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Prologue



An uneasiness rose inside me. My heart started racing and a cold sheen of sweat traced its way down my forehead. The very air seemed laden with a sense of dread.


I didn’t want to go anywhere, and I didn’t want to see anyone. In a mere hour, people would be showing up to hear me speak at our church’s twentieth-anniversary celebration. The pressure to deliver a spectacular talk, mixed with disappointment about not having our own property at this stage of our existence, stirred an emptiness in me.


Maybe I’d feel better once I got to church. I tried to convince myself that I’d had this feeling before, and it had been okay. I considered trying to make myself go, but it really felt different this time. I just I couldn’t do it. I called one of the staff, my voice shaky.


“Abe, I don’t think I can come today. I’m not feeling well.”


I couldn’t tell him how I was really feeling. I considered what people would think of me if I didn’t show up and how I would explain this dark place that I found myself in.


I can’t reveal all my anxiety.


I was used to being the strong one.


Abe was caught off guard, but assured me that he’d take care of things.


“You okay, Dave?” he asked.


“Yes, I think so. Thanks, Abe.” I didn’t want to say anything more. All I knew was that I wasn’t well.


I’d never missed an event like this before. I was dependable. I consistently met deadlines and expectations. My personal credo was that just showing up is a large part of “crushing it” in the world. Abe had never heard me sound like this in the twenty years we had known each other, and I’m sure he was baffled as to why I needed the rest of the morning to try and pull myself together.


I didn’t understand it, either.


As I lay in the sanctuary of my bed, trying to make sense of what was happening, I realized that the anniversary celebration for our church was clearly unearthing feelings and expectations I had buried. Our church is not a normal church. We are culturally diverse and young. We pride ourselves on being a church for those who don’t usually like church. And even though outwardly it appeared that our unique community was successful, I was constantly struggling not having our own facility or property to call our own. We had moved locations dozens of times. We could boast that we were a Southern California megachurch, but in reality, our real impact in the city or in the world seemed minuscule. I had been told I would need to raise an enormous amount of money for the facility of our dreams. These were the immediate, more tangible things I could point to catalyzing these intense feelings of panic.


Panic.


There it was.


Was I having a panic attack? I pulled out my laptop to google my symptoms. Disorientation. Nausea. Sweating. I was having a panic attack. I realized this had happened to me before, but I had never recognized it as a full-fledged panic attack. I thought it was some type of normal nervousness or the kind of fear that envelopes everyone occasionally. Just a case of heightened anxiety.


I knew it was going to take some time for me to unravel this moment of revelation. I knew that moment that there were deeper things about my past that were unresolved.


My life had always been oriented toward the future. That’s how I was taught as a child. Things like the Rapture, Jesus’ second coming, heaven, and the afterlife are a part of my daily cycle of meditations. When I started consulting and launching some companies, I was future oriented as well. Entrepreneurs are rewarded and celebrated for being visionary, for being ahead of others in predicting future trends and movements. So naturally this became my life orientation, my identity: the visionary and futurist leader.


What I was experiencing this morning had little to do with the future. It dealt with my past. My parents. My religion. The clashing of cultures. The dichotomy of East and West. Race and heritage. Unexpected pain. And my eyes. The myriad of people, events, and cultural experiences chosen for me were not of my volition.


There was something else. Since I’d become a spiritual guide, my ears had been opened to the anguish of countless tragedies and traumas. These stories and whispered secrets had taken residence in my soul. They had done something to me. Their effect was hard to perceive at the time because I was entirely focused on listening and understanding others’ pain. I was not yet cognizant of what hearing those stories was doing to me.


I was experiencing a very real phenomenon called vicarious trauma, where experts say you can take a significant percentage of the trauma of others into your own body. When someone shared their pain with me, it would stay with me for days, even weeks. Back when I started pastoral work, I would line up my counseling all in one day. I soon learned that I would be wrecked for days after these sessions. Digesting the suffering and trauma took a toll on me every time I listened to someone who was hurting.


What do you do with a wife’s pain as she talks about her husband’s sexual abuse of their daughter as he quietly sits next to her, looking down at the floor with shame?


What do you do with all the anger and worry when you’re called to intervene in a marital dispute? The wife answering the door, still breathing heavily from an intense argument, sweating and crying, with a deep gash across her forehead. The wound is still fresh, white, and starting to bleed. How does someone make sense of that?


Where do you place the anguish from the pain of seeing a young couple in the emergency room holding their lifeless daughter in their arms?


How do you cope with the shocked teenage children telling you that their father just murdered their mother?


Vicarious trauma is real.


Even on that Sunday morning, I understood there was unfinished work processing my past that had unearthed this panic attack.


I knew there was more to it than my experiences as a pastor. I already understood on some level that the root cause had to do with my own family. With my Korean mom and Midwestern American father, and the merging of their cultures that is in my DNA. The fusion of their stories, their marriage, their suffering, and their secrets is embedded in me.


I’m Dave Gibbons. A Korean American. I look 100 percent Korean. Yet my father is white and my mom Asian. I’m married with four beautiful children. I’ve traveled to many places in America and spent a lot of time in Asia and South America. I love to eat bibim-naengmyeon, cold noodles mixed in a spicy gochujang-based sauce mixed with vegetables, yet love my hamburgers, too. It’s fun exploring cultures, but home to me can be anywhere my family and friends are. I think laughter is healing and holy. I do work that makes me look like an extrovert, but I’m an introvert who loves being by himself for long periods of time. I work in multiple worlds, from the religious realm to the arenas of business, professional sports, and entertainment. I’m unusual to some people because I’m a pastor and I also lead a business where I consult, write, and speak. I love working with creative and thoughtful people in diverse cultures and spheres. My advisement work has been with venture capital companies, hedge fund managers, professional athletes, and entertainers. That’s my work. But over time, all this work with people simply exposed things in my personal life that needed deeper examination. This book examines the awkward and hazardous dance of finding myself in the midst of cultures, family, and religion. Yes, religion. The topic of conversation often hard to discuss without a fight. My hope is that sharing my journey into the roots of evangelical, American Christianity will shed light and understanding into a culture that has become a political and economic juggernaut. My intent is not to belittle the culture or anyone associated with it. I became a part of it and was certainly caught up in the zeitgeist of it all.


To be candid, writing this book was an opportunity to reexamine my beliefs and perspectives. Narratives of old stories I told had new meaning when I took the time to sit in a scene and thoughtfully consider the sounds, the characters involved, and the details of how each person would respond in that specific situation. Since this is a memoir, this is my perspective. This book has gone through multiple versions and countless pep talks. I took the liberty to change some names and several events slightly to safeguard the privacy of those who inhabit these pages and to fill in the gaps of my memories. I hope that in my story you might find a piece of your own story.


So here we go. My earliest story begins in Seoul, South Korea.















CHAPTER ONE



Between Two Worlds


In Korean culture, a child’s first birthday is marked with exuberant celebration. In the past many children did not survive their first year. If they did, their first birthday—called dol (돌잔치)—was celebrated with a party to commemorate that the child had made it despite the harsh conditions of the war-torn country. I was born into this divided nation on February 28, 1962, when families were torn apart due to the Korean War: Parents from children. Brothers from sisters. Husbands from wives. The thirty-eighth parallel divides the North and the South, and still remains this way today.


The Armistice between North Korea and South Korea was signed nine years before my birth. I was designated as a mixed-race baby—the type of baby who might have been thrown into a trash can or left at the door of an orphanage just a few years earlier. US soldiers would have relations with the Korean women, and unwanted children became part of the fruit of postwar Korea. The shame and social stigma associated with these children would be unbearable, and women abandoned their babies in great numbers.


Fortunately, I was part of the next generation of postwar children. My father, an Air Force man, arrived in Seoul soon after the Korean War. I had an American father who wanted me and a Korean mom who was treated lovingly by her American husband. When I was born in Seoul, I became the embodiment of East and West to my mom and dad. The best of both worlds. A symbol of hope to my father, who didn’t have a dad, and my mom, who like my dad, grew up in poverty. I became part of a rising tide of misfits coming out of the Korean War who had parents of both Asian and American descent.


A Korean child’s first birthday is celebrated with an array of traditional Korean meats and side dishes, stacks of fruit, and dduk—special rice cakes. The baby is dressed in the finest hanbok—traditional Korean clothes made of colorful silks and linens. Guests bring gifts of money and rings made of pure gold. The highlight of the party is not the baby smashing the birthday cake but the first birthday baby grab known as doljabi (돌잡이). A tray of specially selected items is carefully positioned in front of the baby, and everyone waits in anticipation until the baby crawls and chooses one. Whichever item the child grabs is said to symbolize the baby’s future career or fate. Each item has a different meaning. Some represent jobs, and some represent skills or a particular lifestyle. There’s a traditional set of items, but these days it seems anything goes, as people add toy golf clubs to represent a golf teacher or a pro golfer or add a computer mouse to symbolize a programmer or maybe a professional video game player or a paintbrush for the future artist. The degree of how seriously each family considers the baby’s choice varies from family to family, but the selection of items and their meanings are special to each family.


The items used by most households back in my day were money, signifying that the child would be wealthy; food, meaning they would not go hungry; a pencil, meaning they would become a scholar; and thread, which was believed to symbolize that they would live a long life. On my first birthday, I was all about the money.


My parents said that photographing me on this momentous occasion was hilariously difficult. My round head, a third of the size of my whole body, kept tilting to one side, with the rest of my body following. I resembled a Jell-O figure, wiggly and floppy. I would be positioned upright ever so gently on a crisp, white bedsheet, erect for a few seconds, then promptly fall over, oblivious of the photographic requirements. My proud Korean mother laughed so hard, she cried.


대브 Daebu was what they called me. It’s an affectionate Korean way of pronouncing my name, David. Many Korean American boys in my generation were called David or John or Sam. Boys in Korea are treasured and desired; women are given a higher status if they have a son instead of a daughter. They had thought I was going to be a girl, so they had a set of girl clothing ready and planned to call me Karen. My parents gave me, and eventually my brother, Doug, a common American name so that we would be more embraced and not ridiculed. My older sister, Chong, from my mother’s previous partner, stood out, but they made sure to give us boys names that Americans wouldn’t have difficulty pronouncing or wouldn’t find humorous. By giving us names like David and Doug, my parents were trying to assimilate us into an American segregated culture, which systemically had difficulty with interracial marriages and outsiders.


The black-and-white pictures of Mom and Dad together in these early years capture their joy, promise, and hope. Their relationship was strong, their affection for one another tender. Constant kisses and hugs, gentle touches were common in our house. They danced and laughed together constantly. I never saw them argue. Not even a harsh stare or a disappointed glance. Our home felt safe, stable, and filled with anticipation of better things to come. I relished how our family was the envy of so many of my peers. They’d often say, “Man, I wish I had your parents. You’re lucky.”


In those early years, I could never have imagined how things would change.
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My father rarely talked about his childhood, except to share his passion for baseball and fishing. He blossomed as a baseball player and became a good pitcher during high school. We knew that he was born in Missouri and raised in Flint, Michigan, but we didn’t know anything about those places. We also knew that he had three older brothers, and that his own father had died of a health condition when Dad was just two years old. He was raised by a single mom, but he never talked about what it was like to grow up without a father. There was never a mention of the extreme poverty he grew up in or the challenges of life without a supportive dad. He rarely spoke about his mom, brothers, or father. But Dad was like my mother in that way. Their childhood and pasts weren’t discussed. Right after he graduated from high school, he joined the Air Force and was assigned to the US Eighth Army Compound, Yongsan Garrison, North Post, an American military base in Seoul, South Korea.


“How did you meet Mom?” my sister, Chong, asked him one day.


Dad, sitting in his La-Z-Boy chair near the fireplace in the living room listening to a Joan Baez album, responded: “We met at a party. There were a lot of GIs there. Your mother ran a beauty salon and cut some of the soldiers’ hair.”


“Did you go up to her or did she come up to you?”


“Not sure about that. But I was wearing a military jacket that I had borrowed from someone, one with a lot of insignias. She thought she was meeting some high-ranking officer instead of just a staff sergeant.”


Dad chuckled at the memory.


“So what happened when she found out?” Chong asked.


Dad’s eyes beamed with humor. “Well, of course, by then she’d already fallen in love with me. I’m sure she must have liked my blue eyes.”


When my parents first met, many South Koreans viewed American soldiers as legendary heroes who had rescued them from communism and North Korea’s advances. To my mom, my dad was the archetype of the American dream. She never said it in exactly those words, but you could tell by the way she looked at him. The myth of a white knight coming to save the day was real in our family.


Mom also wouldn’t talk about her childhood or her past unless we asked. The only details we knew came from her shiny black-lacquered photo album with elegant pearl-encased swans on its cover. Inside were faded black-and-white pictures, some half-torn or cut in half. These photos only made our mother’s story more mysterious. They were glimpses of the past, snapshots capturing my mom by a lake laughing or her having fun with friends. We didn’t know why other photos were cut in half. We didn’t know who were the ones scissored out. We never heard the stories around these pictures. The photos stirred up more questions than answers.


Who does Mom not want to be reminded of anymore? A former lover or partner? A friend?


Did a friend hurt her? Did someone she loved betray her?


We never asked her. We never dug into any potentially juicy stories. We just accepted the mystery. I eventually understood that it’s a cultural thing—not talking about the past—especially if it would dishonor or shame the family. We concluded that all was good because nothing was said. There was no need to ask questions because, first, Mom and Dad didn’t bring it up, so we surmised it must not be important or relevant. And second, the universe as we knew it was black and white. No need to be focused on the gray, the unknown.


This was a time of great social change, when the religious right was being challenged by the morality of the Vietnam War and in its views on women, abortion, creation theories, the credibility of the Bible, politics, science, and sexuality. In times of challenge like this, polar opposites often become more rigid and hardened. Tribes get more reactive and binary. Life is reduced to right and wrong. Capitalism or communism. Republican or Democrat. Christian or pagan. Conservative or liberal.


At the time, those who had the right answers were the ones typically respected. As I grew older, I found the opposite to be true. Those who asked questions were the ones who were enlightened, challenging the status quo not to be rebellious but because they were thinking.


Our biggest questions weren’t about my parents. They were about my sister, Chong. Doug and I knew she was our sister, that she had been born before our parents first met. But none of us knew any details other than that. Chong knew nothing about her birth father, who was never spoken of in our house. Even Chong’s name was different than ours. I didn’t understand why she didn’t have an American name, too. Even Mom had an American name, Debbie. Chong was an unfamiliar name to most Americans, and she frequently became an easy target of jokes.


Growing up, everybody knew who the favorites were in our family. My younger brother, Doug, was Dad’s favorite. He was born right after my dad transferred to Japan. Physically, Doug looked most like my dad. He had bigger eyes than Chong and I did. His hair was wavier, like Dad’s. His legs were like tree trunks, much like my father. He was cute and adored by my dad. I was Mom’s favorite. My siblings and I could tell by the way she looked at me and treated me. Mom would never say it, but we all knew I had a special place in her heart because she couldn’t stay upset with me. I think I was irresistibly too cute to her because of my pudgy rolls and triple chin.


Among the three of us, Chong was the responsible one. While my dad cared for her, we could all see he didn’t have the same normal familial feelings for her as he had for my brother and me. It seemed that neither of my parents doted on her like they did my brother and me. This didn’t change the fact that Mom loved Chong deeply; they shared a special bond that I wasn’t aware of when I was a child. Their relationship was forged in suffering from a hidden past, which I wouldn’t learn about until much later.


Chong was the super sister. She was a loving child who became a second mom for us while she was still in elementary school. She was quick to care for us. Always looking out for us. Her life wasn’t easy. She fed us, babysat us, and made sure we did our homework. And like our mother, Chong quietly performed her responsibilities and remained silent about many things. She always dutifully and meticulously cared for my brother and me. While my mom and dad may have had trouble saying they were proud of us, Chong would frequently give us encouragement, seeing things in us we couldn’t see in ourselves.


We were discouraged from speaking Korean as my parents were focused on artfully transitioning us into mainstream American culture. Intermittent Korean words would come up during the normal flow of English when we were referring to food, or in expletives when Mom was upset with us, or when she was talking ear-piercingly loud on the phone with her Korean friends. My parents were concerned that we wouldn’t adapt as quickly if we focused on the Korean language. Thank God, because later I found out a lot of my Korean American peers were forced by their parents to attend Korean school on the weekends during Saturday morning cartoons. I would have badgered my parents about that. Looking back, I regret we weren’t forced to learn Hangul (the Korean alphabet) because it would have been easier for me to connect to those who are Korean. The lack of Korean language proficiency foments a shame and sorrow in me that are hard to ignore. My lack of Korean language skills could be interpreted by other Koreans as me not caring about my homeland.


These days, when I meet Koreans who are recently from Korea, the first thing they will ask me is “Do you speak Korean?” I normally respond, “No. Sorry. I didn’t learn it as a child. I tried to learn when I was older, but my tutors couldn’t stop laughing when they tried teaching me.” There was always this compulsion to give a reason why I didn’t have mastery over the Korean language. I learned over time not to offer any extended excuse and just say, “No. I wish I did.” If Koreans still pursue whether I know any Korean words, I tell them truthfully that the only Korean words I know are the salty profanities, crude toilet words that kids love to giggle about, and of course, the delicious food. But even then, my American pronunciations of Korean words are admittedly humorous. Most of my Korean American friends in defending their own lack of fluency say, “Hey, I speak better Korean than Dave.” At least my lack of language competence makes them feel better about themselves.


There was one glorious part of our mom’s past that she shared with our family: Korean cuisine. Mom grew up in Jeonju, a city 120 miles south of Seoul. Currently, Jeonju is a popular destination for Korean food lovers and culture seekers. Tourists travel from all over the world to sample its cuisine, especially one of the most notable dishes to come from this region: bibimbap. My wife also loves the other notable Jeonju dish served alongside of bibimbap called Yukoe 육회, the Korean raw beef tartare, a umami-laden, garlicky, cool, nutty, and a little sweet dish.


Mom sometimes made this colorful and healthy dish for us. It begins with cooking rice with beef broth and bean sprouts. Fresh vegetables are artfully positioned around the white fluffy rice in the center: carrots, bean sprouts, radishes, spinach, lettuce, seaweed, pine nuts, and turnips. Then, of course, the ingredients that tastefully combine all the flavors together: gochujang, a hot pepper paste, and a fried egg with a runny yolk.


It was ironic that even though our father served in the Air Force in South Korea, he never developed a taste for Korean food. He loved to mix his white rice with sugar and butter, a habit that’s not common to most Koreans I know. It’s like putting ketchup on a steak in America.


Korean dishes weren’t the most popular meal in our house, however. At that time, TV dinners were the rage. Everything you needed was prepared in prepackaged aluminum-wrapped frozen food trays: beef or fried chicken, potatoes and gravy, corn, and even a cobbler. All you had to do was pop them in the oven. We felt like we were on the leading edge of innovation. This was the late ’60s and early ’70s. People wanted things faster and more convenient, especially with both parents working all day, as mine were. We loved the processed foods. Corn syrup and plenty of salt covered any abnormalities in the food from this new way of preparation. And in the morning, our cereals were basically colored sugar. Koreans traditionally eat jook for breakfast, a rice porridge with some garlic, onions, mushrooms, and chicken. Simple, elegant, and quite healthy!


At the time, I didn’t appreciate how strange it was having bibimbap for dinner one night and then a Swanson Fried Chicken Dinner meal-on-a-tray the next. For the first decade of my life, I didn’t know how unique my parents were. Dad and Mom were pioneers, an interracial couple in the ’60s. Something that was still illegal in many states. It wasn’t until June 12, 1967, that the Supreme Court said it was unconstitutional for states to ban interracial marriages.


I was born at the Yongsan American military base in Seoul, South Korea. While we later lived briefly in Japan after my father got reassigned, my childhood memories are mostly of Greensboro, Maryland, where we settled after my dad left the Air Force. It was a small town, and the social interaction with neighbors was civil, but infrequent. The adults mostly stayed to themselves and out of each other’s business, unless they happened to catch each other’s eyes or nod while mowing the grass or playing catch with the football in the front yard. Otherwise, you could live a secluded life. Dad and Mom were mostly grinding away at work or attending required coursework for their careers. While Mom worked on her beautician certificate, Dad focused on a stenographer’s certification. They didn’t have time to invest in their relational network around the neighborhood. I don’t remember seeing other neighbors engage my parents beyond a customary smile or a friendly wave.


Still, my siblings and I felt accepted by everyone. We didn’t know there were people who looked at us with condescension. I didn’t even realize we were mixed race or that some people saw us as “aliens.” There wasn’t one racial incident that stood out to me before the fourth grade. I was oblivious to the civil rights movement and the underlying and overt racial tensions happening in America when I was a child. Our parents had created their own ecosystem, which kept us from any noticeable racial hostility. The tensions between the Black community and white people weren’t discussed in our house. Interracial relationships were normal. It’s what we lived every day.


It wasn’t until we left Greensboro, Maryland, several years later that we realized how strange we were to others. How many saw us differently than we saw ourselves. Living in the countryside of Maryland, we were captivated by the wonder of the forests, rivers, lakes, streams, plants, and creatures both large and small. Nature doesn’t judge you. You’re not worried about how you look when you’re romping through the forests or the lush green fields of Maryland and Northern Virginia.


Humans can be different. It’s in our primal nature to compare ourselves to others, to judge whether a person is safe or to be feared. To discern whether a person is in or out. A friend or a foe.


The idyllic way I saw life as a child would change. The challenge wouldn’t be my language, a foreign accent, my intellect, my ability to understand idioms, or my sensitivity to adapt to normal cultural interactions. It came down to the shape of my eyes.















CHAPTER TWO



Nature Boy


Massive green forests filled with red maples, white oaks, American beeches, and northern red oaks filled my world as I grew up in Maryland. The lush, soaring trees were in abundant supply near our house. They became like friends, silently watching over me, ever present and beaming with life. They felt like they could talk to me. A place of shade from the hot summer sun.


Fresh corn, watermelon, and cherries were frequent treats, mixed, of course, with Korean gimbap, basically a seaweed (gim) rice roll with tasty vegetables and kogi (beef) in the middle. Our town was one of those storybook boyhood places you dreamed about as a child. The best way to describe this place is to call it Narnia from The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe by C. S. Lewis. It was Narnia because of the wonder I felt. The creatures were new to me and fantastical. And nature itself seemed welcoming with no sense of judgment of who you are.


I was innocent, filled with energy, finding my legs, discovering my potential, running and jumping, traversing all these unknowns, curious, with little fear, thinking the best of people naturally. It was a place where I felt a wild freedom to roam. It was in my blood to run and investigate. I was curious about anything outdoors. I felt like I could create and explore without the worry of lack or others’ criticism. With the whole world of Greensboro, Maryland, as my backyard, I felt like I could do anything.


My friends and I spent our time investigating fields, jumping in swamps, riding our bikes for miles, exploring developments as they were being built, or scampering wildly throughout the neighborhoods. Our bikes were our spacecrafts to take us wherever our imaginations wanted to go. We rode our bicycles everywhere. It got more sophisticated when we began using walkie-talkies to communicate with one another. My friends and I entered into nearby construction sites where bulldozers were moving tons of the earth. We’d extract the sticks land surveyors had carefully placed in the ground and use them as swords. The wooden stakes on the construction sites represented future homes. It never crossed our young minds that surveyors had painstakingly positioned them into the ground to mark boundaries and excavation sites.


Penny was our adopted family beagle. We named him after the large brown spot on his short, white furry back. Penny would look at me with those dark puppy eyes like he knew everything I was saying and even what I didn’t know how to articulate. Penny and I loved to maneuver our way through nearby fields. Dad would often let him roam unrestrained. When he placed two fingers in his mouth, he blew a loud rising whistle that had an exclamation point, and Penny would race back, knowing his favorite dinner was about to be served.


I loved the forest, the long fields in the rural country and the moist banks of the Choptank River. Birds, dogs, rabbits, deer, frogs, and farms all joyfully interacting in the landscape around us. Lightning bugs, colorful butterflies, and praying mantises were part of the magical world I lived in. The pesky mosquitoes were the enemies. These bloodthirsty insects seemed especially attracted to my Korean blood, an Asian feast they weren’t used to. Mosquitoes feasted on me after I’d been in the forest for just a few minutes.


I made so many new discoveries every time I was outside. The evergreen fragrance of the forests; the scent of spring rain; the morning dew; freshly cut Bermuda grass. I’ll never forget diving into the ponds by our house, barefoot, splashing in little pools of water with hundreds of tadpoles, hearing the creatures scurrying away from us. If you looked into the sky, you could literally see thousands of birds. A variety of geese, ducks, hawks, and sparrows were flying overhead in tight formations. The quacks, the melodious notes, the distinct sounds of these birds were part of the natural harmony of the area we called home.


The animals were not simply my friends; I felt like I was one of them. Sometimes I would even sing to them. I loved to look out from the patio of our house, where the geese, ducks, and sparrows rested on their migration routes down south. I’d pick up my dad’s old guitar, which stood against the wall near the fireplace, then slowly and gingerly open the creaky metal screen door and try not to startle my fowl audience. I’d plop myself on the outdoor lawn chair, position the guitar on my lap, and belt out a nonsensical song to the birds.


Penny would wander onto the deck, and when he’d see the gathering of birds, he’d bolt into the grass after them. Wings would flap and feathers waft as the creatures all tried to escape, some flying and others dashing away. Penny would run around in circles, chasing after them.


I spent so much time outside, my dad started calling me “Nature Boy.” Though it probably wasn’t just my love of the outdoors that led to this nickname.


Sometimes I’d run in my underwear like some wild animal, my straight black hair protruding from my scalp, sweat running down my face. Dad would burst out laughing watching me, his six-foot athletic frame scrunching up in amusement from my antics. “It’s a bird. It’s a plane. No! It’s Nature Boy!”


I didn’t like to wear clothes. Garments inhibited my movement. I wanted to be ready to jump into the nearby natural water holes without hindrance. I followed in my mom’s footsteps in this way. While she was going to school to earn her beautician certificate so she could get a license in Maryland, Mom also worked at a factory on an assembly line. When she came home from work, she always took off her beautician outfit, hopped into the shower, and came out with wet hair, wearing no makeup and loose-fitting clothes that often didn’t match. If you watch Korean dramas, it’s the typical look and vibe of a 할머니 halmoni, a Korean grandma who acts like she owns the town and has the confidence to back it up. A Korean grandma doesn’t have to speak; she can just look at you and you know what she is saying. The popularity of Korean dramas is in part because of how authentically expressive the Korean people are beyond words. I can’t count how many times I’ve been quietly pushed aside by a five-foot-tall elderly Korean grandma. Facial expressions and sounds perfectly convey emotions in a shortened code. Like a K-grandma, Mom never cared what others thought, or at least it seemed that way. Other times Mom would come home, shower, and then come out in a casual silk nightie that made her feel comfortable and us uncomfortable. This spirit of freedom was part of my DNA.


“Put a shirt on!” my dad encouraged me, to no avail.


My sister, on the other hand, just groaned. “Ooooh… it’s gross seeing your nipples.”


I answered the way Mom might have. “I wanna be free.”


It would take me a while to be able to articulate that I didn’t like feeling confined and restrained by any type of rules. It was ironic, considering how much of my life I spent living by rules. But that was later, after we moved away from Maryland, after everything changed.
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My brother, Doug, and I had a daily routine. As soon as we arrived home from school, we raced to the bedroom we shared, lunchboxes and books in hand. The first thing we did was quickly shed our clothes and step into our flannel superhero pajamas. Then we ran to the big box television, plopped ourselves onto the floor, lay down with our hands underneath our faces, and became entranced by the cartoons on the screen. We were the first generation of latchkey kids. The television became our favorite babysitter. Chong, Doug, and I went into a trancelike state watching cartoons. The television was a portal into a new world, like the digital world would someday be to the next generation. When Pong, one of the first computer tennis-like games you played on TV, became part of our world, we thought we’d taken a quantum leap into the future.


One late afternoon, as evening was approaching, Chong started cooking dinner for us, and Doug and I got lost in some animated fantasy on the giant tube. In my peripheral vision, I happened to catch a flickering orange light coming from the kitchen.


“Chong, there’s some bright light coming from the kitchen,” I said, not thinking much about it. I was mesmerized by the cartoons.


Chong turned her head toward the kitchen and immediately sprang up from her position next to us. Moments earlier, she had heated the oil in a pan for dinner. When she reached the doorway to the kitchen now, she gasped.


“Doug and Dave!” she called out. “We have to leave the house right now! The kitchen is on fire!”


Chong stood by the door, her face pale as if she had just seen a ghost, her eyes full of terror. We jumped up and ran outside. We didn’t consider grabbing anything. We were in such shock that we blew right past the hamsters resting in their cage next to the door we burst out of. Thankfully our dog, Penny, followed us outside.


In a matter of moments, the whole front of our house was engulfed in flames. Large, billowing black smoke plumed, polluting the fresh, rural farmland air. I stood in fear, watching the scene unfold as if it were on the evening news. The only difference was I could feel the heat, taste the smoke, and hear the crackling.


The sirens announced the arrival of massive glistening red fire trucks. A fireman jumped off one and unfurled a large hose, then he ran toward the house to extinguish the flames. I looked around us to see neighbors gathering to view the unfolding spectacle.


When Mom and Dad finally arrived, they were relieved to see that we were all safe. We embraced them in disbelief, not saying anything. We didn’t know what to say as we watched the frenzy of activity around the house. After the firefighters gained control of the fire, the truth was obvious:


Almost everything we owned was gone.


As our family stood there, stunned, silently, staring at our home in ruins, we thought about everything that was lost. The new furniture that our parents had recently purchased was now destroyed. The beautiful living room sofa that still had its plastic covering on it—ironically, to protect it. The dark coffee tables. Our new television. The beloved stereo system and my dad’s prized collection of rock-and-roll music vinyls he had acquired since he was a teenager. My mom’s mementos and art collection of gold jewelry. Her ornate boxes and vases made in Korea. So many other priceless objects that held memories from thousands of miles away. All turned to ashes.


I suddenly had a terrible thought.


The hamsters. We forgot the hamsters.


All at once our future had disappeared inside an inferno. The question now was, where would we live?


Chong was never blamed for the fire. She was still a child. My parents weren’t cited, either. Life just kept going. We had been renting the house from some farmers, and the landlords kindly let us live with them as our house was being rebuilt. We lived in a trailer on their property for a couple of months, and this pause in my family’s life led my parents to reexamine the world we were starting to create in Maryland. They felt like it was time for a change. So did my dad’s brother, who lived in Arizona.
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“It’s a sign from God,” Uncle Lloyd told my dad when he found out about the house fire.


My dad’s older brother was a stenographer, too, and also a volunteer associate pastor living in Arizona. He had been telling my dad for a while that we should move out there. Some might see this fire as a challenge, but others, like my uncle, viewed it as an opportunity. He encouraged my parents to move to Arizona for a fresh start. We had never even visited Arizona.


I will always give credit to my parents for not freezing in the mess of it all. They had learned how to just move on and make the best of whatever they had in their hands.


Arizona was rapidly growing beyond the typical “snowbirds” coming from the colder climates during the winter months. Now people who wanted to build a new life in the valley of the sun were moving there from all over America. Young families, entrepreneurs, and people looking for their field of dreams streamed into the newly constructed suburbs of the desert in metropolitan Phoenix. Dad and Mom decided to join this new wave of pioneers.


As we left our Narnia to move to the West, Uncle Lloyd was delighted. He would offer us a refuge from our burned-down house in Maryland and even lead us to a place where we could handle the very flames of hell.
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