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Seeing the glare of the headlights shine against the living room wall, my brother and I rushed out to assume our usual places by the door. When it opened, we chorused in unison, “AhnYoungHee DaNyuhOshuhSeubNiKah!” with a slight bow. Whether it was just Umma (Mom) and Appa (Dad) returning home from work or the entire congregation coming to hold Bible study at our house, it was just one of the many formal, traditional greetings we were conditioned to regurgitate along with ‘Did you sleep well?’ ‘Thank you, we ate well,’ and literally ‘Go well and come back.’ These greetings were so habitual that we thought nothing of them, only to be sure not to forget them. 

Stiff, formal language was not exclusive to those greetings. It was what we used at home with Umma and Appa, every sentence ending with an honorific “yo.” Though seemingly overlookable, that small, mono-syllabic word, “yo” made all the difference in the world. Speaking up and out, you only hoped that the listener would get past the echoes, “yo, yo, yo,” as they resonated in the enormous abyss, the ravine that divided the first and the second generation. The space only seemed to widen with time and I for one gave up trying to find a bridge. My family, never one for any show of emotions, remained very distant. There was no kiss on the forehead, no “I love you,” or getting tucked into sleep; it was a formal “Please sleep well.” 

It was as if my house – my home at 334 Tealwood Drive was a microcosm, a separate world within a world, complete with its own norms where Korean was the official language, and my Appa, the King. His word was law and to question it meant treason of the worst kind. We all scurried about, trying to please him, and the fine line between his demands and the demands of culture blurred. This male-dominated hierarchy was a fact of life for my mom and other women in her family just as the stiff expectations of Korean culture was a fact for me and my brother. It did not matter if marriage was supposed to be a union of equals – that was just the way it was. Looking back now I am surprised to say there were no imposing moat and draw-bridge, only a buzzer-enabled metal gate and our large, looming double-doors. 

I can say with confidence now that my parents were very much unaware of what really laid beyond those double-doors. I remember when they wanted me to become an anchorwoman. For them, the flawless American accent and friendly smile of the woman on the six o’clock news was a lot more enviable than becoming a doctor or a lawyer. It was something beyond a passport that provided visual proof that their daughter was really, truly ‘American.’ My parents and their generation, however, did not try to secure this for themselves. Instead, they created their own community behind closed doors, a separate world within a world, sheltered behind the “yo’s”, and that was enough for them. At the heart of the community was the church. For those Korean immigrants, the church represented a reason to come together and a way to create their own social hierarchy in a foreign country where they felt they had no chance to compete.

People would not be able to guess today, but my family was once at the top of that 
hierarchy. The congregation absolutely loved my Appa. He was a great people-person, a devout believer, and a prominent business man who had a “J. Kim Day” named for him by the mayor for all of his work in promoting Korean-American businesses. People in the congregation squealed with delight at the demure way his kids were taught to greet house guests with a slight bow, and I took pride in my family, our training, and in my obedience. In Korean culture, the family unit is supreme and every child is a reflection of his or her parents. In translation, my parents were quite smug that the community thought they had such a great job bringing up my brother and me. It was uncanny how the children became an extension of their parents’ status and quickly made friends accordingly. My brother and I were deemed well behaved by the parents and cool by their kids. I now know we were just being good Korean kids, unthinking pawns.

Inevitably, things changed. My brother went to school and so did I. It was the first time we faced contradictions to our bringing-up. My friends’ parents let them order out pizza regularly, had a knowing ban on movies that were not rated PG-13, and grounded them when they did something wrong. I remember I was so jealous of being grounded that I purposely stopped practicing piano and proposed a month’s punishment to encourage practicing with no real success. Although they agreed to grounding me, they instantly forgot when I tried to test them with fabricated invitations to friends’ houses. I was mad at their inability to be like the other American parents, and even resented the freedom that resulted from their ignorance. 


At school, we spent days getting ready for parent-teacher-student conferences. I picked out my favorite drawings and journal entries to include in my ‘portfolio’ and diligently wrote three sentence paragraphs explaining what they were and why I picked them to share. Even though my mom sat and nodded knowingly as the teacher gushed about my progress in math and reading, I felt a growing resentment. She did not understand meaning she must not care. My suspicions were cemented when, on my arrival at home, I wrote a letter to myself about what a wonderful day she had talking to me and seeing my work. By the next morning, I was $20 richer and had a neat copied of my letter in her handwriting waiting for me. 

Eventually, financial pressures and marital instability tore my parents apart. Really, it was the cultural pressures and expectations of being a Korean-American wife, mother, and career-woman. No one ever said it, but that first time my Appa made an extended business trip to Korea, we were all relieved. A collective sigh went through the house. His departure not only upset the male-dominated hierarchy but meant that the strongest resident advocate of Korean culture had finally vacated his post. I want to say that rebellion ensued, but it did not. We were each occupied, trying to piece together a coherent picture from the many puzzles that were our identities, trying to figure out who we were supposed to be while containing the battle between culture and country. 


My best friend Carin often rode home on the bus with me after school where we played ‘house’ and watched Power Rangers. “I never see your Dad around, where is he?” she asked me innocently one day. It was easy to tell her that he was on a business trip – it was what I really thought. But as more and more kids started asking, the subject of my Dad became a source of deep shame, a keen sense of embarrassment. When I drew a family portrait in the third grade, I drew him standing proudly next time my Umma with a smile – just like the other family portraits. But in reality, the man on the page was not my dad, he was a place holder, a stranger standing-in. Whenever other kids talked about what their parents did, I stayed quiet, hoping no one would call me out, and quietly I wondered to myself, where was he, what was he doing? 


We stopped having Bible study at our house and my church friends, Sarah and Sue stopped talking to me. Everything was so gradual that I hardly noticed the change, at least not until it was too late. Apparently there was vicious gossip as to where my Dad had gone yet my Mom never stopped insisting we all go. She got up every Sunday, put on some make up, readjusted her wedding ring, and rounded us up for church. I did not understand then that we were going for God as much as for our family pride. Although we had been pushed out of the social hierarchy, she wanted to show people that it did not matter – that just as others had said we were well bred, we were above such social pressures.

It was not just society that turned on us but also family relatives. It was not as if they had gotten a divorce – oh no, that would have been unthinkable in the Korean communities – even so, our family’s marital discord was public like dirty laundry hung up for the world to see. It became a seething insult and a punishment to be told: “You’re just like your father” or “He didn’t love you because you’re a girl” or even “You were a mistake!” Fortunately, my ridiculous family pride kept me from getting too upset. There was no reason to. While I knew their accusations had a grain of truth, my American individualism had taught me to not care. 

The summer before I turned twelve, my mom was hospitalized and stayed in ICU for weeks. We did not know if she would make it. Instead of spending as much time as possible with her kids, she withdrew into herself, not wanting us to see her look so unnatural. When we picked up my dad from the airport, I asked him if he was not going to get her any flowers. It was something the little girl he had left behind would not have dared asked; it was an idea I had picked up from television shows and the movies. As I said before, we were not an emotional family, and so when we finally got to her room, he expressed his love solely in terms they knew: family terms. “I got flowers. Jennifer insisted it was the right thing to do.” I was annoyed, disappointed, overwhelmed and even so, very, very touched. 


I suppose I should finally say what has somehow still been left unsaid in something I am attempting to call an autobiographical memoir: My mom was hospitalized for months and passed away early that following year. I started living with my aunt instead. The way she was brought up made her consider it shameful to talk about the situation with others, and so no one knew – no one knew about the months of hospitalization, the surgeries. I was suddenly Mary Till Donaldson from elementary school – that girl who, everyone whispered, who doesn’t have a mommy. I used to wonder how anyone could not have a mommy. Now I knew.  

I moved myself in. My brother dropped me off at the airport in Austin an hour before my flight and stood awkwardly as I waited in line to go through security. While much of the way we thought had changed, our family pride had stayed intact. And so, swallowing, I juggled my three bags, all of my belongings for the next few months, with a kind of resolute, resentful pride. I desperately tried to wave him off, not wanting him to see me cry. We just were not the kind of family that showed our emotions. It was laughable sometimes: if we grazed each other by accident, there would be a prompt apology and a moving a part as if one of us were infected with cooties. When my roommate walked in, I put a smile on my face. When her parents walked in, her mom and dad in hand, I put a smile on my face.  

She and her family were bustling on her side of the room, unpacking animatedly. Alone on the other side, I did my best to look occupied. After some awkward hours in the room, I headed down to the welcome barbeque, hungry. I was in this place that was no place, surrounded by voices without words, avoiding people with out names. I forced myself to swallow the chewy burger, the overwhelming taste of meat distinctly foreign compared to the rice I had just had that morning. Unsatisifed, I threw the rest away, surrendering myself to the ocean swirling deep in the back of my throat. I retreated to my room and ignoring my instincts, called my brother. In my nineteen years of growing up Korean-American, I had never felt so foreign as I felt that day.
