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Author’s Note



This is true to what I believe happened, faithfully rendered to the best of my ability. I have changed names and some descriptions to protect the privacy of others. While the events are true, they may not be entirely factual. They reflect my recollections of experiences over time, and these memories can be flawed. I have also reconstructed dialogue to the best of my recollection and reordered or combined the sequence of some events to assist the narrative. Where dialogue appears, the intention was to re-create the essence of conversations rather than verbatim quotes. Others who were present might recall things differently. But this is my story.


This memoir reflects the author’s life faithfully rendered to the best of her ability. Some names and identifying details have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some conversations have been reconstructed. This is a work of creative nonfiction.


Korean romanization was chosen by the author based on what she deemed to be the most accurate as a native Korean speaker and may not reflect the official or most up-to-date versions.















Prologue



WHEN I INITIALLY HAD AN idea to write a book, I kept thinking, Why should I write a book? I am a dumbass and a loser, and why would anyone read it to begin with? What would the book even be about? Then I realized, what if that was what the book was about? The fact that I call myself a dumbass and a loser all the time? After all, it’s what got me here in the first place. It’s the thing that seems to separate me from all the other Asian American comedians: the showing of all my cards. The fact that I am a failure and fucking nuts and also constantly bringing it up. Someone online once called me the “mentally ill Ali Wong,” which is weird because I would argue that she already comes off as mentally ill (complimentary). But I think what they meant by that was being mentally ill is sort of my thing. I literally won’t shut up about it. I bring it up every five minutes because I can’t rely on actual comedic talent like she can. When I tell a joke, no one laughs, and instead of working on my craft, I spiral and post a bunch of my unhinged inner thoughts. People like that because it’s relatable.


It’s not really new for an Asian person to come off as a failure or a weirdo. To subvert the stereotypes that we are all perfect, hardworking, and smart. Literally, Ali Wong does that too. But I think there is a level to my realness that still takes people by surprise. I am comfortable saying shit that I truly should not be saying in any situation. Not only am I comfortable with it, but it’s where I have found my strength. I realized that I have gained a following because I’m willing to openly admit the things that so many people spend their entire lives trying to cover up. A lot of people find it off-putting, but for others, it’s a respite from an endless existence of shame. They see me displaying openly something they’ve been running away from all their lives and feel relief. I also receive a huge benefit from this relationship with people who relate to my material: it makes me feel like I’m not alone and that I’m not crazy. Well, I am crazy, but so are a bunch of other people.


Another aspect of my work that people seem to enjoy is that I talk about being Asian with an air of confidence that seems to be lacking in other Asian American comedians. I attribute this to being raised in Asia. I am missing the pathological implication that I’m inferior to white people that is injected at the very beginning of the formation of Asian American identities when they’re born in Wisconsin. I think this deep imprint is almost impossible to erase in Asian Americans raised here. There’s no way for Asian men to undo the fact that half the time they met someone throughout their years in school, that person would make a small penis joke. That sort of psychological terrorism lives in their bodies. It changes the way they stand. The way they walk. Asian women here grew up answering the phone at their mom’s nail salon and heard prank callers scream, “Me love you long time!” or “How much for happy ending?” on a daily basis. The trauma of that is seen in their eyes but also on top of their eyes in the form of heavy-handed winged eyeliner, which they never seem to leave home without wearing. Eye makeup so thick it’s hard to tell if they’re trying to hide the shape of their eyes in shame or wearing it like war paint—a defense. They move the way a caged animal moves. I do not move like that. I do not joke like that. I was allowed to form an idea of myself outside of it. I think Asian Americans sense this, and they are comforted by it and made confident from it. They can trust I will never hurt them for the cheap reward of a white laugh. Or even if I do, I will include something that hurts white people way more at the end.


Speaking of shared Asian American experiences, though, there’s nothing I can say about my experience as an Asian American that hasn’t already been said in Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club. I thought that was a joke until I rewatched the movie version to write this prologue and then spiraled about how I should just throw the whole book away because everything’s already in that fucking movie! Based on a book written in, what, the eighties? NOOO. But my story isn’t only about all the Asian-y “my mom got thrown into the river” trauma that it shares with The Joy Luck Club. My story isn’t about the parts of my life that are subversive to the Asian stereotypes, like doing heroin in my twenties or becoming a single mom in my thirties who fucks guys who skateboard. My story isn’t even about being mentally ill. My story is about the fact that no one else in the world has lived my life.


All Asian Americans probably have pretty similar background stories. But so do all the white guys who were the only ones allowed to write books for the last twenty-seven thousand years, and Lord knows that’s never stopped any of them. Every year, since the invention of papyrus, like ten thousand college professor white guys write a book about how hot sixteen-year-old girls are. But none of them ever seem to think, Wait, has someone done this before? None of them ever seem to think that they’re dumbass losers who maybe need to shut the fuck up. So why would I think that?
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WHEN I WAS A KID growing up in Korea, sometimes my classmates and I would walk by the pet store to ogle the puppies. We would all crowd around the window to choose the puppy we would purchase if our parents actually let us have dogs instead of beating our asses every time we asked. We chose the puppies based on their personalities. Usually, the other kids would all fight over the friendliest ones, but I always chose the sad, pathetic ones with boogers in their eyes because I felt sorry for them. A few other girls would choose the sad, pathetic ones too. Our view of puppy ownership was about caretaking and being sad, not the actual joys of having a puppy. Even in our fantasies, we didn’t let ourselves fly high. We grew up to be the teenagers who chose Joey Fatone as our *NSYNC boyfriend.


These dogs were severely inbred “purebred” dogs: pugs, Maltese, Yorkshire terriers. They were bred for physical traits favorable to humans despite the fact that the traits were deformities detrimental to the health and longevity of the dogs themselves. Above all, they were bred to be identical because it was important for a breeder to expect the same thing again and again. But their tiny dog souls rebelled against the fallacy that they were interchangeable objects by having distinct personalities. Like these puppies, Korean girls were expected to be exactly the same. We all had the same hair, same uniform, same bodies, and were trained to have the same behavior. We saw ourselves in the puppies: powerless objects created to appease the selfish and confusing desires of cruel adults. Since we were all the same, we could see that each one of us was different, just like each puppy was different. We could tell all of them apart. But the adults could not.


One day after school, my friends and I stopped by the pet store to see the owner pulling a sick puppy out of the window. We saw him carry it to the back and asked him what he was going to do. He said he was going to throw it away because it was dying (Koreans DGAF). We all screamed and cried. He looked confused. His wife ran out of the heated room in the back with a flimsy plastic flyswatter in her hand, slapping us with it while screaming for us to leave. By the time she shoved all of us out of the store, we were sobbing uncontrollably. Some of the girls started wailing like we saw the old people doing at funerals. We walked like this to the playground, where we continued to cry all afternoon long, together. A litter of Korean girls. All the same thing.


I moved to the US when I was twenty. Part of the reason I moved here was because I no longer wanted to be the same thing. However, upon my arrival, my new Asian friends warned me that white people would not be able to tell me apart from other Asians. I thought it was a joke. Reader, it was not. White people will confuse a fifty-year-old Chinese woman with a twenty-five-year-old Filipina woman just because they work on the same floor. White people are confused as to why this offends Asians so much. It’s the same confusion I saw on the face of the pet store owner that day when we started crying because he was throwing the puppy away. Our sadness confused him. He didn’t understand why it mattered if one of the puppies died. There were so many more of them we could play with in the window, and they were all the same thing.


We know what it means when white people can’t tell us apart. It means that they can throw us away.


The reason I have to write this book is because I know a lot of you reading this have bought this lie that we are all the same. Maybe white people taught it to you or maybe it was an old Korean pet shop owner. Maybe that old Korean pet shop owner was your own father. Maybe you were convinced like I was that Amy Tan said everything you ever wanted to say forty years ago. But even if your name is Waverly and your tiger mom forced you to play chess while growing up in San Francisco’s Chinatown, your story would not be the same story. What I realized was that even the dogs bred to be identical never bought into the lie that they were the same and therefore worthless. It never occurred to those puppies in the window that they didn’t deserve a voice. They barked whenever they wanted to. Those bitches barked all the time. Just like white guys. White guys never fall for the lie either. Every day, a white guy who looks and acts like every other white guy wakes up and thinks, My god, I am unique and everything I say is important and probably has never been said before! and then starts a podcast. Honestly, that guy is right. Good for him. Unfortunately, he thinks that right is reserved only for him and dogs that look like him. How silly.


Here’s the thing, though: we are all the same thing. If you look at a yin-yang symbol, at first you think it depicts a binary of white and black, but the symbol isn’t split down the middle—it’s a circle encompassing both. We aren’t one side or the other; we are both sides, forever and ever. There are two wolves inside of you: a white guy who can’t shut the fuck up and an Asian woman who feels ashamed every time she talks. You are both. They are you and you are them. The white guy and Asian woman live within each and every one of us. For me, this is quite literal since my dad is white and my mom is Asian.


Because of this, all my life I have been forced to split the circle in two and choose which side I am on. Am I white or Korean? Am I rich or poor? Am I fat or skinny? Am I a girl or a boy pretending to be a girl (which is something my Korean classmates always accused me of because I was 0.5 kilograms heavier than all of them)? I tried to separate the two parts of myself all my life and analyze them to know which side I was supposed to be on. Everything I did, I examined to see if it was a white thing or a Korean thing. But I could never figure it out. Slowly it dawned on me that the reason I couldn’t figure it out was because they were both the same thing. White people aren’t really different from Koreans. No one is. None of us are all that different. After being forced to see everything in a binary all my life, I realized the binary isn’t real.


So, here’s my story. Is it going to be like The Joy Luck Club? Yes. Parts of it. There are some references to dragons and yin-yang symbols and a lot of Asian mom trauma. There will be many similarities, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t deserve to be said. There will be many differences, but that doesn’t mean it is not relatable. To read this book is to avenge the death of the puppy who got thrown away. It’s to understand that if a dumbass loser like me deserves to be centered, then maybe so do you.


I’m crying because I’m laughing.















CHAPTER 1



Korean


복순 (BOKSOON; FULL OF LUCK)


THERE ARE VERY IMPORTANT THINGS that happened before I was born that shaped the person I am. As I learned more about my past, I realized I’m a literal clone of my recent ancestors, reliving patterns I inherited from them. People say that the dead live on in the memories of their loved ones, but they are actually fully alive in us. People are immortal not because we remember them, but because we are them. There’s a scene in Back to the Future where Marty McFly goes back in time and meets his father as a teen. He sees his dad get enraged when a bully calls him “chicken.” Before then, we were made to think that was Marty McFly’s individual quirk. But it wasn’t. It was his dad’s. If we went further back in time with Marty, we would probably meet the first person in his lineage who hated that. Some ancient Bavarian peasant who hated being called “Chickenslof” or something. All of us do things every day that don’t belong to us. We just don’t know who they belong to because they might have lived hundreds of years before we were born.


Around one hundred years before I was born, my Korean great-grandmother on my grandfather’s side was kidnapped in a blanket in an act referred to as bossam, which is also the word for the disgusting gray boiled pork dish made popular in the US by Momofuku. To this day when I hear an American person say they like this dish, I think they’re a loser. Liking the one dish that someone hand-delivered to your shitty corner of Manhattan instead of exploring the breadth of Korean cuisine? Embarrassing.


My great-grandmother’s kidnapping left my grandfather abandoned as a ten-year-old boy, leaving him to a life of homelessness and panhandling. At around fifteen, he ended up working as an indentured farmhand for the family of a relatively wealthy landowner. That landowner had three daughters, the eldest being my grandmother.


My grandmother was an exceptional child. She was one of the only female children who knew how to read properly in her town because due to her father’s relative wealth and lack of a son, he had kept her in middle school, which was a rarity for girls at the time. My grandmother had a talent for spoken word and singing and was sent around to people’s homes to read poems and sing songs. She was the niche Internet microcelebrity of her time. She was celebrated for being talented, but she was not beautiful. Her face was small up top and sort of fanned out at the jaw. To make matters worse, the popular hairstyle for schoolgirls of that era was a tightly pulled braid at the base of the neck. The hair on the scalp was pulled so severely that it resembled a glossy black swim cap and, in my grandmother’s case, highlighted her candy-corn-ass head shape. A large mole sat on her cheek. My grandmother very unfortunately resembled a character in traditional Korean comedic theater sometimes named 복순이 (Boksoon-i). In plays, the character was played by a man wearing a braided wig, his face painted with faux freckles, a large mole on his cheek, and his front teeth blacked out. The character’s name was an ironic, cruel joke because the Chinese character Bok meant “luck” and Soon meant “full of.” In the middle of a play, the comedians on stage would call out, “복순아! 복순아!” (Hey, Boksoon! Boksoon!) She would appear, hilariously hideous in stark contrast to her name, and then one of the comedians would say, “복터졌네!” (Bok ttujeutnae!; Your luck exploded with this one!) It was a joke based on the humiliation of high expectation. There were two parts to this joke: First, the audience laughed at themselves for their high expectations. Then, they laughed at the hubris of her parents for giving her such a grand name and setting themselves up to be humiliated by fate. This was a genius comedic device, and all the jokes written for Boksoon-i were cutting, sophisticated satire about the nuances of Korean society. This tradition still remains in modern Korean comedies, both television shows and movies. When white people come across it, they write Korean comedy off as lowbrow, unsophisticated slapstick. I hear Americans refer to Korean comedy as a knockoff of American vaudeville without realizing that this form of humor existed in Korea thousands of years before the US was even a country. They lack the capacity to realize that all the jokes are intricate satire because they believe theater and comedy were invented by them. Boksoon-i was always played by the most famous comedian and was the main character. If white people didn’t assume that Koreans were stupid, they would realize that Boksoon-i stood for one of the most important underlying themes of Korean art: the ugly, seemingly worthless girl was secretly the most important of us all. The one who made us laugh.


Koreans could appreciate the concept of Boksoon-i in comedic theater, but they couldn’t see her in their real lives. In the same way my grandmother’s value was not seen in her community. No one gave a shit that my grandmother memorized a bunch of poems and was well educated; that bitch was ugly as hell, and no one would want to marry her ass. My grandmother didn’t care about any of this because she dreamt of going to school and becoming a poet. She stated that she never wanted to marry.


For ten years, my great-grandfather had been quietly watching the orphaned boy who would later become my grandfather. Although he was without a name and orphaned, therefore the lowliest of classes, he was still a boy. He was also trustworthy and hardworking. Among his attributes was the fact that he was extremely handsome, which was noted by all the female members of my family. He was so attractive that it was difficult for people to make eye contact with him, something he attributed to his low status in society. The reason he was so hardworking was because he had been an abandoned child. He was terrified of letting anyone down and did all his work efficiently and without ever complaining. My great-grandfather had no sons and knew if he married off his daughters to other families, his wealth would leave his family in the form of dowries. He wanted to keep his wealth in his own family by adopting this humble farmhand as a son. So he decided to marry this hot twenty-five-year-old subby guy off to his fifteen-year-old ugly daughter.


This marriage was my grandmother’s worst nightmare and my grandfather’s greatest dream come true. She had dreamt of the freedom to shine as a star, and he had dreamt of belonging to someone, anyone. Now he was given the gift of not only a wife, but a wife of relatively high birth. Because of this promise of belonging, despite her appearance, he was obsessively in love with my grandmother. To him she was Boksoon-i; his luck had exploded with this one. He worked hard every day doing farmwork, what he was expected to do, as my grandmother did what she was expected to do: have a gang of kids and raise them. Just as my great-grandfather anticipated, my grandfather was so hardworking and talented, he quickly amassed land and a small fortune of his own. But my grandmother was so resentful of losing her dream that she mocked and humiliated him daily, which only caused him to work harder and try harder to gain her love. Subby vibes. He would run around endlessly, in a constant, never-ending scramble to keep her happy. The imbalance of power between them meant that unlike other men during this time, he even participated in child-rearing. He would take care of all the children at night after returning from working in the fields all day so that my grandmother could enjoy some free time, which she spent sitting in her room, smoking her pipe, and crying. Legend. She never did love him and told him that every single day. Up to the day he killed himself.


My grandmother told this story to my mother when she was a child: After being married to a poor, stupid man (Grandma’s words), she refused to sleep in the same room as him. Then my great-grandfather built them a house over a mile away. She would walk home every single night and cry at the gate to be let in. She did that until she became pregnant at the age of sixteen, within a year of being married.


My Korean grandparents had a shit ton of sons. An unheard-of number of sons. Their luck had exploded with the number of healthy, handsome sons they bore. Even my own mother is unsure of the number since some of them died as infants, but it was around seven to ten. Then, after all these sons, finally, my mother 입분 (Ib-Bun). My mother’s name literally means “pretty.” 입분이 (Ib-Bun-i). The pretty one.


Her name was a mistake.
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입분 (立分; IB-BUN; STAND DIVIDED)


IN THESE TIMES WHEN CHILDREN were born, a family representative had to travel to city hall in Seoul and record their birth in the national book of births. Since my family lived in a small farm town far from Seoul, they asked my grandfather’s friend, who was already planning a trip to Seoul, to record her birth for them. The night before, he came to collect payment for the trip and my grandfather convinced him to take payment in the form of homemade 약주 (yakju; rice wine). They ended up drinking all night on a mat placed over dirt in the courtyard under a single lantern drenched in flies. This was in August in Korea, the month where the overripe, suffocating air of summer can simply kill a bug with its wet heaviness. The bugs scrambled over the lantern light, trying to dry their lungs from drowning in the wet air. The darkness of the Korean countryside consumed everything besides their faces, drunk and red, lit by the bug lantern. The next day, the man and my grandfather woke up and found themselves still on the dirt ground, surrounded by the dead bugs that had drowned in the wet darkness the night before. The man took off to Seoul without having asked my grandfather what he wanted to name his girl child.


At the city hall office in Seoul, the man was asked what the girl’s name was by the government official. It had not occurred to him until then that he needed this information. And he was confused why it was important, since it was just a girl. I imagine the poor farm man, ashamed of his dark skin and clothes covered in dirt from my family’s yard, surrounded by other pushy, dark, poor Koreans in tattered hanbok and gomushin falling apart on their feet. I imagine him standing in front of the well-dressed government official with pomade in his hair and those round imperial glasses, sitting behind a desk in front of rows and rows of endless bound books that cataloged every Korean who had been born.


There were no lines in these salad days of Korean independence where they were recovering from the trauma of Japanese imperialism and the Korean War. Koreans moved in an anxious, desperate mob everywhere they went, carrying babies and baskets of dried peppers and dates on their backs and heads. The flies clung to their faces and clothes, attracted to the sweet smell of sweat and spit. Seoul was a chaotic swirl of humans who had recently learned that they were indeed humans and had the right to exist. In their hunger to proclaim their humanity, they ascended the steps of city hall to record their little lives in big books. They anxiously pushed into this strange building in the center of their hometown. The city hall was built by Japanese imperialists in the style of European architecture because, like the idea of supremacy, the Japanese weren’t even talented enough to come up with this shit on their own. Like the drowning bugs clinging to a lantern, the Koreans were drawn to this alien building made of marble, and their shoes felt slippery on the floors that were not wet.


I imagine the government official behind the desk, barely not a child, maybe the meek second or third son of a medium rich person, watching the pulsating mob enter the doors every day. I imagine the government official being humiliated by the realization that these people were his people, their dark hands and faces dotting the sea of beige hanbok, waving pieces of paper. No matter how much he tried to dress and act like a sophisticated Japanese, his face was the same as the faces in the crowd. Faces of people who were meant to die but would not die regardless. Again, like the bugs. Waving the pieces of paper without understanding that they needed to have order, to have manners, that they needed to form a line. Had they not learned anything from the Japanese? But they could not form a line in their desperation. They were drowning and had found this marble life raft. They scrambled up the stairs. They cried out, “Please write this down!” I imagine the people pushing toward the counter, knowing if they didn’t write the births down, no one would know they had lived and died. They wanted to prove their oppressors wrong. They were not insects. I imagine the Korean government official—a little boy pretending to be a man in a suit, glasses, and hairstyle borrowed from the Japanese, who had borrowed them from the Europeans—thinking to himself, Look at these fucking insects.


Humiliated by insisting on his existence, my grandfather’s friend—illiterate, terrified, sweaty, dark skinned—had one fucking job. It was the most important job of all time. To tell them that even a 기집애 (gijibae; girl) from 방게리 (Bangeri; the small farm town my mom is from) deserved to be in the book. She belonged in the fucking book. And then the government official asked, “But what is her name?” I imagine my grandfather’s friend’s pounding headache from drinking nothing but moonshine yakju, and in that moment, being pushed by a halmoni holding a basket of godungu on her head, I’m imagining he said, “이름? 뭔 이름 두 필요해유?” (in Chungcheongnam-do dialect: Ileum? Mwon ileum du pilyohaeyu?; Name? Why do you need a name?) Then he said, “아이고 이쁘든대… 이쁜이로 져유.” (Aigo ippundae ippun-I lo jyeo yu; Well, she’s pretty, so call her “pretty one.”) Then I imagine the government official looking at him, thinking, 무식한 개자식 (musikan gaejasik; Idiot son of a bitch) and asking him, “What are the Chinese characters?”


Traditionally, Koreans chose names based on the meaning of the Chinese characters and not the phonetic pronunciation. When having a baby, a Korean couple would consult an older relative or a fortune teller/Chinese character specialist and tell them what traits they wanted in their child. Because their names were chosen by meaning, the sound of the name was not important. Much like astrology, where a lot of people actually seem to have the personality assigned to their signs, people in Korea eerily become like the traits they were named after.


But the word Ippun was just a country-bumpkin term for a pretty little girl. It was not something that could be an official name, because there were no Chinese characters. The official wrote my mother’s name, 입븐 (Ib-Bun), with the characters 立 (Ib; stand) and 分 (Bun; to divide). A nonsensical collection of important words that means nothing, thus turning a childish and whimsical name into one that fit in the book.


So my mother’s name, a mistake, was 입븐. Ib-Bun. To stand. Divided.
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수미 (水美; SU-MI; WATER, BEAUTY)


I THINK A LOT OF white people will read this and not understand why no one cared about my mom’s name or cared enough to change it afterward. White people have a pathological attachment to names as important individuality markers. But Koreans see it in a different way. A name means something to them, but only spiritually and for official reasons. Names are rarely used outside of government or workplace situations. I find this part of my Korean upbringing difficult to shake even after years of living in the US. I don’t like knowing people’s names and using their names. It almost feels rude to know someone’s name. Names are treated like secret personal information, much like how Americans think of age, which is interestingly something Koreans give out freely and openly.


For Asian Americans, names are phenomenally important because the mispronunciation of their names is a dehumanizing tactic used to covertly state that individuality belongs only to the whites who would get angry if you spelled it Jennifer with two Ns when it’s actually spelled with one! I remember after the Atlanta shootings in 2021, an Asian American comedian made a viral video about how the white news anchors had mispronounced the names of the dead. She made a video correcting them, and then mispronounced the names herself. LOL. Shortly after, the families of the deceased who were Korean politely asked the news channels to remove the victims’ names completely, because in Korea, names are private and full of magic and power. In Korea, victims of violent crimes have their identities shielded from the public to protect their living families from bad omens or shame. To this day I am filled with rage against this comedian who put her personal Asian American trauma over the wants and needs of the Korean women who died. She called out their names into the universe, inviting all the demons and ghosts to haunt their souls. 재수없어씨발 (this is hard to translate but it means something like “someone who brings fucking bad luck”). How funny that in her ignorance, she mispronounced their names and shielded them from being haunted. Koreans do not want you to say our names. Our names are ours.


I don’t know the names of any of my family members besides my mother and cousins of my own age. I’ve never known the names of anyone who is older than me. To me they are 외숙모 (whe sook mo; my mother’s brother’s wife), much different from 이모 (e mo; my mother’s sister). My mom’s friend is 수빈엄마 (Su-Bin umma; mother of Su-Bin, her eldest child). My neighbor growing up was 진호엄마 (Jin-Ho umma; mother of Jin-Ho). I remember when Jin-Ho died. We still called her Jin-Ho umma. Because she was still Jin-Ho umma. She will be for an eternity. This way of being called is stronger than death; it means so much more than the one N in Jenifer. Koreans are not called by the marker of our individuality. We are called by our connection to one another. I’ve never met a Korean who was upset when someone did not know their name or got their name wrong. Because Koreans are not their names. They are someone else’s family member.


So my mother has lived her whole life with the wrong name without caring about it. She used it until she met my white father, who, unlike her Korean friends and family, insisted on using her first name, instead of “so and so’s daughter” or “so and so’s sister.” His pronunciation of Ippun was so coarse and jarring, my mother asked him to call her by the name my grandparents had intended to name her, the name they forgot to tell their drunk friend who went into Seoul that day: 수미 (Su-Mi; water, beauty).


Ib-Bun was born and the whole family adored her because she was the 망내 (mangnae; youngest child) and a girl who came after an endless string of boys. They also loved her because she took after her father and was breathtakingly, excruciatingly beautiful. In a time when female children were routinely thrown away, given away, or made to live outside, my mother was prized. I imagine my grandmother’s relief that she would not be hard to marry off. She would not be the comedic relief. Boksoon-i had a beautiful daughter. Unfortunately, my mother was also immensely intelligent.
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DYING LAUGHING


MY FIRST UNCLE WAS MURDERED by the Japanese as they left Korea in a tactic meant to destabilize the nation. They executed anyone with a high level of education or position in government. It was effective, but what they didn’t realize was Koreans fucking love being angry and doing shit out of revenge. Korea’s recent success on the global stage, I believe, is due to the fact that the Japanese (and then the Americans) fucked them over so bad and the Koreans became great to spite them.


My uncle was considered part of the political gentry because he worked at the post office. I’m sorry, but that’s so fucking funny. Imagine feeling threatened by the post office man. After his death, the remainder of the family’s wealth went to my second uncle. My second uncle was a drunk gambling addict and not only spent all the money but also accrued significant debt. He was found dead in a lake a few years after my first uncle was murdered. No one is sure if he drowned while drunk, died by suicide out of shame, or was possibly murdered by debt collectors.


My grandfather was allegedly devastated by losing all his money, and not necessarily by the death of his eldest two sons, and killed himself. He did this by swallowing a block of solid bleach, and it took nine days for it to kill him. This chain of events started years before my mother was born and into her early childhood, since she was more than twenty years younger than her oldest sibling. By the time my grandfather killed himself, she was only around four years old, but she still remembers how terrifying he looked in the days before his death. His already skinny body shriveled up into a skeleton wrapped loosely in dark skin. He lay dying on rough white bedding on the floor. The way my mother described his death was beyond painful—he starved as his insides melted. He couldn’t even ingest water to alleviate the burning without vomiting it back up. However, telling me this story, she laughed at how skinny his head was, resting on a traditional Korean pillow, which is just a piece of hard wood. She laughed imagining his family members around him, trying to comfort him by pulling up the painfully starchy, rough blanket and adjusting a literal piece of wood under his skinny, raw, crunchy skull. Korean comfort is pain.


He had lived his entire life trying to convince my grandmother that he was worthy of her love, and in the nine days he lay dying, all she did was roast him for being stupid and lazy. She told him while the bleach melted his esophagus and he swallowed spit into his open body cavity that she never loved him and he was worthless. She couldn’t give him the acceptance he had wanted all his life from being an orphan because the only thing she had wanted had been denied her. He died while listening to an ugly woman tell him he wasn’t good enough. After he died, my grandmother wailed for days. She said she wasn’t sad that he died; she was sad that all the money was gone and she no longer had a husband to make more money. In the middle of her crying, she joked about how she knew he had killed himself because he was lazy and wanted to get out of work. She cried hard but insisted it wasn’t because she had loved him—she had never loved him.


I know everything she said was a lie. I know she loved this man who had been forced to marry her just as much as she had been forced to marry him. I know she was angry at this world for seeing them, two people with infinite worth, as worthless. I know she loved this gentle, hardworking man who had done everything for her. But she was smart enough to know she had to keep it a secret. Maybe my grandmother might seem cruel to some, but this was how Koreans were taught to show love in times of genocide. You don’t show anyone what you love, because if you do, they will take it away from you. My grandmother thought they had killed her first, shining, beautiful son because she was proud of him and loved him so much, and people saw that and destroyed him because of her pride. She learned to pretend the best thing that happened to her was a curse. If she pretended that she hated her husband, he would not be killed. But she had not anticipated that he might kill himself.


She loved him. And hated him. He had saved her from being unwanted but subjected her to the loss of her dreams: of being a bitch who loves attention and goes around reading poems in front of everyone. She never wanted a husband and children. She was forced to do it, and joking and complaining about it was her soft rebellion. My grandfather was a great partner. He was hardworking, trustworthy, and loving. On top of all that, he was not only hot but Korean hot. But to a woman who doesn’t want that life, that doesn’t matter.


My grandmother constantly complained about her life and her husband. But she always made it funny. People always listened to her complaints because she disguised them as jokes. That in itself is a talent created out of survival, an invisible talent. My family was thrown into poverty and ruin in the years following my grandfather’s suicide, but they all survived. I want to say it’s because of the jokes, but all of the Korean people from this era were like this. Full of humor and self-deprecation. And a lot of them died. They died while laughing.


Even in their final moments, they would comfort one another by telling them how funny it all was. I know this was how my grandfather left this earth. While making a joke. My Korean family is poor and uneducated. They are ashamed of it, and continually try to hide their shame with endless jokes. At funerals we laugh. As an adult I have had to curb my humor in social situations because other people have told me it’s inappropriate. I don’t know how to explain to them that I come from the strongest people, who have been through the worst of humanity, and the jokes were what made it possible for us to continue. I would not be here without inappropriate humor.
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A PAINFUL SHIT


WHEN MY MOTHER WAS A CHILD, lepers roamed the Korean countryside. They were exiled from society and had to survive in the forest. A rumor spread saying that if lepers consumed three virgin hearts, they would be cured of the biblical illness. These lepers, terrifying looking with large, gaping holes in their faces and their clothes tattered and soiled from being homeless, would walk up to my mother’s home after scoping it out for hours to see if the adults were away. They would come to the gate and call out, “Hello, I’m here to speak with your mother!” anticipating a stupid child’s response of “My mom is not home.” My mother could see their bloody faces through the cracks in the wooden gate. She would then yell out, “One moment, my mom’s taking a shit.” The leper would shuffle off quickly, terrified of a confrontation. My mother told me this story while cry-laughing. The violence of a zombie-ass-looking adult eating her heart coupled with the cowardice of said adult being immediately afraid of the presence of a shitting mother seemed comical to her. I laughed while listening as well, both of us forgetting the countless children who met their demise at the hands of the lepers. Both of us forgetting the absolute horror of the lives of the lepers, cut off from society simply for being ill. They could’ve been our brothers, or mothers, or us ourselves.


My mom also laughed about the woman in her village who was a 바보 (babo; stupid). This term was used for anyone with an intellectual disability, and although it is used as a slur, my mother said it endearingly. This babo was raped constantly all her life, which was how the most vulnerable people in a society are treated after war. She lived in the forests and roamed around freely and would go in and out of the town. When she inevitably became pregnant, the other women in the town tried to care for her and give her food and a place to stay. But she would wander off in fits of rage and could not be traced for days. One day she was back in town. She went up to everyone she saw, telling them that she took a painful shit, and she kept pointing to an outhouse. She kept repeating this over and over until one woman noticed she was no longer pregnant. She grabbed her and frantically ran to the outhouse. But by the time she got there, it was already too late. The baby was dead, face down in shit. My mother always laughed telling this story. She kept repeating over and over, “She thought she was taking a painful shit.” She would laugh so hard that tears would roll down her face. And I could no longer tell if they were tears of laughter or sadness.


The young men of my mother’s town, including her brother, were all shot to death and they laughed. The female children and women were taken away to be raped to death and they laughed. They were exterminated like cockroaches and they laughed. Barely more than one hundred years ago, our people used to live in mud huts with straw roofs, and they cared for and loved one another by candlelight. There was no war. There was no death. There was no rape. No one cried and no one laughed. The twentieth century came to Koreans as a violent surprise. And we learned how to cry. But then we immediately started to laugh. And we couldn’t stop laughing. We couldn’t stop laughing while crying.
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HAIRY BUTTHOLE


WHEN MY MOTHER BEAT ME as a child, I always felt like there was someone else in the room. The reasons for the beatings were always disproportionate to the severity. I would forget to put the juice back in the fridge or I would be too slow at putting my socks on. Then my mother would beat me, while crying. I would cry with her. My great-grandmother who was bossamed, my ugly grandmother, Boksoon-i, the leper, the pregnant babo, the hungover man at city hall who didn’t know my mom’s name, my dead uncle who worked at the post office, my dead uncle who got drunk and fell into a lake, my hot grandfather who killed himself while getting humiliated by his ugly wife, the dead baby face down in shit—they were all in that room watching me get my ass beat for leaving the Tropicana orange juice on the counter.


I would cry and they would all feel bad. So all of them would take turns telling me jokes. Jokes from one hundred years ago that were told by candlelight. Jokes about watermelons rolling down hills, jokes about disobedient frogs, jokes about Boksoon-i and her missing front tooth, jokes about the stupid things my grandfather used to say in his lazy country accent. They would tell me these jokes when my mom was beating me. Until I realized I was laughing harder than I was crying. I would open my eyes and there would be no one there besides my mother and me. The only trace of these ghosts, the only way we knew they had ever existed, were the tears on our faces from the laughter.


Then my mother would say, “Do you know what happens if you laugh while crying? Hair grows out of your butthole.”















CHAPTER 2



White


POTATO FAMINE


I HAVE AN EXTREMELY HAIRY BUTTHOLE. It, like, pokes out of my underwear if I wear anything less than full-coverage granny panties. I’m almost forty and I’ve yet to figure out how to shave my asshole and I hate getting waxes, so I’ve just sort of let it go at this point. It has not stopped the people that I fuck from putting their mouths all over that fuzzy motherfucker whenever they get the chance. When I started growing butthole hair in my teens, I had long forgotten the saying “If you laugh while crying, hair will grow out of your butthole.” However, most of my friends were Korean at the time and I remember I brought up my hairy butthole once, and they were disgusted, terrified, and confused. I started to believe I was uniquely disgusting as the only woman in the world with a hairy asshole. Then I saw The NY Friars Club Roast of Hugh Hefner and a comedian made a joke about all of his blonde girlfriends having to bleach their asshole hairs or something. It dawned on me that I didn’t have a hairy asshole because I cried and laughed at the same time; I had a hairy asshole because I was white.
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