


[image: Cover: Kinda Korean by Joan Sung]





[image: ]




Copyright © 2025 Joan Sung

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.

Published 2025

Printed in the United States of America

Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-842-6

E-ISBN: 978-1-64742-843-3

Library of Congress Control Number: 2024918955

For information, address:

She Writes Press

1569 Solano Ave #546

Berkeley, CA 94707

Interior Design by Andrea Reider

She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.

Company and/or product names that are trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks of third parties are the property of their respective owners and are used in this book for purposes of identification and information only under the Fair Use Doctrine.

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

Names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals.




To all the Asian American women who ever felt alone. I am here with you.

Umma: Meeyahn-heh-yoh.
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PROLOGUE


I looked at her little white dog, who was sitting up in a stroller. He looked at me imploringly for an escape route as I stared at the ridiculous ponytail that sat between his ears. I gazed around the crystal shop and wondered how I, a proud cynic, came to be here. The oracle’s bracelets clacked together rhythmically as she moved her hands over me, perhaps trying to read my energy. Her eyes were closed, and she was nodding. I uneasily adjusted in my chair.

My eyes narrowed in skepticism. The woman was beautiful, no doubt—she wore thick acrylic glasses, and her shaved head glinted as the light caught her silver hairs. She continued to nod, almost as if listening to my inner voice rambling on. Her ebony skin was smooth with the exception of the few deeply sketched laugh lines on her cheeks. She tilted one ear toward me and leaned in, an action that still made me nervous given that, this time the previous year, we were all wearing masks and told to stay six feet apart from one another. I took a deep breath, eager to gauge the validity of what she had to say.

A friend once told me that oracles are in the business of holding a mirror up to you: What do their words mean to you? The significance is not exactly what they say but how you internalize what they say: you hear what you need to in that moment. And it was this insight that sparked my curiosity. I just had to see for myself if an oracle could help me, as I had spent the last year experiencing racial fatigue and trauma amid the rise in anti-Asian hate crimes across the United States. I needed guidance around understanding my place in a society that constantly labeled me as a Perpetual Foreigner.

“Okay,” the oracle said abruptly, and sat back in her chair. I raised my eyebrows in expectation. “Before we begin, we need to acknowledge something.” I held my breath. To my surprise, her face broke into a wide smile.

“You,” she started, “have a beautiful life.” I felt startled. But when I reflected briefly, images of my loving husband and adoring son bloomed in my mind. Automatically, I grinned.

“I do.” I nodded in agreement. “I really do,” I said, feeling my eyes swell.

But she leaned in again, this time her voice dropping to a whisper. “But you have some healing to do.”

My grin waned. I immediately thought of my strained relationship with my tiger mom.

“You need to address your … intergenerational trauma,” she said gently.

I was taken aback at the specificity. How did she know? I suppose she could have thrown anything out there in hopes that it would stick, like spaghetti thrown at a cupboard. If this was a hoax, why not mention something broader? Like “pain”? To me, “intergenerational trauma” was too specific to be a coincidence. Especially given that I had learned that year, at thirty-five years old, how my parents’ immigrant trauma had manifested in me by means of panic attacks, anxiety, and depression.

But exactly how would I go about healing? How would any of us Asian Americans who’d experienced trauma with immigrant parents heal? How, when we’re still unsure of our own racial identity and what it means to be Asian in America?

My thoughts turned to an Asian student I once knew when I was a classroom teacher. She wanted to talk to me over Zoom during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, before vaccines were developed, before we were sure of the effectiveness of masks—when we thought a hug was a death sentence for our elders. This was a time when we Asian Americans were terrified to cough in public for fear of people persecuting us for bringing the virus. And I say “we” because no one could tell the difference between us Filipinos, Chinese, Japanese, Koreans—so many of us … leaving us all to be targets of random, senseless hate crimes.

“Why is this happening to us?” the student asked me, looking for answers from one of the few Asian teachers at her school.

“I don’t know … I don’t know,” I muttered at the time. But didn’t I know? Was it surprising that we are constantly victims of racism but told we are not, because America thinks Asians are high performing? How long have I known that Asian Americans are targets of oppression, racism, and discrimination? How can I even answer that without being able to define my own cultural identity? After all, I didn’t know how to reckon a lifetime of being othered, feeling like an outsider because I was too white to be accepted by my own but too Asian for white Americans.

To find the answer to the student’s question, I had to start at the beginning—my beginning. As the student waited for my answer on Zoom, she looked at me expectantly.

But where do I even begin?






KOREANS EAT DOGS


"Do Koreans really eat dogs?” a boy in my class asked me on the playground. It was a frigid winter afternoon in Seattle, Washington, and his breath puffed toward me in an urgent sort of way. He was blond and about my age, eight years old. He looked like most of the kids at my school, but he didn’t look like me: I had black hair and black eyes. I was told by my classmates that the word “brunette” was reserved for white girls and boys, and black eyes made me feel as though I resembled a demon.

The boy’s blue eyes looked at me alarmingly through wide-rimmed glasses. If not for the glasses, I would’ve jabbed a finger in his eye for the way he gawked at me, fascinated but repulsed. It was announced that morning that our class was having a potluck, and he was afraid I was going to pick off our neighborhood strays like the Son of Sam of dogs. And he wanted reassurance that I wouldn’t feed him somebody’s beloved family pet in a simmering Crock-Pot stew.

But this wasn’t the first time I’d been asked this question about whether Koreans ate dogs. And yet, for some reason, I didn’t know how to respond because I knew the answer was kind of yes, but not in the way he thought. I rehearsed a few answers quickly in my head. My mom said that’s rude to think all Koreans do … My dad said Korea used to be really poor … People had to survive—some people didn’t have a choice …

“People only did that a long time ago when they really had to,” I answered lamely. My words fell flat on their face and shattered when they hit the frozen pavement.

My thoughts turned to my father. When he was a child, he fell hopelessly ill after going without food for several days. A doctor visited the family at home and told my grandparents that their son had little time to live unless they could find him something to eat. At the time, my father had a dog he cared for. Given that they were at the edge of impoverishment, my grandparents knew what they had to do. Unbeknownst to my father, they killed and cooked his dog and fed it to him. My father eventually put two and two together when he called out for his dog to no avail.

So … do Koreans eat dogs? Yes, I thought, feeling as though I had to pick one answer. I guess they do.

I didn’t understand why kids had these assumptions about me or where these beliefs came from. I just knew that the moment I stepped foot into a space, people claimed to know things about me based on how I looked. And since my parents were immigrants and also experiencing these things, they were unable to give me any support in navigating what was happening to us. And without my parents’ support, I was just left feeling … confused. The only guidance my mother offered was to stick my chin up and ignore negative comments. But that didn’t help me make sense of it all. Why me? I was left wondering. Of all kids, why does this keep happening to me? Why am I always treated like I’m not one of the other kids?

On the playground, I stared at the boy who was somewhat satisfied with my answer and now wandering away from me. Why me …? Why me? It was then that I came to the one inescapable conclusion: I must be the wrong kind of different.






TIGER MOM


"Umma … do you love me?” I asked for the millionth time. I was around nine years old. She was quietly singing hymns in Korean as I huddled next to the metal space heater on the floor for warmth. My brother, Chris, five years my senior, was at basketball practice. I was watching my mother as she sang, her singing a familiar sound in our house. She could usually be found in the evenings sitting on the couch, reading her Bible under a lamp. Tonight was no different. I looked at her tan, rounded face, her cheeks sprinkled with sunspots. Her pixie haircut emphasized her longer locks that cascaded in gentle waves across her forehead, the waves a residual result of an old, aggressive perm. Her petite body was stiffly upright. Her almond-shaped eyes and tattooed eyebrows were framed by her gold bifocals, which glinted in the lamplight. Her eyes were peering down at the pages, narrowing in concentration.

Without looking up from her Bible, she responded. “Stupid question.”

I looked down at my hands, yearning to hear the words, just once. The words that would reassure my insecurity. The words that would cancel out the beatings that would come every time I fell short of being the perfect, obedient Korean daughter. I thought of the times I would cry after being hit with whatever might be at arm’s reach: a flyswatter, a shoe, a wooden rod that my mother would use to wedge in the windowsill because we lived in an unsafe neighborhood. I would cry, and she would say sternly: “Tteook! Why you crying? You think you did something right?”

Her logic was something I grappled with, struggled to understand. What she meant by her stern response was: Why are you behaving as though I am doing an injustice to you? Do you think you are in the right? The more I cried, the angrier she would become. She would yell, “Tteook!”—Suck it up!—leaving me no option but to run to my bedroom and use a pillow to muffle my sobs.

But why would a parent lay a hand on their child if they loved them? Corporal punishment was one thing, but I knew that this was something different: my mother was taking her anger out on me. Her beatings were unhinged and uncontrolled. “Nah-chakkeh!” I would frequently whimper. I’m a good girl. After years of this, my sadness eventually morphed into rage—scarlet-hot rage. And the rage would stay, blossoming and filling out every crevice of my being. As I grew older, I would become indignant. I’d take my beating with my chin up, then retreat into my room, carefully examining my legs for permanent scars or bruises so I could call the police on my mother for child abuse. Unfortunately, that day never came. But the resentment arrived and stayed to accompany my rage.

When I was around seven years old, I spilled red juice on our new carpet. I knew what was coming. I immediately turned and ran into the bathroom to escape. But she caught up to me. And once she did, she swiftly kicked me in the stomach, sending me careening into the bathtub. It would be moments like these that I would clutch onto as I got older, feeding my desire to escape my mother like kindling trying to escape a fire.

My mother’s love was the roof over our heads. My mother’s love was cooking. My mother’s love was cleaning. My mother’s love was not, however, the one thing I had wanted from her. As I was sitting with my mother in the living room, I was still waiting for the words she held back. The words she held for ransom. I studied her profile, outlined by the living room lamp, as she sat on the couch reading her Bible.

My mother finally looked up and waved me over to where she was sitting. Was this it? Was this the moment I had been waiting for? Longing for affection, I obediently crawled onto the couch next to her. I was surprised when she handed me a glimmering pair of tweezers. Under the living room lamp, I spent the remainder of my waking minutes plucking out her grays, one at a time. Then off to bed.






REPRESENTATION MATTERS


The next morning, I was lying on the floor on my belly, my elbow propping up my hand, which was cradling my face, while my other hand flipped through a JCPenney catalog. I loved seeing what was in style, especially because I knew I could never own such trendy clothes. I gazed upon pages and pages of boys and girls posing. I noted that they were all either white or Black, but nonetheless looking confident and comfortable in their own skin. And here I was, wearing a cheesy white floral turtleneck and faded overalls my mother had obtained from the church bazaar. I hopelessly tugged at the ends of my bowl cut that my mother insisted on cutting for me because we couldn’t afford a real haircut. I tugged and tugged, hoping my hair would magically grow out of my head, like the doll’s hair you could lengthen just by yanking on it.

I pushed myself off of the ground and walked into the bathroom to look in the mirror. What I saw in the reflection was not what I saw represented in the catalog. I despised the shape of my eyes. They were too small, and they were missing the crease on the eyelid, sang-gah-pool. Even my tae kwon do instructor recently flew to Korea and got his eyes surgically enhanced to have the coveted crease. And I knew he had done this because, after he was absent for a week, he returned but wore his sunglasses indoors. In a daring move, I stepped to his side to take a peek behind his glasses and could see stitches poking out of his eyelids like barbed wire.

My eyes continued to roam over my face in the mirror. My nose … I hated the shape of my nose. I would kill for a button nose instead of the slightly flattened, wide nose I was given. I reached up and touched my face. I wish I was white, I thought miserably.

“Girls use Scotch tape to make sang-gah-pool,” my mother told me one day after I had complained again that I was the only one in the family who wasn’t born with sang-gah-pool. I was tired of the churchgoers cooing over how handsome my brother, Chris, was, how round and beautiful his eyes were, and how strange it was that I looked so different from him and how no one suspected we were related at first.

“If it really bother you, do this.” My mother dragged a fingernail across her eyelid. “Then put Scotch tape on eyelid when fold appear. One day, it maybe stay. Some girls do this to get sang-gah-pool.”

I took a roll of Scotch tape into the bathroom and did exactly what I was instructed to do in front of the mirror. As soon as the fold appeared, I quickly taped my eyes. I walked around with Scotch tape on my eyelids every day for a month. To my dismay, the creases never stayed.

And why would they? Even my physical appearance was evidence that, no matter how much effort I put forth, no matter that I came from my mother’s gene pool, I was damned to never be my mother’s daughter.






MY JEWEL


After my mother gave birth to Chris and me in Los Angeles, my parents moved us to the Seattle area. And in Seattle, my mother found a local Korean Presbyterian church to throw herself into. She had latched onto the community of all-Korean people, feeling less out of place in her life in America. Growing up, I was heavily invested in the church choir. In fourth grade, all the church choir girls were invited to a sleepover at the Korean church director’s house, which was a huge deal because I was never invited to events with these girls—the popular girls. The problem was that I knew what my mother’s response would be even before I asked if I could go. I wasn’t allowed to sleep over. Ever.

“Korean girls don’t sleep over!” she argued.

“Umma, we’re American! This is the American way!” I exclaimed.

“You are Korean! I am Korean! It is Korea in this house!” she shot back. Like many other moments before this, I felt torn between the demands of two worlds. I felt too Asian in my American community, yet too American living in my own house. It was a clashing of the worlds, and I struggled to reconcile the two identities. My tiger mom was, once again, tightening her grip on me, and I didn’t know how to escape.

Over the question of the sleepover, my mother stood her ground. She explained that when girls sleep over at other people’s houses, where they are not safe, they return pregnant. The implication was that girls would sneak out to have sex with boys. It didn’t matter how young I was; her forbidding me to sleep over was a matter of building the good habit of protecting my virtue. My brother, on the other hand, had free rein to sleep over at friends’ houses whenever and wherever he pleased. Boys, according to my mother, are treated differently because they are not as fragile and need less protection.



Later that year, I sat on the toilet and stared at the pattern on the linoleum floor. I tried to make out shapes, like I did when I lay on my back in the grass to make out the shapes of passing clouds. I could see a giraffe. Or maybe the profile of a long-necked woman. I looked down at my feet and then saw the bright, crimson spot on my underwear. My gasp caught in my throat.

“Ummahhh!” I screamed. “Ummahhhhhhhh!” My mother almost knocked down the bathroom door. She looked down at my underwear and gasped.

“Oh, you a woman now!”

“Umma!” I started crying. “I’m only in fourth grade!” I felt as though I had lurched forward in time, but I wasn’t ready. I just wanted to hunker down on my bed with my stuffed animals. She was rummaging under the bathroom sink now, and when she found what she was looking for, she held it up triumphantly. It looked like a bulky, folded-up diaper. After she helped me clean up and showed me how to attach the pad to my fresh pair of underwear, she sat me down on the toilet. She sat on the edge of the bathtub.

“Joan, all women have … a jewel,” she began.

What?

“If jewel have crack, it lose value. It less expensive. No one want anymore. Make sense?”

No. But I nodded.

“Okay.” She smiled. “You must protect your jewel.”

“Okay, Umma.”

She looked pleased. When I walked out of the bathroom, Chris was lingering in the hallway. I didn’t know how much he’d heard.

“What was that about?” he asked.

“I don’t know …” I frowned. Were we all born with gems in our vaginas? Couldn’t we pawn them off and get a nicer house? I wondered. I stared at my brother and wondered if he had a penis jewel and how much money that was worth. I felt like a walking jackpot. I pondered why our whole family didn’t pool together our treasures for a more acceptable lifestyle. But my brother was so selfish, I doubted he would consider sharing his cut.

Chris and I had a typical, healthy love-hate relationship at this time. Frequently, we would sit in the back seat of our old, beat-up Mercedes-Benz, bickering while my mother drove us to one church event after another. The interior of the car was heavily stained, and the fabric on the ceiling was caved in and drooping down into the cabin, where it was held up only by safety pins.

On our way to another Korean Bible study, my mother bought us candy for the car ride, two full-size candies each—a luxury. The thing was, she bought four different kinds of candy. I got a pack of Starburst. Meticulously, I ate all of my least favorite flavors first in order to save the best for last. And my brother watched and waited until I was done with the less desirable flavors, then promptly protested to my mother that I wasn’t sharing.

“You must share!” my mother called out from the driver’s seat, her eyes glowering in the rearview mirror at me. I looked down at my lap, the best flavors left: red and pink. And slowly, I dropped half of my spoils into my brother’s outreached hands, the smugness smeared across his face.

We arrived at the house that was hosting Korean Bible study for the moms at church. I gaped at the white, two-story home with the perfectly manicured green lawn. As we entered the foyer, I realized by the shoes in the entryway that a few of the daughters must have come to play with the host’s daughter, Sandy. Sandy was arguably the most popular girl in our church. She was a few years older than me, so she was automatically cool but with merit: the fact that she lived in this two-story house made her untouchable. To me, a house with stairs was an indication of great wealth. Sandy wandered toward us to help her mother greet their guests and wore a Tommy Hilfiger crop top accessorized with a disinterested expression. She smacked her bubble gum and twirled her highlighted hair around one polished finger. I was certain by her layers and curtain bangs that Sandy’s mother didn’t cut her hair. I looked at her in envy.

The mothers went into the living room while my brother went to the backyard to look for Sandy’s older brother. As soon as I removed my shoes, another church girl, Crystal, came downstairs to see who’d arrived. When she saw me, she immediately looked disappointed. Crystal was the pastor’s daughter and had her ears pierced in the first grade. She was also known at the church for having gorgeous, round eyes complete with sang-gah-pool. Sandy sighed in boredom.

“C’mon, guys … let’s go to the kitchen.”

I obediently followed them down the hall and tried not to look too interested when the two girls began to whisper to each other. I wasn’t surprised, as they frequently laughed at my clothes, which my mother purchased from the church bazaar; I was usually wearing the clothes that the church girls had discarded, and they never let me forget it.

“Soooo, Joan,” Sandy said in a businesslike manner. I perked up, surprised that she’d addressed me and me alone. Generally, when she spoke to me, she acted as though she were addressing an audience—talking to no one in particular. I glanced at Crystal to assess her reaction. Crystal was looking away, avoiding my eyes.

“I heard you like candy, right?” Sandy asked coyly.

“Yes …” I said slowly, in disbelief that she was being so nice.

“I got this solid white-chocolate Easter bunny this year, and I’ve been saving it for something special. They’re super hard to find.”

I nodded my head, engrossed in every word.

“It’s just in that pantry. Will you go get it for us? Please?” The last word she spoke lifted like the end of an ill-tempered cat’s tail.

When I walked into the pantry, which was closer to the size of a small bedroom, Sandy immediately slammed the door and shut off the lights. My hand reached out to jiggle the doorknob, which was already locked. I could hear giggles erupting on the other side of the door. I began banging on it.

“Let me out!” I pleaded. I gently placed my ear to the door but could no longer hear the girls. It was silent. They had left me there. I sank to the floor of the pantry and began to cry.

The reality was these girls and I didn’t live in the same America. Their America offered them infinite opportunity. My America was a constant parade of all the things I could never have. My America stripped my parents of dignity but simultaneously promised them limitless opportunity that would never be feasible. These girls’ parents were rich businesspeople or had other white-collar jobs, what I thought of as “respectful” jobs. I hated it when the church kids asked me what my parents did for a living, not wanting to reveal that my father worked in a grocery store and my mother didn’t work. Over the years, my father brought me home trinkets—toys, jewelry, little objects that mystified us because we didn’t always know what they were. One night, I heard my mother scolding my father for bringing home nasty garbage to his daughter. I then realized for the first time that he was bringing home things that other people threw out, and items from the lost and found at work. Something inside me drooped when I realized that.

In the pantry, I cried until my mother opened the door, looking shocked. I glared up at her, feeling resentment for making me such an outsider even in our Korean community.

“Yah!” She turned to Sandy and Crystal, who stood in the kitchen, looking at the floor. “You no treat friend like this! This not nice thing!”

My mother’s accent was another source of embarrassment for me. I could hear what everyone was thinking: How has she never learned English properly the entire time she’s lived here? But of course I didn’t consider the evenings my mother took my brother and me to our local community college and we sat on the floors of the classroom eating Almond Roca while she studied English. And despite my humiliation, whenever a person would raise their voice to speak to her, acting as if she were hearing-impaired, I would react with anger. Once, in an optometrist’s office, the office assistant nearly screamed at my mother to file her insurance paperwork, because my mother couldn’t understand what she was saying. I finally had enough. I raised my voice and yelled back at her, articulating the part of the paperwork my mother didn’t understand, which had nothing to do with how well she’d heard the office assistant. I could feel the heat in my chest and my belly. But of course, as we walked away from the office, my indignance reverted back to shame because, in my eyes, my mother had embarrassed us both.

I was ashamed of my parents because they kept me from fitting into what looked “American”; it would take years before I realized that the only person I should’ve been ashamed of was myself.



Later that week, I was cradling my right hand in the other because it was swollen and blistered. I was sitting on the blue Circle Time rug in class, along with the rest of the fourth graders. My friend was sitting next to me on the rug and peered over into my lap.

“That looks like a waterbed. A waterbed for a fish!” my friend declared. I felt embarrassed until she grabbed my hand and started gently poking my blister with her finger. Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt, and I was glad I didn’t have to explain what had happened.

The day before was Halloween, and I had gotten a caramel-covered, apple-flavored lollipop. The thing was, I only wanted the caramel off the lollipop and thought it would be clever if I simply melted the caramel off rather than wait for it to melt in my mouth. I decided a microwave would be the quickest method to doing this, and after realizing I was too short to reach the plates, I looked for something to act as one. After rummaging in the drawers, I found the lid of a cream cheese container. Perfect.

I placed the lollipop on the lid and swung the microwave door shut. I punched in one minute, then hesitated. Surely, it would take longer than that to melt caramel. I pressed CLEAR and punched in five minutes instead. I watched my lollipop rotate in the microwave, giddy at my resourcefulness. But once the microwave beeped and I removed the lid by gripping the edge with one hand, the center of the lid began to droop. I had accidentally melted the entire makeshift plate along with my now liquified lollipop. I looked down at the floor beneath the lid and realized in a panic that the plastic was about to drip onto my mother’s carpet. And I knew how she felt about stains.

Without thinking, I darted my hand underneath the plastic and cupped the molten-hot liquid as it dripped onto my hand. I grimaced and ran to the bathroom to run my hand under cool water, but it was too late; I had burned the flesh off my palm. But instead of tears, relief came. I smiled, as I had successfully avoided my mother’s temper. I never came to find out what she thought of my injury—I tucked my hand away whenever she came near me.

My friend, who was still poking at my blister, dropped my hand as we were interrupted by my teacher’s voice.

“This book,” my teacher began with a flourish, “is written by Amy Tan.” I lifted my head and was astonished to see an Asian face on the back of the book jacket, as the teacher expected us to ooh and aah. A face like mine. I was in fourth grade and had never seen an Asian person in our lessons before. I figured that none of them were famous enough because they hadn’t done anything worth knowing about.

The teacher was honoring the heritage of Gary Locke, who was the newly elected governor of Seattle. He was Seattle’s first Chinese American governor. It was 1997.

Later that week, my mother took Chris and me to Blockbuster Video. I rented The Joy Luck Club, the movie based on Amy Tan’s best-selling novel by the same name. Even though the movie was not a film for fourth graders, my mother didn’t monitor anything I watched. I suspected this was because she didn’t know what to make of the synopsis on the back of the movie box since her English wasn’t very strong.

The narratives in The Joy Luck Club were centered around Chinese stories, but they felt inherently mine. The feeling of being pressured to be more Asian, then less Asian. The pressure from your mother to become what she envisions you to be. The quiet suffering of being the daughter of a tiger mom. Seeing your family’s Asian-ness through your white friends’ eyes when you introduce your friends to your parents. The fear of bringing home a white husband. I never once thought I would be writing my own stories, because I felt as though Amy Tan had written them all for me. All her stories were my stories. And my mother’s. They were the stories of my mother’s generational trauma that she had passed down to me.

My mother is a woman of mystery. Her identity is shrouded in guesswork and ambivalence. She would vaguely refer to experiences in her childhood, but did I really know who my mother was? All I knew was that her past was burdened with this unknown pain. I knew this because one of the many things that we never discussed are the white scars that decorate my mother’s wrists. Only years later would she confirm my suspicions, when she felt I was strong enough to handle the truth. At the time, she called her moody phases “melancholy”; I didn’t realize she was using a euphemism to soften the truth’s rough edges. When I was in my thirties, it dawned on me that my mother’s melancholy was more commonly identified in America as depression.






TIGHTY-WHITIES


My father was wearing his tighty-whities and standing in the living room with two police officers and my frantic mother. Only moments before, I awoke in the middle of the night to a low murmur somewhere in the house. I walked down the hallway, unsure if I was dreaming. But when I saw two police officers standing in the living room towering over my parents, I knew immediately what had happened, because we’d been through this before. I wonder what they stole this time, I thought as I stared at the red and blue lights bouncing against our living room walls like a disco.

I quietly listened in on the conversation.

“Was there anything else that was stolen?” one officer asked, motioning around the room with his pad and pencil.

“Just VCR and TV,” my mother answered tensely. “I woke up, my husband outside banging on door. Burglar push him outside.”

I glanced at my father, in his tighty-whities.

“You wrestled with the burglar?” The officer raised an eyebrow at my father, who looked disappointed in himself. “Well,” the officer continued, “I think the burglar snuck in through here.” He began to walk down the hallway into the bathroom, and we automatically followed. He pointed to the long rectangular window above our shower stall. “I would just make sure to keep that shut at nighttime.”

My father nodded. “Yes, sir. We will.”

After the officers left, my mother confirmed what I suspected: the burglar wrestled with my father and locked him outside. My mother was woken up by my dad in his underwear, pounding on the door to let him into his own house.

In fact, it was strange seeing my father in the house at all. Since he worked seven days a week at two jobs, he was usually at work, or sleeping in the bedroom. And even when he was home, I would frequently forget his existence. My mother pulled so much of my focus that even my friends would assume he had passed away. I would refer to my house as my “mother’s house” without even thinking twice. I never shared stories about my father because there were no stories to tell; he was always absent from our lives and our dinner table. He was a ghost.

I looked him up and down in the living room. My father was not a short man, but in that moment, he appeared small. He wanted to defend his family but instead felt as though he’d brought shame upon us by failing to apprehend the burglar. I didn’t know how to tell him that this type of failure was not the one I would be embarrassed by; rather, I would be more embarrassed by the holes in his tighty-whities where the cloth gave way at the waistband. The holes that would not let me forget the type of life we lived. A reminder that there is an “us” and a “them” in the social hierarchy.

At this point in my life, being the daughter of immigrants meant being poor and living in a crap neighborhood filled with trash, crime, and spray paint. My entire identity revolved around being the poor kid. My childhood was spent being terrified that my church friends or my school friends would find out where I lived. It wouldn’t be until I grew older when being a child of immigrants became much more complicated.






THE ROLLER COASTER


Later that year, in the summer I would enter fifth grade, we flew to Korea to visit my aunt and uncle. The weather was unbearably hot and humid. I stepped out of the shower there and felt immediately wet and sticky. What was the point of a shower? I thought dismally. I then sat in my aunt’s room patiently while my mother brushed my hair. My appearance was one of the many things she liked to control. She needed to have my hair in a tight, perfect ponytail, and I had no choice in the matter.

My grandmother died from a stroke when my mother was just a teenager. Like a cigarette leaving a scorch mark on a sofa, my life would be forever tarnished by an experience I wasn’t around for.

“You so lucky. You so lucky you have me. My mother die when I was nineteen.” My mother would say this to me in a disapproving tone whenever she felt as though I wasn’t grateful enough for everything she did for me. She used my grandmother’s death as an excuse to feed her controlling behavior, and through my mother, my grandmother was far from dead; she was ever-present in our home.

By then I’d known that my mother was born in North Korea in 1953, although in 1953, the country was known as Korea; this was before dictators had taken control of the country and before a rift developed between the dictators and the people who opposed them. She had seven siblings, two brothers and five sisters, and her father was a government official while her mother raised the children at home.

Two of my mother’s siblings, a brother and a sister, died from starvation. When the borders of North Korea began to close and the country withdrew into itself, my grandmother selected her two youngest children to escape with. My grandmother escaped the emergence of Communism with two daughters, leaving the other siblings behind. Her logic was that the eldest child would have a higher chance of survival in a country that was falling apart. She carried my mother, the youngest, on her back, and held the hand of her older daughter and ran away on foot. My grandfather was imprisoned and beaten for renouncing loyalty to the government that he worked for, then escaped to meet his wife and two daughters in South Korea at a later time. He died of a stroke soon after.

We would never find out if my aunts and uncle survived in North Korea since communication with the Communist country would become near impossible for civilians in the years to come.

I’d seated myself right in front of my mother as she used the comb to impatiently smooth my hair. The tugging and yanking combined with the heat of the day got to me. Impatience grew and swelled in my chest. Finally, I screamed. I yanked my hair out of the ponytail and roared again.

“Oh!” she gasped. “Yo-goh-moh-yah!” What do you call this behavior?

“Nah sheeruh!” I don’t like this! And I dared to do the one thing that would guarantee my punishment: I looked her dead square in the eyes, something that is interpreted as a challenge in Korean culture. But I was American. She didn’t understand that I was a hybrid. She didn’t understand the implications of her immigrating to America and raising a Korean American daughter. And she hated what I had become: someone who wasn’t Korean enough, someone who was too Westernized in her ways.

My mother, shocked at my unacceptable behavior, grabbed the flyswatter that was leaning against the wall and shrieked while she smacked me on the thighs with the handle end.

When she would go into these blind rages, if I dared try to explain my side of things, she would accuse me of talking back and would verbally disown me, declaring me to be my father’s daughter. She’d tell me I had learned to be disobedient from his awful temper, despite our home constantly being filled with her shouting. That day in Korea was no different.

I never understood why my mother was convinced my father had a bad temper, because I didn’t know what “gaslighting” was back then. Gaslighting is a form of emotional abuse where an individual deflects all responsibility for their actions onto someone else. And my mother would never see the irony as she would complain about my father’s anger while she screamed. She would simply expect me to take my verbal lashings and dutifully accept every insult she had hurled at me. That is what a good daughter would do. And my father, whose narrow eyes usually crinkled in joy as he spoke, the corners of his mouth curling upward, rippling into his cheeks, would endure her anger alongside me. He would stand by, his glistening bald head bowed as my mother raged on. He would wait until she left the room before whispering in my ear, “I know she is difficult. But she is a good woman.”

After my lashings, I threw myself onto the bed and cried into the pillows.

“Nah-wah-jeemah!” Don’t you dare come out! She slammed the door closed and left me alone with my thoughts.

I stayed in the room crying, feeling the stinging on my thighs. I could see the outline of the handle imprinted on my skin and thought about how un-American it was to beat your children and how my mother should be arrested. I noticed the room was growing darker and darker as I did not turn the light on. Sleepy from having cried so long, I drifted off.

I was woken gently by my mother.

“Cake moh-goh sheeh-poh?” Do you want to get some cake?

“Neh,” I sniffed. Okay.

Did she have amnesia? Did she not remember the flying rage she worked herself into when she saw her prim and proper daughter throw a tantrum over hair? I went along with her to the Korean bakery. I picked out a brown cake, assuming it was chocolate, but it turned out to be tiramisu. My brother complained, but my mother said she loved the taste of coffee. This was her effort to make amends, but I just felt confused because she appeared to be bipolar.

The next day, we all pretended as if nothing had happened. My brother pretended he hadn’t heard my mother give me the thrashing of a lifetime. My aunt and uncle took us to an amusement park called Lotte World. The entire family was eager to go on a roller coaster, and I had never been on one. When the ride began, I immediately knew I’d made a mistake by going on it. The feeling of my stomach continually dropping and the feeling of free-falling gave me such a fright, I burst into tears. My uncle, who was sitting next to me on the ride, leaned over, screaming and laughing with delight, “Heem-peh-rah!” which loosely translates to Let your strength go!

I looked incredulously at this elderly man, laughing hard and throwing his hands into the air. He looked so … free. I did as I was told. I slowly released my grip on the seat’s bars and raised my arms. I let go. I let go of the tenseness in my body, and I let go of control. I flopped around like a rag doll, and I
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