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INTRODUCTION


HOW I LEARNED TO STOP CHASING PERFECTION AND EMBRACE CONNECTION


THE CLOCK HIT 5 P.M. I CHANGED OUT OF MY SCRUBS AND LEFT the hospital, where I’d been working for the past ten hours as an anesthesiologist. During my drive home, I listened to a podcast at 1.5× speed because squeezing as much as I could out of every second of my day was my modus operandi. I pulled into my garage and turned the volume down, preparing for my “second shift”—or the 5–9, after you work your 9–5. I absolutely adored my children and was excited to see them after a long day at work, but first I needed just five minutes of silence when no one needed me. I put my phone on silent and reclined my seat back.


The next thing I knew, my husband, Daniel, was standing there with my car door open. “Are you okay?” he asked.


Oops, I guess my five minutes turned into thirty.


“Oh my gosh, I must have fallen asleep,” I said as I gathered my things and followed him into the house.


There, I was greeted by my twin girls, who ran to give me hugs and kisses. Since I worked full-time, I treasured the little moments that I got to spend with them. When I was home, I wanted to be the one doing everything for and with them. Perhaps this was a subconscious effort to alleviate my guilt for working outside the home.


Daniel cooked dinner while I got on the floor and played with the girls. We always made a point of eating dinner together as a family except for the one night per week that the nanny stayed late and we went out for date night. After dinner, we’d play a family game, or if the weather was nice, we’d go for a walk—a double stroller and three dogs taking up the whole sidewalk. Many nights, after I’d tucked the girls into bed, I’d get on the computer to start my third shift, working on lectures, manuscripts, and grants from 9 p.m. to midnight. When anyone asked how I was doing, I would respond with “fine,” “good,” or “busy.” Life was good, but I felt like something was missing. The way I was living, there just wasn’t much space for anything else.


One day I was having coffee with a colleague at work. “I just feel like every day is a mad dash to see how many items I can cross off my to-do list,” I lamented.


“What happens if you cross everything off?” she asked.


“I don’t know. I’ve never done it before. Every day I’m exhausted, but it seems like I’m not doing enough.”


“Maybe you should focus more on your self-care,” she suggested.


Self-care? Wasn’t that what weak women did when they couldn’t handle their lives? Oh no, not me. I don’t need silly self-care. I can keep going. I was responsible, tough, and capable. Need something done? Give it to me. I wasn’t some dainty flower who needed eight hours of sleep or people to pat me on the back and tell me “Good job.” The problem, however, was that I ate poorly, slept poorly, and felt poorly. But I was willing to make those sacrifices in order to prove that I was worthy. Recently, I read that self-care needs to be a daily practice and not an emergency procedure. I wish I had learned that much earlier.


I liked my life, but sometimes I wondered how I’d gotten here. I had a gorgeous home that I barely enjoyed. I had a closet full of nice things I bought to soothe myself, but I didn’t feel soothed. I had a beautiful family that I didn’t spend enough time with. I felt grateful but stuck, successful but disappointed, content but weary. The problem was that I was addicted to the hustle. Doing was such an integral part of my being that I could not fathom a life in which I could feel worthy by just being.


How would I demonstrate my aptitude, industriousness, and grit if I wasn’t out there constantly showing everyone how much I could get done? I was constantly trying to fill the void inside me with achievements, accolades, and accoutrements. I thought, If I just work harder, I’ll be happier. If I worked hard enough and ran fast enough, perhaps I could outrun the loneliness and sense of worthlessness I felt. But it didn’t help. I still felt empty inside.


Because I was constantly chasing perfection, I missed out on many moments of connection, especially with the people closest to me. I still needed to improve my relationship with my mother, which had been built on a fragile foundation since childhood. I wanted to be the best mom I could be for my children, but I felt guilty that on many days I brought home only the shell of the person I wanted to be for them. I loved my career, but I felt torn between being a good doctor and being a good mom, because there didn’t seem to be enough time in the day to be both. I was tired, cynical, and snappy. I felt disconnected from the world—as if I were moving through life living on the very surface but never getting deep enough to make any actual meaningful connections. Subconsciously, I was doing this to prevent myself from getting hurt, but it was also preventing me from having true connection with other people—and with myself.


When I had time to sit and think about what was missing, the same thing kept coming to me—joy. Okay, I thought, I’ve identified the problem. But what’s the solution? I want to make it very clear that I was not unhappy; I just felt like something was missing. I thought that in life, if you worked hard, one day you’d attain a level of success that would fulfill you and make you whole. But it was becoming apparent to me that this was not necessarily true, and I couldn’t just keep doing the same thing and expect different results.


I knew that I needed to stop and make myself whole from the inside out.


First, I did all the things that society says you should do to take better care of yourself, like hiring a professional organizer, signing up for a meal delivery service, and going on a yoga retreat. But guess what? None of those things actually did much to make me feel better in the long run. Those things were Band-Aids for the real work that I needed to do, which was to remake myself from the inside out, the way that I truly wanted to, leaving behind the world of comparison, competition, and achievement. I wanted to embrace creativity, connection, and laughter—I wanted to live my life with deeper intention.


All my life, I imagined that I was climbing this great mountain and that there would be a pot of gold waiting for me at the summit. Day after day, I climbed, never resting or deviating from the path. Then one day, when I finally had the chance to stop and take a look around, I couldn’t remember why I had wanted to climb this mountain so badly in the first place. I had to stop for a while so I could find clarity on what I was doing with my life—and, more importantly, why I was doing those things.


Once I figured this out, I stopped living my life on autopilot. I stopped mindlessly trekking up that mountain without questioning whether it was the correct path for me. I also started to look around me and pay attention to my surroundings. Once I did that, I realized that I was learning many lessons along the way and that these lessons would be the key to discovering how I could live my life with more joy.


I started thinking of them as prescriptions—joy prescriptions—on how to truly live for myself. And now I want to pass these joy prescriptions on to you. Maybe you feel like I once did. Maybe you feel stuck in the roles that you’ve taken on, that you’ve accepted without question. Maybe you feel trapped by the expectations of those around you and by the pressures of trying to fit into the overachieving mold, making everyone other than yourself happy. Hopefully, through my story, you’ll find that somewhere inside, you have the ability to follow your passions, take that chance, and live your truest, most authentic life.













PART I














CHAPTER 1



CHOOSE YOUR OWN ADVENTURE
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Me with my grandparents in Tiananmen Square, age five








I’M SIX YEARS OLD, SITTING ALONE ON A PLANE GOING FROM BEIJING to New York City. The flight is long, and sometimes I feel afraid, but there’s no one I can talk to, no hand I can hold. My parents aren’t there with me—I haven’t seen them in two years, since they left me behind in China to pursue a better life for our family in America. I can’t remember whether they sneaked out quietly in the middle of the night and I woke up the next morning without them or whether there were protracted hugs, kisses, and tears.


My maternal grandparents, who took care of me in my parents’ absence, aren’t with me on the plane either. It wouldn’t have been easy for them to get visas, nor do they have the money to afford such a trip. For the past two years, I lived with them in their apartment in Harbin, a large city in cold northeastern China. My grandmother and I slept in the same bed every night; she was my best (and only) friend. In the mornings, my grandfather and I went to the market to pick up fresh produce and meat that he cooked for dinner.


When my grandparents told me I was being sent to America to live with my parents, I was devastated. I wanted to stay with them in China. At the airport, a flight attendant had to peel me off my grandmother as I cried and screamed, begging them to take me home.


But now, my new home will be America, a place I know nothing about, and with parents I can hardly remember.


On the flight, the nice flight attendant who’s been assigned to look after me asks if I want something to drink.


“I don’t have any money,” I say.


“It’s free,” she tells me as she hands me a can of Coca-Cola. “Drink as much as you want.”


And so I do. I grip each cold can of Coke for comfort and let the sweet, caffeinated beverage overtake my thoughts.


What will my parents be like?


Where will we live?


I don’t know any English… what will happen to me in school?


Who will fetch Grandpa’s slippers when he comes home from work if I’m not there?


I drink six cans of Coke on that flight from China to America. After we land, the flight attendant helps me off the plane, and I spot my parents at the gate. The first thing I say to my mom after two years apart is “我需要尿尿.” I gotta go pee.
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MEMORY IS FUNNY. WHAT IS YOUR EARLIEST MEMORY FROM YOUR childhood? Is it positive or negative, happy or sad? Has it changed over time, or is it different from how someone else remembers the event? If I could summarize how I felt when I first arrived in America in one word, it would be lonely. In fact, if I could describe my entire childhood in one word, that word would be lonely. That feeling of loneliness has stayed with me into my adult life.


After I landed in America, my parents drove us to their one-bedroom apartment. In many ways, I didn’t know my mother and father—I had not seen them for more than two years, and they felt very foreign to me. There was no happy reunion when I joined them—no “I missed you so much” or “Let’s go celebrate being together again.” They just went back to their school and work, and I started first grade. Mostly, I just missed my grandmother and sleeping in the same bed with her each night. My parents were so busy that I often felt like a burden to them; I felt that their lives were probably easier when I wasn’t around. I tried to make myself as small and quiet as possible so as not to further burden or irritate them.


Our apartment was tiny, with no couch, toys, or pets. The living room furniture consisted of a few folding chairs and a folding table my mom had acquired from a garage sale. We didn’t even own a television. For fun, I’d look out our front window and watch people use the pay phone on the corner, making up stories in my head about who they were and the conversations they were having. Were these people talking to loved ones they’d been separated from? Were they planning to reunite as I dreamed of doing with my grandparents? Once, someone was taking too long on the phone, and a fight broke out. I watched in fascination, wondering what urgent matter needed to be discussed. Another time, in the middle of the night when we were all asleep, there was a drive-by shooting that put a bullet through our front window. Fortunately, no one was hurt, but I remember staring at the broken glass and thinking it must have been the police chasing a bad guy. As only the police and military had guns in China, I didn’t know that ordinary people were allowed to have guns here in America.


In our apartment, my parents had the only bedroom, and “my room” was the living room. (I didn’t get my own room until we moved to a house when I was ten.) I slept on a twin-size mattress on the floor without a box spring or bed frame. This was my first time sleeping alone, since back in China, I’d shared my grandmother’s bed. I don’t know whether it was the trauma of moving and being away from my grandparents or the new environment, but I often woke up to find the mattress beneath me soaking wet. I was so ashamed the first few times it happened that I didn’t say anything and just covered it up, trying to use extra blankets at night because the mattress underneath was still wet.


Have you ever tried to wash urine out of a mattress? Completely out? You can’t. No matter how hard my mom tried to scrub it away, the smell of urine remained.


My dad was furious and would yell at me, “How are you wetting the bed? You’re six years old. This is so shameful! You’re ruining the mattress we bought for you!”


I sat there with tears streaming down my face and said, “Sorry, Baba, I’ll try to stop.”


“Stop crying. You’re a disgrace.”


My dad continued to berate me, and then one morning, a few months later and for no apparent reason, I just stopped. To this day, my dad likes to take credit for putting a stop to my bed-wetting problem. See, if I hadn’t yelled at you, you’d probably have wet the bed much longer. (Right, Dad, I probably would have peed my top bunk bed in college, and it would have dripped onto my poor roommate sleeping below.)


I started first grade in the middle of the school year, not knowing a lick of English. Because I couldn’t tell the difference between the words boys and girls, I went into the wrong bathroom on my first day. When I looked up and saw a bunch of boys pointing and laughing at me, I realized my mistake and ran out, mortified. I was put into an English as a second language (ESL) classroom, where most of the other kids spoke Spanish. I learned about as much Spanish as I did English in those early months of school, but I didn’t know what was what—I was just learning new words.


Before I could even finish first grade, we moved to a different neighborhood and I started at a new school. This would happen again and again throughout my childhood, with my family moving every year or two and me going to many different schools. I got used to being the new girl and having few friends. Overall, I ended up attending three elementary schools, two middle schools, and two high schools. I was never consulted about these decisions. My parents would announce the week before that we were moving, and then it would happen. It was like being a military kid but much less cool. Every time we moved, it was because one of my parents had gotten a better job, and as we climbed another rung on the socioeconomic ladder, we were able to afford a slightly nicer apartment in a better neighborhood.


When I first arrived in America, my dad was going to school full-time to get his master’s in computer science. Since he was on a student visa, he wasn’t technically supposed to be working, but he found a Chinese restaurant that let him wash dishes in the back for two dollars an hour. He was either in school, studying, or working. During that time, my mom was the main breadwinner of the house, working as a receptionist at an insurance company. Because my parents were so busy, I learned the skills of independence and responsibility from an early age. I woke myself up, ate Pop-Tarts or cereal for breakfast, rode the bus both ways to school, and was the quintessential latchkey kid. The rules were to come home right after school, not to answer the door, and to make sure to finish my homework before my parents got home. During the week, I didn’t see my parents much except at dinnertime. Sometimes after dinner, if my father was in a good mood, we would play Chinese checkers or cards. Then they’d retreat to their bedroom to work and I’d stay in my room (the living room), reading until I fell asleep.


After completing my homework, which I always did, I read. A lot. The highlight of my week was going to the public library on Saturdays with my mom to check out new books—I could read twenty books in a single week. To me, these books showed what life could be like in America. From Nancy Drew, I learned what it was like to be brave in the face of danger; from the Baby-Sitters Club and the Sweet Valley High series, I learned what it was like to have friends, talk to boys, and have sleepovers.


My favorite series, however, was Choose Your Own Adventure. I loved the excitement of these stories, with the characters getting to decide whether to take this road or that road, keep going or turn back. Lying in my bed at night, I would turn the pages and imagine a different existence for myself, one in which I could make my own choices:




If you decide to stay in China, turn to page 8.


If you decide to go to America, turn to page 13.





The reality of my life was anything but adventurous, and I had very little choice in anything that I did. I hadn’t chosen to come to America. I hadn’t chosen to move and change schools every couple of years. I certainly hadn’t chosen my parents. When I read these books, though, I felt like I had a sense of control over my life, and I got a glimpse of the possibilities it could offer.


I would read until I fell asleep, sometimes with the book still open and my hand holding my place as if I planned to pick up where I left off when I awoke. Reading helped me to escape the mundanity and loneliness of my life. To this day, just turning the pages of a book—the smell of a book—has the power to transport me to another world.


Making new friends every time we moved felt impossible, and I felt like books were my only companions. I was also shy and awkward as a kid, preferring to hang out with just one or two other girls at a time instead of a larger group. On top of that, my parents didn’t trust anyone, so I wasn’t allowed to have playdates at friends’ houses. Sometimes a friend came to our house, usually under the guise of needing to “study” together, but even in those cases, things often did not go as planned.


Once when I had a friend over, I asked her if she wanted to stay for dinner, and to my astonishment, she said yes. That night, my mom steamed a whole fish for dinner. When she set it in the middle of the table, my friend exclaimed, “Gross, what is it? Is that an eyeball?” I guess her family didn’t eat a lot of fresh seafood at home. She decided to share her experience with the other kids at school, and by Monday afternoon, everyone was calling me “Fish Face.” I never invited anyone to stay for dinner after that.


At school, I was learning a lot of new words, some of which were not so nice. I was called a Ch**k, Slanty Eyes, Ching Chong… you name it, I’ve probably been called it. Lunch and recess were the worst. At least during class time, the teacher would be talking or we’d be working on an assignment. That gave me something to do. But at lunch, I had no one to sit with, and that deep feeling of loneliness returned. Recess was even worse. I had no one to play with, and I would wander around, trying to look like I belonged or just picking flowers and daydreaming. I couldn’t wait for the bell to ring and for class to start again.


One day a group of kids approached me on the playground and asked me to play with them.


Me? I looked around to make sure they weren’t talking to someone else.


Yeah, you, they said. Come play with us.


So a few of us jumped on the merry-go-round while the others spun it. It wasn’t really my cup of tea, but I wasn’t about to miss this chance to make some friends. Suddenly all the other kids jumped off the merry-go-round, leaving me spinning on my own as they made it go faster and faster. I clenched the handlebar, trying to keep my footing. The world was spinning so fast that I felt like my stomach was going to come out of my mouth. “Stop, stop, stop,” I cried. By the time a teacher heard me and came over to stop the merry-go-round, tears were streaming down my face and urine was streaming down my legs. (Again, the smell of hot pee.)


Things weren’t any easier by third grade, when I learned that I had to get glasses. (Must have been all that reading under the covers with a flashlight.) One day in gym class, they fell off my face as I was running. The kid behind me deliberately stepped on them and smashed them. When my mom got home from work that day, I handed her the broken frames. Before I even had a chance to explain, she yelled, “Aiya, Tiffany, how can you be so careless? These cost a lot of money!”


When my dad got home, I explained to him what had happened. “People at school are calling me names and being mean,” I told him. “They broke my glasses on purpose and then laughed.”


Nowadays a parent might respond with something like They’re just words or It’s okay, we love you. A really evolved parent might even take the time to have a conversation with their child about how the mean names made them feel. But my dad’s response was “Study more and work harder. When you’re older, you will have a better job and make more money than any of those idiots, and that will be your revenge,” which in retrospect was kind of a dark thing to tell an eight-year-old.


After a while, I gave up on telling my parents that I was being bullied at school. What was the use? They only wanted to hear that I was getting good grades and not getting into any trouble. I felt that they were not open to another kind of parent-child relationship with me, one in which I was free to express my thoughts and fears and could be heard and seen. And contrary to what my dad’s advice implied, bullying is not confined to childhood. It doesn’t stop just because you are an adult and have a decent job.


It didn’t occur to me until much later that my dad probably experienced bullying and discrimination himself. I was too busy dealing with my own bullies to think that maybe he had bullies too. Maybe he’d even been called some of the same names I’d been called. (I guess bullies aren’t all that creative when it comes to name-calling.) Of course we never talked about this, but it was something I sensed. My dad always had a chip on his shoulder about Americans—how wasteful they were, how uneducated many were, and how they spoke only one language. I think this was his way of coping with how difficult life was in America. It wasn’t until decades later that I learned that in China, my father had been the manager of a large factory and had overseen hundreds of employees. He initially came to America to study business management, but his lack of English skills made it so difficult that he switched his degree to computer science so he wouldn’t have to talk to other people. How sad, I thought. No wonder he has a chip on his shoulder.


Thank goodness you didn’t need to understand English to be good at math. When I started school in America, even though I didn’t speak English, I was already a grade ahead in math. Throughout elementary school, I was always the first one in my class to finish math tests, and I usually got perfect scores. My classmates would try to cheat off me. Math was my jam. At home, my dad always gave me extra math worksheets. Since I didn’t have many friends, I didn’t know this wasn’t a normal extracurricular activity. (Wait, you mean to tell me not everyone goes home after school and does ten extra pages of math worksheets?) Nor did I know that it wasn’t normal for parents to make their kids stay up late at night to finish their work. My dad had a simple rule for math homework—for every question I got wrong, he would make me do one more sheet of math problems. I guess he was extrapolating from “An eye for an eye” to “A page for a problem.”


Once, he gave me a sheet of math problems involving fractions or something that my brain couldn’t figure out. “Why don’t you understand?” he yelled. “It’s not that difficult. Are you stupid?” And he set down another sheet of math problems in front of me.


That night I stayed up until 3 a.m. because I kept getting questions wrong. Around midnight my mom tried to step in and said to my dad, “She’s only nine; let her go to sleep.” Tiger Dad wouldn’t have any of that, though—he gave her a look, and she silently retreated to her bedroom. The next day I was delirious and spent lunch and recess with my head propped against the wall in the last bathroom stall, napping until the bell rang.


Today I understand that my dad was so hard on me because he believed that academic success would lead to financial success and that financial success was the key to making it in America. Both of my parents had that tunnel vision throughout their lives. They still do, to be honest—which is not that uncommon for anyone who’s immigrated to this country.


But as a kid, I didn’t see that. All I saw were endless pages of math problems, my parents always working and never enjoying themselves, and their constant fighting about money.
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ARE THERE BELIEFS THAT YOUR PARENTS PASSED DOWN THAT YOU never questioned until you grew up? It might be where you’re supposed to live, what kind of job you should have, or whom you should hang out with. My parents had strict ideas of what success meant and what would make you happy in life. They never said that money equals happiness, but I could tell from their actions that money was important and that a lack of money could make you quite unhappy.


If saving money were an Olympic sport, my mom would have more gold medals than Michael Phelps. On Mondays after she got off work, she’d stop by the local rec center, where the Sunday paper had been thrown out, and pull out the glossy coupon section. I waited eagerly for her to come home. It was my job to clip the coupons and arrange them in order of how they’d be used, according to the layout of the grocery store, so that we could be efficient in our quest to save. I had a very good memory and knew the exact order of the aisles at the grocery store where we shopped: aisle 1 was canned goods and soups, aisle 2 (which we almost never went to) was candy and baking supplies, aisle 3 was cereal and juices, and so on.


Tuesday was double-coupon day. After my mom got off work, we would go to the grocery store and make a game of finding the correct items, aisle by aisle. I had to have an eye for detail because the coupons had certain caveats, like specific item sizes and flavors you had to purchase, in order to work. But sometimes, when we played it right, we could basically get items for free. And nothing tastes better than free! (Or so I thought.)


Another important part of the grocery store was the area of the produce section with discounted fruit—fruit that was bruised or starting to rot.


Once my mom picked up a small bag of apples and said, “See, Tiffany? I can buy this whole bag for fifty cents. If I bought apples from the regular section, they’d be several dollars.”


“But this one is rotten,” I pointed out.


My mom glanced at the apples. “That can be fixed.”


And when we got home, she cut the rotten part out of the apple and handed the rest of it to me. I bit into it, and she was right—it was perfectly tasty. I was proud that my mom was so resourceful and that I was her little helper.


If there was money left over after grocery shopping, my mom might let me get a treat at the checkout counter. I’ve never been a big candy or chocolate person, but I loved gum—my favorite was the fruity kind with a zebra on the package. In order to be frugal, I would sometimes chew just half a stick. Other times I would stick my gum on the corner of the dining room table, saving it for later. Only after two or three chews, when the gum was completely tasteless and hard as a rock, would I have the heart to throw it out. Helping my mom save money made me feel like I was contributing to the family and earning my keep. At times I felt like I was a burden to my parents as an extra mouth to feed, so I wanted to show that I could pull my own weight.


My mom was also a master bargainer. At the markets where she shopped in China, you always bargained to buy something. It was expected—only a fool would pay the asking price for something. My mom brought this skill with her to America. On Saturday mornings, we’d wake up early and drive around the neighborhood to check out all the garage sales. Everything we owned—our furniture, dishes, and clothes—was carefully curated from these lawn displays of other people’s unwanted items.


One time my mom pointed to a stack of mismatched dishes that were marked $5 and said, “Tiffany, watch how I can get these for less.”


She approached the owner of the house. “Excuse me, these dishes… some are chipped… I give you one dollar.”


“Ma’am, how about I give them to you for three dollars?” the man suggested.


“One dollar.” My mom was firm.


The man scratched his head and looked at her, this tiny Asian woman standing her ground. I took a chipped plate and held it out for the man to see.


“Okay, fine, one dollar,” he acquiesced.


I could tell that my mom gloated inside every time we ate off those dishes.


My mom still has no shame in her bargaining game. Years ago, when I took her shopping for a dress to wear to my wedding, she found a beautiful red dress, but the only one in her size had some loose beads at the bottom.


As we approached the cash register, I said to her, “Let’s ask if they have another one in the back.”


Mom had a different idea. “I want to buy this dress, but you see—there are some loose beads at the bottom. Can you give us a discount?” she asked the sales associate.


My face flushed the same color as the dress—I had no idea my mom was going to ask for a discount at this high-end department store.


“Sure, I can take 10 percent off,” the cashier said.


My mom looked at me and smiled. She was saving money, even though it wasn’t even her money. Later, at home, she resewed the loose beads onto the dress.


As a child, I came to understand that sense of pride my mom must have felt each time she saved money. When she bought me a Barbie doll for a dollar, and later I saw a similar, though new, version in a store for ten dollars, I’d think, We’re outsmarting the system. It echoed my dad’s belief that Americans were wasteful and that we could do better.


Although I knew we were poor, I never got the sense that this was intrinsically bad or shameful—until other people made me feel bad about it. Kids at school would tease me, saying things like “Do you shop at Goodwill or something?” and “Your jeans have holes in them.” (This was before it was cool to have jeans with holes in them.) Most of my clothes were secondhand, and I seldom had new shoes. Once, though, after I got straight A’s for the entire year, my mom took me to Payless shoe store and bought me a brand-new pair of shoes—see-through pink glitter Jellies. I loved those shoes (you can say my obsession with footwear started at an early age).


Since money was tight, I didn’t have many possessions, but I did have an affinity for office supplies. I would collect pens, pencils, erasers, notebooks, and stickers, which I kept inside a Hello Kitty pencil case—never to be used, only to be occasionally taken out and admired as if they were precious baseball cards. My mom sometimes bought me dolls or stuffed animals, but if my dad found out, he would yell at her for wasting money. Many of my parents’ fights were about money. He would ask her why the grocery bill was so high, and she would try to calm him down. Sometimes she would argue with him, but that only seemed to infuriate him more. I remember lying on my mattress in the living room at night, listening to his voice rising higher and higher in their bedroom.


That night, I made a promise to myself: When I grow up, I’m going to work so hard that I don’t ever have to worry about money. To an extent, that came true. But these are two sides of the same coin: although I am financially secure and don’t have to worry about money, frugality is forever ingrained in me. Like my mom, I live for a deal, and while I may not buy the bruised and half-rotten produce, I do generally buy whatever fruit is on sale (also because it tends to be what’s in season and freshest).


For better or worse, my parents taught me that money was important. They also taught me that money can be an incessant source of conflict. I know now that while money can smooth your path—can make your journey more comfortable—it can’t completely protect you from the shadows along the way. Sometimes it can even make it harder for you to figure out just what light you’re moving toward.
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WHEN I WAS TEN, WE MOVED INTO A HOUSE IN A SUBURB OF Dallas. It was a real freestanding house, not an apartment where we shared walls with another family or had noisy neighbors stomping on the ceiling. Two thousand square feet to call our own. There was a driveway with a two-car garage where my parents could park their cars. Best of all, I would finally have my own bedroom.


My parents were so proud when they took me to see our new house for the first time. Standing with them in the doorway, even before taking a step inside, I felt proud too. Through my coupon clipping and endless saving, my sacrifice of playing with used toys and wearing used clothes, I had helped them afford an actual house. I finally understood why my parents had worked so hard and why they had brought me to America. I understood the American Dream.


Mom and Dad are right, I thought as I stared at our house. I should complain less.


This was what they had been working so hard for, what they meant when they told me that I needed to work even harder than they did so that I could get a good job when I grew up. I know they did all this out of love for me and the hope that I would have a better life. But at what price? Growing up, I never felt that the love my parents had for me was unconditional. They would often say things like “If it weren’t for you, we would have just stayed in China. We came here and dealt with the challenges of learning a new language and being in an unfamiliar country in order to give you the opportunity for a better life.” Other times they’d say, “You better take care of us when we’re old. You owe it to us.” Looking back, I realize that was a lot of pressure to put on a kid. Much of my life has centered on trying to please them, make them proud, and show them that their sacrifices have been worthwhile.


I never expected my parents to give me a picture-perfect childhood. I just wish everything didn’t always have to be so hard with them. I also understand that a large part of my success in life is a by-product of the sacrifices they made and the values that they instilled in me when I was growing up. It pains me to realize that because my parents were toiling away to achieve the American Dream, they were not able to give me the ideal American childhood, complete with family vacations, after-school activities, and their time and attention. Their lives did not involve a lot of choice or adventure either. And what I have come to realize today, with some time and perspective (and lots of therapy), is that they sacrificed so that I would have the freedom to pursue my own dreams.


We are all a combination of our pasts, our present lives, and the decisions we make for ourselves that will drive us into the future. We can’t erase the past, but we can make peace with what has happened to us while acknowledging both sides of the equation. For me, this means learning to accept and embrace two opposing emotions: my gratitude to my parents for their sacrifices to give our family a better life in America and the pain of feeling lonely and neglected as a child. My parents did the best they could with what they had, bringing me up according to the way they had been raised and with the cultural values that they had brought over from China. They put food on the table, kept me warm and clothed, and gave me an education. To them, that was good parenting.


When people ask me if I had a happy or sad childhood, I don’t know how to answer because the truth is that it was both. My memories of my dad scolding me for wetting the bed or getting a math question wrong sit right next to the ones of him chasing me around the house or taking me fishing. These stories and emotions can coexist because they are human stories. We are all human, and we are all full of contradictions.


The feelings of loneliness that defined my childhood will probably stay with me throughout my life. However, I can use the memory of that feeling to shape the way I live and to make conscious choices in my own life. For example, because I don’t have to struggle to feed and clothe my kids, I can choose to be a different kind of parent to them. I can also talk to my parents about the things that happened in my childhood without blaming them.


Maybe you had a happy childhood. If so, congratulations! You can take the thousands of dollars that you would have spent on therapy and go on vacation. But maybe it’s not that easy. Maybe you have issues stemming from the way you grew up, and you’re going to have to do the work to move forward.


Of course, if you are really struggling, don’t be afraid to seek out professional help. Personally, I have seen a therapist to untangle my complicated thoughts and feelings about my own childhood, and it has helped clarify many things for me. When you do the work of confronting painful memories from your past, you empower yourself by taking ownership of those memories and acknowledging them in all their complexity. You can honor them before letting them go. This will free you to choose your own adventure and to go wherever your heart takes you.
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