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HOUSE HUNTING


December 2001


I’D BEEN LIVING in San Francisco for a few years when my mom began appearing, mostly unannounced, acting strange and saying unexpected things, talking about her life and wondering about mine. At the beginning, her presence was suspicious, everything cloaked in secrecy.


The first time my mom showed up at my door, she gave me a half hour’s notice. She called, declaring that she was already in the city, though she didn’t tell me why she’d driven in from Napa and I didn’t ask. Our relationship had soured to the point where I’d become almost mute around her, a habit formed out of instinct and anger. It was the weekend and I was home doing nothing, but lately I’d been treating weekdays like weekends, skipping classes for the first time even though it was my final year of law school. With graduation so near, I was finally facing the reality of a life I’d never chosen. The discipline I’d always had was beginning to erode.


My mom appeared at the bottom of the stairs, mink coat swishing at her knee, ankle boots stomping up the steps. At that time, in the early 2000s, South of Market was a grimy place—every morning there was a big, fresh human shit outside the front door—and I hadn’t seen a single fur coat in my neighborhood in the four years I’d lived there.


A building over, a college acquaintance was living in a warehouse with floors covered in sawdust, the remains from a business that had crafted chairs out of reclaimed wood. Around the corner was a shelter for the unhoused. Ours was one of the few remaining neighborhoods where residents possessed neither the power nor the desire to protect the value of the homes they’d never own. Warehouses were just beginning to transform into luxury live-work lofts, all glass and steel and high ceilings, fluid space that you could purchase for the cost of a small Australian island.


When we met at the top of the staircase, my mom held up a piece of paper, crumpled and worn, like an ancient document that had changed hands and been folded and opened countless times. It was a flyer with a picture of a house. For months, she said, she’d been driving in from Napa to attend open houses.


“I saw a house today,” she said. “I hope I win it.”


Her coat billowed like an open parachute. When she took it off and handed it to me, I saw that she’d become so skinny, so narrow, it was like someone had folded her up and ironed her. My dad had warned me that she wasn’t healthy, that she hadn’t been eating. She checked to see if I noticed her new figure. I was staring, which seemed to satisfy her. She looked me up and down, comparing quietly.


I hung up the coat in the closet, wedging it between stacks of moving boxes that I’d never unpacked, though it had been years since I’d last moved. My mom disappeared into my bedroom where she immediately settled in, curling up in my bed, eyes closed, blanket pulled up to her chin. I knew she couldn’t possibly be asleep, but I watched closely, wondering still. Like my mother, I had difficulty trusting my own judgment, but for me this difficulty concerned insignificant things, not big life decisions. Paralyzed by indecision on day-to-day details, overly confident about life-changing choices that you can’t take back—perhaps not the best combination.


ABBA floated up from a set of speakers outside. Exuberant voices sang along in terrible unison, exploding at the chorus into pure shouting, lacking melody or any sense of tune, but all heart, free and electrified. The streets were packed with people from the Love Parade dressed in leather chaps with leather briefs, cowboy hats, and disco attire, small gangs dancing nude on floats and all over the streets as if the city was one big nightclub. I looked out onto Folsom from my third-story window and watched a pink float glide by, swanlike, the stage swaying with bodies that gyrated and twirled like spinning tops. I had chosen the neighborhood because it was central, a place where things happened. It was nothing like where I’d grown up, in Napa, where the public parks were empty and you could walk from one neighborhood to the next without seeing a single soul except hired help cleaning yards. I had never thought of my mother as even having a life, but here she was in San Francisco, crashing at my place, and it appeared that something was happening to her, though none of it was anything that I had expected.


I was watching, still, when my mom opened her eyes. She peered at me as if she was looking down a long hall into another room, but I was sitting in a chair right in front of her.


“Do you want some coffee?” I asked.


In the kitchen, I poured my mom a cup from a pot I’d pressed shortly before she’d arrived. When she asked for sugar, I had a moment of mild hostess panic as I remembered that she took sugar and cream with her coffee. I rifled through the cupboard for a bag of sugar.


When I turned around she was holding up the flyer for the open house, waving it like a flag. I took it from her to get a closer look. The house was a narrow salmon-colored three-story walk-up with a driveway the length of one car and so steep I couldn’t imagine anyone driving in and out of the garage. On either side, the houses were similarly narrow and stacked, similarly pastel-colored, one lavender and the other pistachio. Bernal Heights Gem, the caption read.


“What do you think?” she asked. “Do you like it? Do you think I could live there? Does it look small?”


Her short black hair was a curtain pulled open to the stage of her face: big features announcing big feelings, the undisputed star, the grand finale. She no longer possessed such control of her face; her expressions were all the same—mild surprise, frozen in a state of near shock—recalling the speculation from my dad and his sister about secret injections.


As long as I could remember, my mother had spent money on her face—deep sea creams, vitamin C serums, retinol, snail facials, laser treatments, chemical peels, visits to Korean dermatologists—all for a youth that was unattainable. While watching TV, she’d hold up a hand mirror and examine her lines, pressing with two fingers the areas that had lost firmness. She’d taken to keeping a photograph of herself on her wedding day perched on the table beside her. Once as we watched a game show together, I caught her staring at me.


“Will you trade with me? Your skin is so young,” she’d said, hands outstretched, fingers wagging.


I heard a story once about an aging Romanian aristocrat who killed young women for their blood, a clean beauty miracle moisturizer. She smoothed fresh blood on her face, convinced it would return her to the skin of her youth. When she ran out of blood, the face she saw in the mirror reflected her true self—skin loose and lined and beginning to sag. She demanded more blood from young girls.


I’d told my mom that story. She gasped, though not from horror.


“Do you think it works?” she said.


Since turning sixty, my mother’s pursuit of youth had taken a new dimension. She was still trying, but there was no more playfulness about it—she seemed sad, or afraid, as if she’d accepted that there was only forward and no going back. My mom had grown up in Korea and could never free herself from impossible expectations of beauty and success. America had its own standards that only confused her. She’d made a life for herself without approval from her family, with America judging her and narrowing her options, so she and my dad just kept treading water until she finally looked up and saw that her life was behind her.


I examined the picture of the pink Bernal Heights Gem.


“You’re moving here? Why?” I asked.


“The open house was packed,” she said. “I have to win it. Don’t you?”


“Don’t I what?”


“Don’t you think I should have that house?”


“How would you buy that? This flyer says it’s over a million dollars. What does Dad think?”


“Maybe I’ll live there alone,” she said.


I waited for her to elaborate, but she just took a sip of her coffee, set it down on the table, picked it up again. I looked at her quizzically. Considering how distant we were as a family, it shouldn’t have mattered to me whether my parents split up, but an animal part of me said that I couldn’t survive with a broken family.


“Do you think I could do it?” she said. “I’ve never been alone before. How do you do it? Will you help me?”


“Why would you?” I said. “What about Dad? How do you have the money? Are you selling the house? Does Dad even know?”


“Don’t tell him,” she said. “I don’t know if I want to live with him anymore. He could get a girlfriend. Someone younger.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Do you like living in San Francisco? How do you get around?”


I considered for a moment the information my mom had just revealed to me and all that she was leaving out. There were so many missing pieces. I felt like I’d just returned from a long absence to join my family in the middle of a movie only to learn when the lights came on that I’d been sitting with someone else’s family the whole time.


“I take the Muni,” I said. “Or walk or ride my bike.”


“It must be fun to be a young person living here. You probably have a lot of boyfriends,” she said.


The last person I’d had a relationship with was Steve Chen, the brother of a friend of a friend. We dated very briefly, not long enough to call a thing. Steve was an engineer at Google, back when everyone had heard of it, but the name didn’t have the kind of effortless power it does today. In truth, I hadn’t had a boyfriend, or girlfriend, in four years and I’d never embraced the dating scene, which—pre-Tinder, OkCupid, or what have you—involved getting drunk at bars and parties and smiling and laughing a lot. I’ve never trusted people who always look like they’re having a fabulous time. No one believes you, I’d say to myself. I couldn’t pretend to be carefree even while drinking. This was one of many things I couldn’t talk to my mother about.


“Maybe I’ll get a boyfriend. Don’t you?” my mom said.


“Don’t I what?”


“What do you think?”


[image: ]


MY MOM SAT in the rocking chair, hands cradling her coffee cup. The sun shone through the vinyl blinds, marking parallel lines across her face. She had on a lot of makeup, which I noticed because she’d always been makeup-free. Her mouth was outlined in dark liner, but her lips had been left jarringly colorless. I couldn’t tell whether she’d left them that way on purpose or simply forgotten to fill them in. When I asked her about it, she said she’d seen it in a magazine and became indignant when I suggested it wasn’t flattering. “It’s my choice,” she cried out so quickly I suspected I wasn’t the first to call attention to it.


When she was quiet, her face was still, so different from her true self that I questioned everything.


“I shouldn’t have given Minjoo my jewelry. It should have been yours. You’re my daughter, not Minjoo.”


I wanted to remind my mother of how differently she’d spoken when my brother Kevin and Minjoo were first married, how she’d called just to announce that I was no longer her daughter, listing all the ways in which Minjoo was perfectly fulfilling the role that I’d failed at my entire life. “Minjoo helped me set up an email account. Why don’t you help me like she does? When are you going to at least start making money?” she’d said. It was my first year of law school.


I remembered this as my mom rocked in the chair and talked about the jewelry, and I remembered, bitterly, that she’d offered her diamond ring to Kevin and Minjoo when they announced their engagement, though Minjoo had turned it down because she expected a full carat, at minimum. I’d been upset because for years the ring had been promised to me. As a child, I looked for opportunities to try it on when my mom removed it to scrub the kitchen sink. I’d stare at the diamond on my ring finger, and while the band was far too big, it promised a future of glamour and romance. I’d sometimes get away with wearing it for hours, fingers curled under, careful not to let it slide off, until she realized her ring was missing. By the time Minjoo rejected the diamond ring, I’d decided that I didn’t want it either, partly because marriage had come to look like a trap, partly because the ring no longer represented what it had to me as a child: the expectation of getting something you’ve been assured is your birthright. No such thing should exist for anyone in this world.


“I don’t care about the jewelry,” I said. “I don’t even wear jewelry.”


“I don’t like Minjoo anymore. She doesn’t care about me. Don’t you?”


“Don’t I what?”


“Don’t you think Minjoo is fake? I think she’s been tricking me.”


My mom set down her mug on the coffee table. She leaned in, face jutting out like a runner at the finish line.


“How long will you be in San Francisco? Do you think you’ll stay after you graduate and get a job? I hope you’re still here when I move here. When you have time we can do things together, like mother-daughter.”


“I might move next summer,” I said, even though I’d decided earlier to be low-key. I was intent on keeping my secret a secret until I had something real in motion, no longer stuck in this in-between space, full of half-baked ideas.


“You might move?” she said, alarmed. “To where?”


“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll leave California,” I said.


“Why would you leave?” she shouted, as if she’d driven all through the night to see me only to meet me on my way out, announcing that I wouldn’t be back. “Don’t you have to take the California bar exam?”


“I can take another state’s exam,” I said.


“But I’ll be living here soon. Who else will tell me how things work? I need help. I can’t do it by myself,” she said. “This city is so brave.”


My mom gazed at her hands. As she spread her fingers apart, I remembered that she hated her hands. To me, they looked like normal hands, but according to my mom, they were large and big-boned and the skin had become loose, wrinkled, and spotted like her own mother’s. She’d hold her hands up next to mine, saying she wished we could trade. “Why did you get all the good things?” she’d say.


I’m not aware of a surgical procedure that shrinks a woman’s hands, but in Korea, it wouldn’t be unheard of for a person to consult a plastic surgeon to lengthen the legs. In fact, it was quite common to go under the knife for a seemingly limitless list of elective surgeries, with the focus mostly on the size and shape and features of the face. Eyelid surgery, by far the most common, was the subject of one of the oldest arguments I had with my mother—she couldn’t bully me into doing it no matter how many times a day she told me I looked ugly without it, and how my disobedience was keeping me from winning life. The eyes, the nose, the shaving down of the jaw—it all sounded horrible to me, but the procedure for lengthening the legs had always seemed the most grotesque. I’d read how the bones were broken, the limbs stretched—manually or by machine—and afterward the legs healed, a process that took up to a year. It granted a patient an average of one and no more than two inches in height; in some instances, less than one inch. Large calves could be fixed by cutting the nerves in the muscle, causing the muscle to atrophy. Short legs, muscular calves: just a few of our Korean afflictions.


My mom folded her hands, hiding them in her lap. She looked into my eyes, her brows knitted together.


“What do you mean you don’t know where you’re moving to or whether you’re even going to move?” she said. “How can you live your life not knowing where you’re going? I always have to know where I’m going to end up.”


“Nothing happens the way you plan anyway,” I said.


Once, during a cab ride out to North Beach, the driver said to me, “Where did you get your baby confidence?” when I told him my plan to move someplace where no one knew me.


“I wish I could be you. It must be fun,” she said, her voice soft. “You can do whatever you want.”


She tugged at the skin on the back of her hand, then rubbed it with her fingers.


“It’s because of me,” she said. “I raised you. I’m your mother.”


I supposed that it was true, that I owed my life, my choices, to my mother. But all I saw was someone who’d only held me back, put me down, controlled me, and now that I was going places, she wanted credit for my future of possibility.


It’s despite you, I thought, not because of you.


I wouldn’t say it out loud. Deep down, I knew we were both right.
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NO MIDDLE NAME


MY NAME IS Jane Kim. Kim is a common name in Korea, and therefore also in the places in America where Koreans live. But for a long time when I was growing up in Napa, as far as I knew there were no Kims—or Parks or Lees or Moons or Chos—to be found anywhere outside the walls of our house. I knew that Koreans lived elsewhere, just not where we lived. I saw these Koreans, including cousins, aunts and uncles, grandparents, hardly ever. It wasn’t until fifth grade that I met other Koreans in Napa: a Korean girl adopted by a white family and a Korean boy with a Korean father and a white mother from France. The three of us were simultaneously drawn to and apprehensive of each other. We thought of ourselves as rare. To see myself in someone else was an affirmation, yet somehow horrifying.


I do not have a “Korean name.” Sorry to disappoint. My parents thought that a girl born in America should have an “American name.” Choosing a name is the first chance to exert control about who a child will be, to apply our own hopes and dreams even if all we’re hoping for is a blank canvas—a future with no history, no past. My older brother Kevin, on the other hand, as their only son, was to carry on our legacy. Kevin’s birth name is Jun-ho, but when he was ten he stood in front of an old white man in a black robe at the Napa courthouse and requested to change his name. The judge saw no reason to deny an American-born boy permission to change from Jun-ho to Kevin even if he did look more like a Jun-ho than a Kevin. He was all in, no regrets. His sadness had turned to anger for all the teasing he’d been subjected to, when at the beginning of each school year the teacher called out to Jun-ho from the roll sheet, sounding it out and mispronouncing it every time, causing the other kids to snicker.


“Junn… hoe? Hoo? Ha?”


“June. June hoe,” Kevin would respond quietly, eyes down.


“Ho! Ho bag!” The most boring person always thinks they’re the funniest.


It wasn’t enough to say: You can call me Kevin. He wanted it on the record.


Koreans don’t have middle names. So I am one of perhaps thousands of Jane Kims in America. When I recently renewed my driver’s license, it was time to upgrade to REAL ID and the nice Latina at the counter with incredible nails told me that she had to input exactly what was on my birth certificate. This woman with tiny figurines of donuts and boba and sushi and pizza lacquered to her fluorescent-painted nails double-checked with her supervisor because the displeasure on my face matched her own displeasure at the idea of NMN on her own ID. I knew this because she told me, her voice all understanding. I felt seen. “You could come back with your passport?” she offered, explaining that my passport likely left the middle-name entry blank, but my passport was expired and since my driver’s license was about to expire and I’m too responsible to drive around with an expired license, we had to go with the birth certificate, which is why I’m now, officially, Jane NMN Kim.


My parents weren’t thinking about names when they moved here. My mom and dad arrived in California, separately, in the late sixties. They had known each other as friends in Seoul and kept in touch after moving to America. My mom was living in Los Angeles with her mother and many brothers and sisters, her father long dead, probably rolling in his grave about his family leaving him behind in Korea, while my dad was in San Francisco with his parents, his sister and brothers and niece. Koreans tend to live together in tight quarters near other Koreans. For us, family is the point of life. Sure, we like money, capitalism, conformity, hiking, dramas, and pop music, but all of that even is about family—we’re doing it for, with, in honor of, family. Because of the distance between Los Angeles and San Francisco, my mom and dad talked on the phone frequently, then spent time together when my dad had a brief stint in Los Angeles’s Koreatown, working odd jobs, making connections, learning how to start a business. When they decided to marry, they eloped—both families were vehemently against the marriage.


“I didn’t want to marry an ugly doctor, like my sisters,” my mom said. “My mom set me up with one, but I didn’t like him. I told her that I didn’t want to marry him and she didn’t care—she told me I had to or she’d disown me. So I ran away with your dad. He didn’t have any money, but he was the most handsome man I’d ever met. I wanted to have pretty children. He drove a motorcycle and played the guitar and sang Elvis songs to me. I cried the whole way to San Francisco. I’d disobeyed my family and I knew they wouldn’t talk to me again—and they never did, not until Kevin was born.”


While my mom’s family thought of themselves as superior in class and status to my dad’s, my dad’s family thought my mom wasn’t pretty enough to be one of them. They thought they were the best-looking Koreans to walk the earth. Two things both sides could agree on: hatred for the other and that joining together was not a good match. After a few years in San Francisco, my parents moved to Napa, where they had no family and no friends. Kevin and I were born there, and we became the Kims in Napa. As opposed to the Kims in LA, Oakland, or San Jose, for whom more context had to be given for anyone to be sure which Kims someone was talking about.


Being the best was very important in our family. Kevin’s and my successes reflected on us all. When Kevin and I picked up tennis and piano—tennis as soon as we could hold rackets, piano before we could read—and were exceedingly good at both, our parents were determined to make their investment worth it: we would be winners. And we were, though I think I should note that even with our awards and national rankings, we weren’t necessarily impressive by the standards of certain Asian Americans, as our parents and aunts and uncles reminded us constantly. For some of us, the bar starts high. I had what was called “natural talent.” Piano teachers and tennis coaches were baffled—once-in-a-lifetime talent, they said, truly exceptional, words like “prodigy” and “phenom” were thrown around. They urged my parents to move to places like New York City and Florida, where the right people could mentor me. In New York, I’d continue piano, studying under the best, and I’d be off to Juilliard and Carnegie Hall before we could blink. In Florida, I’d quit school and train under Rick Macci at his namesake academy alongside other children aiming to turn pro by age thirteen. But I must have been nine, and I couldn’t choose, nor did I want to move. I wasn’t interested in being gifted; giving in meant giving up everything else and how do you ask that of a child? I just wanted to play tennis the way I saw other people do it—for fun—but I was beginning to see that to play for fun, there was a certain level that you couldn’t cross, and I’d crossed it by the time I was eight when I double bageled my mom, a lifetime player, and won my first USTA 14-and-under tournament. It was the same with piano. At first, playing the piano had satisfied something in me that I couldn’t name, but practicing hours upon hours, day after day, to perfect a program for an upcoming competition took that away.


Lucky for me, my parents didn’t know how to uproot themselves and start over again, so we stayed where we were, and that so-called talent, talent that only brought me grief, got me far, but not far enough, because you need the fire to get you the whole way and I didn’t have it. Expectations were too high. That’s what caused me grief. Expectations and the mix of admiration and envy from the white families in our town who resented me and my family and what our success meant about them. I kept training and practicing and competing, but never fully committed to either, making myself frustrated and bored. I didn’t want to quit because tennis and piano felt easy and natural and gave me my identity, but I also didn’t want to give up everything I would have had to give up to reach what everyone said was my potential. I felt like a fraud. I wished that I could play for enjoyment, not to win. But for me, there was nothing between winning and quitting, an agony that I wouldn’t wish on anyone.


When I turned eighteen, I quit both tennis and piano, went to a respected university, then a mediocre law school on scholarship. Kevin did not have natural talent, but he had the fire. He played tennis for a Division 1 team and turned pro, but he didn’t last a year. In sports, fire will never get you the whole way if you don’t have the gift. You must have both. Athletics are stingy that way, not like other vocations where they say it’s about talent, but really it’s the fire that begets success. Kevin didn’t last long on the professional circuit because there’s no money in it unless you’re winning, and you need financial backing to train and tour. I’d heard our dad lecture Kevin many times over the years that a man supports himself and his family. Kevin announced that upon graduation he’d join the police force. He’d picked up a part-time job with the campus police, pinning parking tickets underneath the windshield wipers of illegally parked cars, and the cops he worked under praised him and encouraged him to follow in their footsteps. With a college degree, a police officer’s starting salary was higher than most office jobs. While our mom had wanted him to be a lawyer or doctor if he couldn’t be the next Michael Chang, our dad was proud. He’d wanted to be a policeman himself, but citizenship was a prerequisite and America didn’t grant it to him until he’d reached middle age. Our parents both worried that policing was a dangerous job, that Kevin would get hurt or even killed. Neither of them thought of the possibility that Kevin could be the one to cause harm in the line of duty. I didn’t know what to think of any of it, too preoccupied with making something of my life that was separate from all of them.


My dad was like me, or I was like my dad. But unlike me, he was self-taught at everything, all instinct, all desire. Musically gifted, he learned to play the piano by watching his sister at piano lessons, taught himself the guitar, and sang in a beautiful deep baritone, like the Korean Elvis he dreamed of being. When I heard him sing, it was as if he had been saving up all his softness just for those moments. He was even better than most people I knew at tennis, though he’d never had a lesson in his life. He’d never gotten to pursue anything he really cared about. You go your whole life like that and you feel like you wasted your time on earth. That’s the story I’ve been learning about my family. My mom and my dad wanted to get back what they’d lost. All either of them wished for was the chance to choose. My dad had always wanted to see all of America and make money doing something he enjoyed, not work that was just work. He got pushed into owning and running a string of small businesses, starting with a carwash and a 7-Eleven, then a diner in Sacramento, which helped him work his way up to our town’s beloved Swensen’s diner/ice cream shop, and ending his career with an auto shop, which was supposed to ease him into retirement. Swensen’s was strongest in our memories because we owned it the longest, it was the most difficult to run, and because we all worked there, making it our one true family business. Now that my dad was retired, he’d picked up a job as a long-haul truck driver and was finally getting to tour America. My mom wanted to be young again, free to dream of a future as a city-girl business tycoon. I was trying to avoid the kinds of regrets my whole family had, regrets from choosing money and stability over happiness and then convincing yourself that you’d never had a choice. Kevin had been stuck for a long time. I think it started from the day he was born, before he was even named.
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THE HIDEOUT


December 2001


AFTER ALL THE talk about houses, about moving and not moving, and the energy it took to try to keep our secrets from slipping out, my mom and I decided to head out and grab an early dinner. Little Italy, my mom requested, so I suggested the place on Columbus for those Roman pizzas that come out thin and light, a small round pie on a white dinner plate, served by fast-talking Italian men with singsong voices, making such a fuss that I’d find myself blushing every time. I offered to drive, since the Muni didn’t reach that far and the bus took forever. I’d often walk up to North Beach through Chinatown and pick up an egg custard tart on the way, but a good daughter wouldn’t make her mom walk two miles uphill.


I was lucky to have a car, but it wasn’t reliable and was a pain in the ass because my building didn’t have parking. I moved the car almost every other day to avoid parking tickets for street sweeping. I drove a Beetle, an old model from the late seventies that my dad had restored at his auto shop as a college graduation gift. He’d asked me if I wanted a new Beetle, the modern version with the little flower vase on the dash. I’d told him: “New cars are obscene.” That was a few years earlier, and by the time I’d put a thousand miles on it I learned that the problem with old cars is that they require constant maintenance. Only a young person who’s been given many things she didn’t have to work for would turn down the gift of a new car. That turned out to be one of my many stupid decisions.


A few minutes into our drive to the restaurant, I was regretting having volunteered to drive. I’d been ignoring the clanking sound coming from underneath the car, hoping it would go away. That year I’d taken the car to the shop numerous times for not inexpensive work—new battery and tires, new brake pads and rotors, new fuel pump, alternator, and starter. I’d never learned to have parts replaced before they stopped working.


On our way home from dinner, the clanking under the car got so loud and constant, my mom stopped talking about the pink house. “What’s that?” she said, ear turned forward. Soon, the car was shaking. I held my breath as I searched the dashboard for lights or warning signs. The arrow on the temperature gauge trembled in the red danger zone. I must have done something right to counteract the day’s bad karma with good karma because a car pulled out of a parking spot only a few feet ahead at the corner of the intersection. I turned on the hazard lights and we coasted to the curb, right into the spot the other car had just left. The car shuddered, then died. I was overcome with relief. Not only had I magically found legal parking, the place where we’d broken down was also fairly flat. I could see that a couple blocks further, the street swooped dramatically.


I got out and looked underneath the car. I didn’t know what I was looking for. I was afraid to open the hood. After a minute I gave up and called a tow truck. I couldn’t lose this car. If I kept skipping classes, I could lose my student health insurance, not to mention my scholarship that paid me a living stipend, but I was determined to hold on to my car. It was illegal to drive without car insurance, but health insurance was optional and having it was a privilege. Since I knew I wouldn’t be penalized, except possibly with my own life, I’d let the health coverage go, but as long as I had a car, I’d buy good auto insurance because I was young and priorities and risks were out of whack.


Back in the car, my mom was on the phone, asking to speak to a Mr. Kwan. My gomo—my aunt on my dad’s side—had told me that my mom had been spending time with a Chinese real-estate investor named Stan Kwan. I wasn’t sure what she meant by “spending time.” I could hear Mr. Kwan’s voice coming from the receiver, reciting the address of an auto shop. My mom repeated it slowly, calling out the numbers one at a time and spelling out the street name, then waited for his confirmation, even though the name of the street was Moss, the one-block alleyway where my apartment was located and where my mom had met me earlier. Mr. Kwan’s voice was sharp with annoyance as he called out the address again, loud and deliberate, as if he was talking to a child, though there was nothing to correct—she’d gotten it right. I wanted to punch him in the face.


My mom pressed a piece of paper into my hand and didn’t let go. I’d already grasped it, but she held the note in place, pinning it to my palm with her thumb and closing my fingers into a fist around it.


“Stan gave me the name of an auto shop, the best in San Francisco. We have to take the car here,” she said, still pressing into my hand.


“I just called a tow truck,” I said.


I took the note and held it up. My mom’s oversized cursive covered the entire sheet. I handed it back.


“This is too far,” I said. “It’s back at my apartment. The tow truck will just take us to the nearest place.”


I found myself feeling pleased about dismissing her attempt to be helpful. My mom was always overstepping, sabotaging ambitions, ruining relationships. She couldn’t just let things be. A few years earlier, I’d been wait-listed at a top law school. When she found out, she called everyone in our Korean network for help with getting me in. A friend of a friend knew someone whose son had just joined the faculty—he was an assistant law professor, tenure was a ways off. My mom called him and who knows what she said, but I imagine the phone call from a Korean woman he’d never met panicking about getting her daughter in off the waitlist wasn’t too surprising—he was Korean American, after all, raised by Korean immigrants, and he’d made it into that elite space. But I know my mom, her relentless tyrannical fear—he would have wanted to get her off the phone. He passed on the number of a tenured faculty member who was on the admissions committee.


“You must call,” my mom shouted into the phone before I’d even said hello. “Her name is Marianne Spitko. Call her ‘professor.’ Tell her they must let you in.”


I’d applied to law school when I didn’t want to because I thought I owed it to my mom and my dad. They’d given me their lives. Didn’t I owe them this? When I dialed the number for Professor Spitko, I felt weak with dread. I hadn’t even thought out what I’d say, but I made sure to call after hours—that way I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. Worst thing I’d have to do was leave a message. To my surprise, Professor Spitko picked up the phone, though it was almost 8 p.m. She was as surprised as I was. She was expecting a call from her daughter because it was about time to pick her up from a friend’s house.


“I didn’t think you’d answer,” I’d said.


“Who is this?” she asked.


I told her my name.


“Why are you calling me?”


I told her I was on the waitlist.


“What is it that you want from me?”


I didn’t know, but I must have said something about wanting to get in off the waitlist.


“How did you get this number?” she demanded.


I bungled through the conversation while Professor Spitko spoke with confusion and suspicion and irritation. At one point, she even sounded scared—I could have been a scammer or even a stalker. She asked me to repeat my name and spell it out. I could tell she was writing it down so she wouldn’t forget. I did not get in off the waitlist. I’m sure my name was crossed off the list that very night. But when my mom asked me that night if I’d called the professor, I was able to report yes, I’d done what she’d asked.


“Good,” she said.


When I was younger, I’d learned to freeze my mother out so she couldn’t try to do “helpful” things behind my back that almost always ended up making things worse. Of course, she didn’t mean to cause harm, but it was mind-boggling that she couldn’t tell the effect she was having and still didn’t notice after the fact that what she’d done to try to make things go her way had caused a devastating reaction. The problem had become that I couldn’t tell the difference between my mother’s harmless presence and her harmful presence. Keeping her out had become a habit, but here was my mom seemingly trying to fix things.


My mom took back the note with the address of the auto shop and slipped it into her purse.


“Okay,” she said, folding her hands in her lap. “How long do we wait?”


“About an hour. Maybe more,” I said.


“An hour? I can’t wait that long! How will I get home? I need to get to my car! Don’t you? I have to get up early tomorrow! Can I walk to my car from here?”


My mom opened the passenger door and swung her legs out. Her feet stomped on the curb, making a hollow sound, and she pushed herself up and out of the car. I’d thought, just for a day, that the old mom was gone. I thought she’d been replaced with a new mom, who was sticking by me, even if for her own survival.


“MOM! What are you doing?” I shouted.


My mom froze. She whipped her body back inside and slammed the door shut. I felt like I was in a cave, hollering through a tunnel to my mom at the other end, peering at me from another cave.


“We’re not close to my apartment,” I said, calm now. “You can’t walk there. You don’t know where you’re going. You’ll just get lost.”


We’d pulled over just beyond the eastern edge of Golden Gate Park, along the tip of the Panhandle. Cars swooped around the bend, flashing streaks of rear brake lights. The fog rolled over us like milk.


I wanted to shout at my mom. I felt like a deep well that had filled to the brim with grievances, either unsaid or said and unanswered, my body just a container to carry memory and bad feelings and make room for more. Any minute the thing could explode and shatter outward, reverberating across the world. I kept pushing it down. This wasn’t the option that I preferred, but I’d become good at it and speaking my mind had never worked out.


I should have let her wander off and get lost, let her see what it was like out there alone in the world. I waited for her to scream, something predictable, accusatory. You’ve put me in hell! or I should jump off the bridge! Something so relentlessly oppressive and designed to stir up so much guilt, I’d give in to whatever she wanted. It’s how I saw my mother because that’s the mother she’d shown me so far. There were reasons for the walls I’d built, reasons why when she’d try to get through, the version of me that greeted her was my meanest self.


For once, my mom surprised me. She didn’t say a word. I watched, trying to make sense of her silence, and in that moment I felt a power over her that I didn’t know I had. She looked like a twig someone had stepped on. I thought she would do anything I said. In my eyes, my mother had transformed. It was me who was supposed to be obedient, and shamed for not being a good daughter, not living up to expectations. My mom should have been scolding me, connecting everything that was going wrong that day to everything that had gone wrong her whole life, then connecting it back to me, the person who was to blame for all her grief. But here was my mom following my directives, staying put like I said, waiting for instruction and saying nothing, as quiet as I’d once been when I was a child under her thumb. The change in power was a trick, making me see her as a nice mother.


I wanted the old mom back. I wanted the old mom so I could tell her that she fucked me up. Then I would be satisfied in hating her. This was someone who used to tell me that she got nothing out of being my mother, who pushed me in front of a horse when she was afraid it was attacking her, who said it was my fault for being spoiled the time my dad beat me with the handle of a golf club (Not her face! she screamed, because she didn’t want anyone to know), who blamed me when my brother broke down my bedroom door and again when he crashed the car into a tree while I sat in the passenger seat, who removed the photos of me from the family picture frames and replaced them with photos of her younger self while telling me I was fat and ugly, who told me she had a dream that she accidentally killed me when she meant to poison my sheepdog, who convinced me that she had cancer (though she was not sick) and that I’d given it to her by being mean, who made me run miles with weights strapped on to train for tennis tournaments, who gave me pep talks backstage at piano competitions by telling me that I better not make any mistakes, otherwise an entire year of practicing, preparing for this very moment, would go to waste. This was someone who’d demand that you trust her, betray you, and then say, “Why do you think I’m against you?”


Please don’t change. Don’t be nice to me now. I wanted the mom who’d made me who I was, the mom who I could predict and understand, whose consistent cruelty and chaos-making and inability to relate made life easier: I knew where I stood and could keep my dignity. No one else could see me. There was no one so penetrating yet remarkably oblivious. If she was gone, how would I know who I was anymore?
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THE TOW TRUCK got stuck a few blocks down—the Love Parade had cut off access—so we had no choice but to ditch the car. We walked down to the Muni, intending to head over to my place where my mom had parked nearby, what I thought was her last stop before the drive home to Napa.


“Can I show you my apartment? That’s where I stay the night when I’m in the city to look at open houses. It’s in North Beach,” she said.


“North Beach? We were just there,” I said. “For dinner. Remember?”


“We were?” she said. “I didn’t know.”


Was she trying to keep it a secret before or was she just confused? She’d always been bad with geography, with remembering the names of people, places, and things, which was probably why those were areas in which I’d become proficient. I didn’t know whether it was the language barrier and never feeling at ease in America, or if she was similarly inefficient in her native language and home country. The fact that we were fluent in different languages and cultures and knew just enough of the other was like having the wrong set of keys to your own house.


We hopped on the Muni and rode underground. The subway was packed with sweaty people from the parade, each car filled tight like an overstuffed bookcase. The air conditioner wasn’t working. It felt and smelled like we were inside someone’s sour mouth. A small group got off the train, throwing glitter and rainbow confetti as if we were all getting married. Now that there was enough space to be near without talking directly into each other’s faces, my mom spilled the details on her supposed apartment: on the weekends while house hunting in San Francisco, she’d been crashing in a vacant studio in a building that Mr. Kwan owned.


“I don’t do anything else when I’m here,” she said, “because I don’t know what I’m supposed to do and I don’t have any friends yet. I don’t go out anywhere. Maybe when I move here you can help me.”


She described the neighborhood, listing the tourist attractions, including Lombard Street, “the crookedest street in the world,” which was constantly being photographed, sometimes, she said, with hordes of people climbing off tour buses and waiting in neat lines for the chance to take a picture. I nodded as she exclaimed how expensive the rent was, how beautiful and wonderfully high and scenically located the building was.


“I can’t wait for you to see it,” she said, her face instantly animated, despite the tightness. The closer we got, her excitement became more palpable, expressions more exaggerated.


“There’s a beautiful view,” she said, “and a wonderful high high ceiling. It’s so big. I can’t wait to show it to you.”


“Are you okay?” I asked. “It’s like you’ve lost your mind.”


My mom wouldn’t look me in the eye.


“Are you leaving Dad?”


She wasn’t ready to tell me or thought I wasn’t ready to hear it. Maybe she hoped I’d just figure it out and no one would have to say anything. She went back to describing the apartment, her exuberance about her perfect place in a perfect neighborhood filling up all the space between us.


Everything about my mom was an expression of her inner life: her face and gestures, her clothing, her manner of speech, the way she lived in the world. She had a lot to say, arms lifting for emphasis. Her eyes opened wide and her voice raised a pitch. Even her mouth was doing things that would have felt difficult for me, her lips forming the shapes of the vowels that she spoke, turning into a perfect O, Ah, and Oo. The habits that made us unalike sometimes produced similar outcomes: I had resting bitch face, for which there were consequences, but my mother was proof that there were also consequences for going the other way. We both paid, each of us put in our place for not getting it right.


The subway climbed up and out of a tunnel as we headed further north, rising from shadow to light, darkness to pastel Victorians and cool green parks. We passed the quiet bookstores, ceramics, and noodle shops of Japantown, hopped off at Union Square’s bustling village of upscale shopping and glittery sidewalks, walked up through Chinatown into Little Italy where my mom could finally show me the hideout she’d talked up on the ride over.


The neighborhood was crisscrossed with streets that were so close to vertical, cars parked in rows facing the curb. My mom and I leaned forward, arms pumping, as we worked our way up an incline. I could hear her panting. The heels of her shoes barely touched the ground.


“People who live in San Francisco must have the best butts in the world. Don’t you?” she said.


There was a cold wind blowing, moist with fog. My mom asked if another day I’d take her to Twin Peaks, Coit Tower, the cable cars, the Ferry Building, the MOMA, the Palace of Fine Arts, the Painted Ladies, dim sum in Chinatown. She kept going, as if she’d committed a list to memory, surprising me that she remembered the names of so many landmarks.


“What do people do here?” she asked. “What do you do here?”


It felt like we’d never reach the end of the block, though the whole time I could see it—the intersection ahead so near to the sky that it might as well have been a mountaintop. Like snails, we made our way past Victorian houses that had the appearance of leaning to one side.


“You’ve been to France. My friend says San Francisco is like Paris. Is it true?” she asked. “Everyone here wears blue jeans. How come all the young people are wearing blue jeans? I don’t know anyone who wears blue jeans. I like yours. Where did you get them?” If it had been someone else’s mother, I would have gotten a kick out of all the questions and would have happily answered them. But this mother was mine; her questions annoyed me. I had just gotten free of her and here she was like a creature from Invasion of the Body Snatchers, trying to usurp the life I’d made for myself.


I expected my mom’s hideout would be a beautiful aerie overlooking the Bay. She stopped at an ordinary building that was not on a hilltop, as she’d claimed, and we walked past the main entrance to the side gate. I peeked through the windows of the front doors as we passed, noting the ornate common room with Spanish tiles, large framed mirrors, and a chandelier. My mom led me down a narrow stairway adjacent to the dumpster, picked up an empty milk carton and threw it in the blue recycling bin. She pressed the lever on top of a gate, releasing us to the backside of the building.


“Careful,” she whispered. “The light went out.”


I began to worry that we were trespassing.


“Why are you whispering?” I said, my voice low.


“Stan gave me the keys. He said I can stay here,” she said, still whispering, “but the tenants who live here, they don’t know. I don’t want to get him in trouble.”


“But he owns the building.”


“Yes, but there are rules,” she said.


Behind the building, there was a little strip of dirt along a paved walkway. My mom stopped at a plain door that had no peephole or doorbell. The door was completely flat—no panels, molding, or trim—and had the appearance of the entrance to a storage unit or janitor’s room. What it didn’t look like was the door of someone’s living quarters. My mom rummaged through her purse in the dark until she fished out a set of keys. She tried them one after another until the last one fit. She jiggled the lock. We were in.


We emerged into a renovated basement room with a white tile floor and walls with fresh white paint. It looked like a vacant office used to store broken household appliances and discarded furniture—a disconnected washing machine, a vacuum cleaner that was missing a hose, a yellow couch with a dark wine stain. The room had no kitchen, but on the far end there was a finished storage closet and a full bath with a marble countertop and new fixtures. One of those college dorm mini fridges hummed beneath a lopsided desk missing one of its casters. The room was windowless except for the one located next to the front door, which was small and square—even a child couldn’t fit through it—with frosted glass and a metal grate instead of a screen. Inside with the door closed, I noticed that the door didn’t fit properly. It had either been mistakenly purchased in the wrong size, or a well-fitting door wasn’t a priority for units not designed as living space. There was a huge gap between the bottom of the door and the tile floor, allowing a sharp draft to sweep in, keeping the room almost frigid. My mom pointed at a space heater and a row of small circular nightlights stuck to the wall.


“Stan got these for me. He’s a nice man,” she said, pressing the lights on and off one at a time.


The ceiling was unusually high at the room’s entrance, a set of barn doors placed oddly near the top, but throughout most of the room the ceiling was quite low, definitely not vaulted as my mom had claimed. She pulled out the seat of the stained couch, converting it into a bed, and got a sleeping bag and a yellow boombox from the closet. I had slept in our backyard in that very sleeping bag. I’d lie down in the middle of the lawn, zip it up to my chin, and try to count the stars as our dog padded all over me.


“Lie down,” my mom said. “Rest your back.”


She unzipped the sleeping bag, spreading it flat on the pullout bed. She plugged in the radio, which was tuned in to KOIT 96.5 (“light rock, less talk”). Elton John filled the room as she lay down next to me.


“Remember this radio?” she asked. “It’s yours, from high school.”


“I thought I recognized it,” I said. “I can’t believe it still works. Why is it here?”


“I’m here all by myself. I’m lonely!” she said, laughing as if I’d asked where babies come from. “I don’t have anyone to talk to and there’s no TV, so I listen to the radio.”


We were looking up at the ceiling, which somehow seemed even lower than before. An old striped pocket T that I used to wear was flung over the couch’s armrest with a pair of flannel pajama pants. My mom pulled the sleeping bag around herself, hugging it tightly.


“Why are you staying here?” I asked.


My mom curled onto her side. She was so close, I could almost feel her breath.


“You don’t like it?” she asked.


“Mom,” I said. “This is a basement or a storage room or something. Maybe an office? It’s cold in here and it’s full of old furniture and appliances that nobody wants. That closet has a bunch of cleaning supplies and old carpeting. It’s kind of depressing.”


“I like it!” she said. “See those doors near the ceiling? The doors that look like they’re for a barn,” she said, pointing to the front of the room, the one section where the ceiling was high. “This used to be a wine cellar. They’d drop down crates through those doors from the garage. That’s why it’s cold in here. Nobody uses the doors anymore, but they’re part of the history.”


“Is that why I can hear cars up there?” I asked.


My mom loosened the sleeping bag from her body and draped it across me.


“I can stuff a towel under the door. I’ve done it before,” she said. “There’s the space heater, too. I turn it on when I go to sleep.”


I should have told her that I liked the basement office janitor storage room. If anyone else had shown it to me, I would have thought that for free rent, it was a gem. But this was my mother, and I couldn’t see past our own long history and her failures as a parent. I could see that the world had abused her—Korea had told her that she wasn’t pretty or thin or smart or successful, America had said she was inscrutably Korean, her family had disowned her, her husband had turned violent and tyrannical, her friends wouldn’t help her when she wanted to escape him, she’d never been able to pursue a career that she wanted and couldn’t picture stability in old age, and her children were grown and didn’t want her around. Knowing this, I still couldn’t look past my own pain to acknowledge hers. I could trace mine back to my earliest memories, and she had caused it. My own lifelong pain was far more tangible than hers, and that’s how I failed as a daughter.


“I could probably live here,” I said. “But not you.”


“Why not me?”


“Because. It’s sad,” I said. “You’re sixty. You live in a house in the suburbs. I don’t know any other mothers who are sixty who are trying to leave their lives in the suburbs and move to the city to live in a storage room even if it’s temporary. What are you doing? Why are you going to open houses? You can’t afford any of those houses. Why are you staying here in this sad room? You’re calling it ‘my apartment,’ like you actually live here.”


I wasn’t telling my mom what she needed to hear.


“If you think I shouldn’t stay here, then where am I supposed to stay?” she asked.


“You could stay at my apartment once in a while,” I said.


“You never offered! I don’t want to, anyway. I want to stay here. I like my apartment and I like this neighborhood. I’ve gotten used to coming here. Do you want to stay with me tonight?”


“I should go home,” I said.


“Why? You can stay here,” she said. “Then I don’t have to be alone.”


I didn’t have a good reason, since the following day was a Sunday and I had no plans. The days of the week were losing significance for me anyway. I couldn’t seem to make myself attend classes anymore, when I’d once been so disciplined. I didn’t know if it was that graduation was looming or if I feared the three-month BARBRI course that everyone described as death and as necessary to pass the grueling three-day bar exam. It was finally dawning on me that completing these milestones meant that I’d really be a lawyer, at least once I made it through the job market, survived the application and interview process, and convinced a firm to hire me. Never in my life had I dreamed of being a lawyer. How had I gotten here? I knew how. Pressure from my parents, which was a kind way of putting it. In truth, it was unhinged bullying, the kind that made me numb, unable to think straight. Now I was trying to find a way out. But I was too afraid to quit because I’d stop getting checks from school and wouldn’t be able to make rent. I’d need to pick up a temp job or figure out something else to make ends meet once the money ran out.


I didn’t want to stay the night with my mom, especially in that basement room sharing a convertible sofa bed. I felt the way I used to when I was a child and my mom would sneak into my bed at night, because, she said, it reminded her of a time when she was younger and I’d just come into the world, or of when she was very young and I didn’t yet exist. She’d whisper in the dark, her voice light and bouncy like a schoolgirl, telling me that she wished she could go back—to when I was a baby and she was a young mother—and back even further—to when she was a child herself, giggling and sharing stories under the covers with her sister in Korea. Before falling asleep, every time, she’d tell me that my life seemed fun—easy, open. Will you switch places with me? she’d ask, begging almost, as if my consent could make everything change.


“I’m supposed to meet up with my roommate tonight,” I said. This was a lie, but lies came easy for me.


“Your roommate? You mean…” my mom said, trailing off. “Is he your boyfriend?”


“Samir’s not my boyfriend. He’s my best friend,” I said. “Anyway, Samir doesn’t like girls.”


“Okay,” she said.


Two of my male cousins had already announced that they didn’t like girls—one was even caught in bed with a boy in high school—but everyone from my mother’s generation had chosen to ignore them. Kee still doesn’t want to get married, they said.


“I’m sure you have a lot of friends,” she said. “You should go out with your friends.”


We lay there in silence, absorbing the discomfort of our conflicting needs and desires. My mom wanted me to stay, but I had to get away from her, and she didn’t want to make me do anything anymore. My mom explained quietly that the basement room couldn’t be rented legally as living space—it didn’t meet the city’s building codes—but could be leased for business purposes or office space. As far as she knew, Mr. Kwan had used the room only for storage.
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