the car, ask our neighbors with five kids if they had room for one more, or sit there miserably until the library closed, at which point I would be forced to decide what to do. I chose option three, and just before closing, right as the hopelessness and desperation crescendoed, my father appeared out of nowhere and asked if he could sit down.


I still have no idea how he found me, but seeing him dislodged whatever barrier was keeping the tears at bay and I swiped at my eyes and nodded in relief, chin trembling. He sat quietly for a while. I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I said nothing. After a few minutes, he asked, “Where were you going to go when the library closed?”


I shrugged.


“You know that we were worried about you, right?”


I shrugged again.


The librarian announced on the PA system that the library was closing in five minutes and asked all patrons to bring their materials to the check-out desk.


“Let’s go home,” my dad said.


I shook my head fiercely.


“Irisha. Let’s go home.”


This time I found my voice. “She told me to get out. She said she didn’t want to see my face anymore. I’m not going home.”


“The library is now closing,” said the librarian over the PA system. “All patrons are asked to leave at this time.”


So we went to a nearby Jack in the Box on El Camino Real and shared an order of French fries while my dad brokered an agreement. I would come back home and apologize for sneaking the book into the house against my mom’s express wishes. My dad let it be known that even if my mom never actually said so, she regretted losing her temper and telling me to get out. His own opinion—and he managed to say this without explicitly condemning what my mother had said, which I wanted him to do so badly my teeth hurt—was that we all belonged at home and that’s all there was to it. We got into our separate cars, and my dad followed me back to our house.


Behind the half-open door to their dimly lit bedroom, I heard my mother ask my father “Nashyol?” (“Did you find her?”). She sounded congested, like she had been crying; Good, I thought, with a pang of grim satisfaction. Then my father beckoned me in, and my mom and I apologized clumsily to each other, and I slept in my own bed, not in the car, and many years later, when I asked her what it was about Lace that set her off, she told me she couldn’t for the life of her remember.


What she did remember, vividly, was that yelling at me to leave the house was her worst moment as a parent. She also remembered her abject panic: I was a junior in high school and seemed utterly indifferent to my future. In fairness, it’s not that I was indifferent to that future, it was just that it wasn’t nearly as urgent to me as the heaving and thrusting and quivering I found in the pages of Lace. That fall, my father had purchased a fat SAT prep book and left it pointedly on my desk, but I ignored it. In my physics class, I passed flirtatious notes with two of the boys sitting near me instead of paying attention to lab instructions for our electricity unit and proceeded to blow the fuse in the classroom. I hid cigarettes in my LeSportsac purse and forbidden books in my closet. I was, in my mother’s mind, on the road to perdition.


In Jane Eyre, Edward Rochester unburdens himself to Jane, assailing his first wife’s pygmy intellect and giant propensities and calling her a woman at once intemperate and unchaste. I suspect no small part of my mother’s panic was due to her own conflation of sex and stupidity; clearly, a daughter who evinced more interest in soft porn than SAT prep was going nowhere good. But that was what bound us, too—our shared affection for the vulgar and the overheated and the intemperate and the overblown, an affection that caused my father to shake his head and leave the room every Wednesday night as my mother and I settled down for the newest episode of Dynasty.9


Unlike my mother and me, my father had little use for high drama. He was born in 1941, four years before my mother and two months before Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union. My grandmother was evacuated from Odessa with my six-month-old father in her arms; when she was in the hospital giving birth, a nurse in the maternity ward muttered that the ward was full of baby boys, which was a clear portent of imminent war. I don’t know whether it was a dark fatalism or something else that compelled her to name my father Marcus, after the Roman god of war. All I know is that in the winter of 1985, my soft-spoken, temperate father managed to weave between my mother and me a delicate peace.





[image: image] Most students choose their intended major or area of study based on a passion or inspiration that’s developed over time. What passion or inspiration led you to choose this area of study?


—CARNEGIE MELLON UNIVERSITY10


In Rome in the fall of 1977, shabbily dressed, anxious-looking Russian-speaking people seemed to be everywhere: Soviet Jews caught, like us, in limbo. When we weren’t squeezed four families at a time into four-bedroom, one-bathroom apartments and overflowing residential hotels or crammed by the dozens into decrepit villas in the nearby suburbs of Ostia and Ladispoli, we were waiting in the smoke-filled lobby of the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society in Rome for harried caseworkers to call us into an office where we would be appraised of our progress (or lack thereof) toward political asylum that would get us admitted to the United States, or Australia, or Canada, or other destinations in Europe. We, all of us, were always waiting. And in the midst of all the waiting, my father taught me clever math tricks so that, for the last three months of 1977, I was a math genius.
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