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For the two people whose story I do not yet know, but who set my own in motion.


[image: image]




For my mom, dad, and Jonathan, who gave me every opportunity to live a memorable, character-building life.


[image: image]




And for Bianca, who makes every day feel like a fresh page, full of possibility.
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For most people, the first photos that exist of them are probably from a hospital room. They’re in pink or blue blankets, surrounded by doctors and nurses, and in the arms of their parents, who look haggard and maybe a little bit terrified but are beaming with pride and joy. It’s a captured moment that everyone is fully aware will be cherished, treasured, and revisited often for decades to come, so the people are usually giving their best. These photos are visual touchstones, evidence of the initial life-altering moments for a family.


Mine were no different in that sense—except that instead of a hospital room, it was a tarmac with an airplane in the background. And instead of a doctor, it was a judge holding me, conferring my US citizenship. But my parents are there, smiling and beaming with pride just the same. My brother, Jonathan, is featured, too. I’ve been informed repeatedly over the years, whenever the story is retold at birthdays or upon request, that he was insistent on being the first to feed me a bottle, and there are photos of him doing just that at the airport and in the RV they drove back from Detroit, where they had picked me up.


I know these images so well that even though I couldn’t possibly recollect how I felt at four months old, I feel like I have memories of those moments. They are the first impressions of my life as I know it. My mom has always shown me these photos, so what was depicted in them never seemed unusual to me. I’ve always known I was adopted. These photos weren’t hidden in a drawer or an attic somewhere while my family tried to conceal my true origin story in some way. I didn’t stumble upon evidence and have to muster the courage to ask questions. In fact, I don’t remember asking any questions at all, nor do I recall any intervention-style moment in which I was told to sit down for some major reality-shifting announcement.


It wasn’t until many years later that I understood the implications of the airplane in those photos—it indicated that I had come not by way of the stork but on a commercial jetliner. That I was delivered into this world by a woman on the other side of the globe, and the only real information I have about that day are records that I was born in a clinic, in room number 2, along with a small image of me, the size of a passport photo, on my birth certificate.


What I do know is that at some point in the months prior to my arrival, that unknown woman was contending with the decision to part with her child, for reasons I do not and may not ever know. Simultaneously, the family who collected me that day at the airport had been going through their own grueling process—the bureaucratic obstacle course of the American adoption system. Under any circumstance, bringing a child home for the first time requires extensive planning, preparation, and emotional heavy lifting. Mine also included a lot of paperwork, jet fuel, and patience. But as the infant at the center of all this—the one who connected those strangers on opposite sides of the planet—I was spared the knowledge of the extraordinary investment on the part of all involved as well as any pain my birth parents might have experienced.


To people looking at these photos, more than four decades old at this point, it may seem like a remarkable entry onto this earth, and as an adult who understands what the images imply off camera and behind the scenes, I now know that to be true. But to me, my birth—much like the childhood that followed—was never anything but totally normal.
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By today’s standards, a childhood in the 1980s seems serene compared to the way kids live today. I was without the distractions of social media and pocket-size screens, and there were almost no limits to what I could imagine for the future. Those were simpler times, and in the Michigan suburb where I was raised, we were just like every other family. In fact, we could have been candidates for our own sitcom on TGIF—the Friday night TV lineup that was so big on screens across the country during that era, featuring shows like Family Matters, Full House, and Step by Step. Despite the fact that I came from Korea, the Kish family would’ve fit right in; we could not have been more born-and-bred all-American. Two working-class parents in a heterosexual marriage, two children—one boy, one girl—two dependable jobs that kept them busy from nine to five Monday through Friday.


Weeknights meant the end of the workday for my parents and a family dinner, no matter what. No one had cell phones or emails to follow them home, and if the corded house phone rang from its mount on the wall, it went unanswered. My parents were dedicated, hardworking people, but family time was sacred. On the weekends, there were activities we liked to do as a family. My dad took us ice skating. My brother was a swimmer, so we’d go to his meets. I had softball and Little League in the spring and summer.


Of course, like any civilized American family, we valued order and responsibility, and we had chores to keep up. Like most kids, I couldn’t say I was in love with that part of the family dynamic, but I participated because it was expected and because I wanted to make my parents happy. Fortunately, they made our routine fun. My favorite by far was Saturday—laundry day—when my dad would let me help. He’d make a game of it, pulling the warm sheets from the dryer, wrapping me up in them, and tossing me on the bed. I felt safe and seen and cozy in our family bubble.


If this all sounds like a dream, that’s because it was. But it was a purposeful one that my parents conceived of together, and with a lot of love, foresight, and perseverance, they made it come true for us.
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Being adopted, I’ve often considered the circumstances—the millions of factors and decisions on the part of so many people—that have to come together in order for humans to find one another in such a vast world and become a family. You can call it fate or divine intervention or an aligning of stars, but in my parents’ case, it was a little more down-to-earth: a shared Midwestern geography and a grounded pursuit of education.


My mother, Judy Adams, was born in 1949 in Niles, Michigan. Her father, a World War II navy veteran who was raised in Texas—and whom I remember as having a bit of a twang to his speech—married and raised his family in Buchanan, Michigan, after his time in the war. They settled on a few acres of land, and my mom’s was a very rural Midwestern upbringing. My father, Michael Kish, was born in Hawaii in 1948. His own father was in the military as well—the army—so they moved around a lot and lived in San Francisco and Germany for a time before moving to Michigan. Ultimately, he was raised in Lansing, and though he wasn’t a city boy, his suburban life definitely contrasted with my mom’s experience. In the end, though, their paths converged in pursuit of higher learning. They met at Michigan State University, where my dad was studying engineering and my mom was building the foundation for her future as an educator. They fell in love and were college sweethearts; then they married and never faltered. To date, they’ve been married for fifty-three years and counting.


That kind of resolve and conviction served two people who decided to take on the complicated, tumultuous terrain of international adoption. I’ve asked my mom why they chose to adopt, to open themselves up to such a challenging and potentially heartbreaking endeavor, when they had a biological son at home. She explained very clearly that she always knew she wanted to be a mother, and my parents were also certain from the start that they wanted to have a child biologically but also adopt.


The motivations for couples or individuals to adopt can range widely, from difficulty in becoming pregnant to medical conditions to concerns about population growth. For my parents, it was a simple equation of need and fulfillment. There were children in the world who required a loving, stable home, and they had the means to provide it. Simple as that.


So five years after Judy and Michael married, they had their biological child, Jonathan. Eight years later, I arrived on that airplane, dropped from the sky and into their loving home.
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I can’t remember ever wanting for anything in my life. I had all my needs met, whether they were for food, clothing, and shelter or for love, attention, and support. But my parents knew long before I did that although I didn’t feel it, I was different just by virtue of being adopted and being Korean. I was destined to have a life experience different not only from my peers’ but also from their own. They would never be able to directly relate to the identities I would inhabit in America.


They did everything they could to provide me with what I needed to grow into myself as I became older and aware of my identity as an adoptee as well as an Asian American. My mom used her resources as a teacher to introduce me to exchange students. I remember one girl—a high school student—who came over with Korean dolls. These were not just dolls from Korea but also dolls that looked Korean. Dolls that looked like me. This was long before toy companies became progressive enough to start manufacturing multicultural toys in all sizes, shapes, and colors, and representation was virtually nonexistent, so for me, this was beyond special.


Fortunately, I was also raised in a very diverse place. My school had plenty of kids who were not white, and I was far from the only Asian kid in town. In fact, not only were there other Korean kids in my classes and neighborhood, there were also other adopted Korean kids. I’m asked so frequently these days what it was like growing up as an Asian adopted kid in the American Midwest. The truth is that I honestly never really felt “othered” in those days—an experience that can seem miraculous when compared to stories I hear from other Asian Americans and adoptees about their upbringings. That is never lost on me; I always think about this and try to drive the point home when people discuss the importance of diversity. I’m certain I’d have had a very different outlook on the world had I been the only one like me.


That’s not to say I wasn’t on the receiving end of some bullying and teasing—from dopey kids who contorted their faces, pushing their eyes in a way that made them look Asian. But I’ve always chalked that up to the fact that kids are just jerks sometimes, and they’re products of their culture. At the time, in the 1980s and 1990s, that kind of thing was common on TV shows and in movies. It was “comedy.” The culture at large was unaccommodating and downright cruel at times to any human experience outside the straight white one, but the truth is, I was teased more painfully for wearing boys’ clothes than I was for being Asian, and overall, I had great friends from all walks of life at school.


The relative comfort in my environment, coupled with my lack of need in general, is probably why I don’t recall being adopted as feeling like a very big deal. I’m not sure when I even really came to understand the word, especially given that the context in which I heard it wasn’t always positive. To this day, it gets under my skin when people use it as a sort of threat for their kids (“If you don’t behave, we’re going to put you up for adoption”) or a cheap joke (“You don’t have your father’s [insert negative trait here], so you must be adopted”). But I felt eased into my understanding. I knew that my parents didn’t make me, but I can’t say it was something I considered part of my identity, certainly not as a child preoccupied with playing with friends being among classmates.


I was also empowered by my parents. When I was old enough, they offered me the opportunity to pursue a search for my birth parents if I wanted to. I know there are some people who want and need that. They can’t feel whole until they have that information, that experience, until they’ve at least tried to reach out and make that connection, but it honestly just seemed unnecessary to me. Later, when I was eighteen and the adoption paperwork was made available to me, my overwhelming feeling was that I should want to seek my biological parents out—not that I actually wanted to or needed to—because society makes you feel as if this is part of the adoptee “journey” no matter your personal experience.


This created a lot of guilt for a time. I wondered if I was scared, if I was avoidant, if there was something wrong with me. Only in recent years have I come to understand the difference between circumventing something out of fear and simply not needing it. My parents gave me the offer. They empowered me to express my feelings and to say the word if I wanted to do this ancestral excavation. I had every opportunity to say so if I wanted to. But I had a full, loving, complete family and a happy, joyful home, and I didn’t need anything more.
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The problem with creating a happy, joyful, safe, and complete home for your children? They may never want to leave it.


I was a good student. My mother was an early childhood development teacher, and the teachers within her professional network would keep her informed of my progress. She’s told me that they almost always had positive reports; they let her know I was kind and pleasant. That’s probably because I enjoyed school enough and did pretty well. I was confident in music, art, and certain forms of creative writing. I absolutely crushed in typing class when the time came. Math, on the other hand, was a struggle and remains so to this day—although cooking has helped by contextualizing scales and measurements, and running my own business has given me very good reason to get familiar with economics. Overall, I had a good reputation. In fact, I still hear from teachers now and then who will reach out because they’ve seen me on TV or found me on social media. While they often send sweet reminders about what a good student and a happy, positive kid I was, I’m also occasionally reminded of one of my tendencies that stuck with them—my intense separation anxiety.


I was a clingy kid, always hanging on to my mom’s leg and following my parents around. And anytime I was away from home for something like a field trip, I cried. Like, inconsolable, uncontrollable, bawling, heaving sobs. It got to the point where my dad would have to come on field trips because I was not having it without at least one of my parents.


Judy and Michael Kish wanted to give their kids all the best. They wanted us to have opportunities, and I think they took some pride in being able to provide something they considered really special, something maybe they hadn’t been able to have themselves as kids. They wanted to condition me to being away from them, which may have been part of the reason why, despite my track record of hysterics, summer camp seemed like a good idea. I’m sure the other kids found the whole sleepaway situation to be a dream, but not me. Total freaking nightmare. I could not stop crying. And crying. And crying. And then on day three—the second to last—smack in the middle of the cafeteria crowded with other happy kids, I cried so hard that I threw up my blueberry cobbler. Later, I called my dad and asked him to come pick me up, but he gently insisted I finish. Maybe somehow he knew that with reassurance that camp was almost over, and that I’d be back home with the family in just a day and a half, I’d be able to relax and have a little fun. If that was the case, he was right. I finally enjoyed myself.


Today I look back and wonder if some of my anxiety had to do with being adopted. I know it’s common for kids who have come from unstable family situations and gone into foster care to develop that kind of attachment and insecurity, always subconsciously fearing they might be forgotten about or left behind. But honestly? I think I just really, really loved my parents. Despite my obvious devotion to them, my family didn’t have a history of deep heart-to-hearts the way some TV families did. They didn’t say “I love you” every five minutes. No one was overly effusive. Not until much later, when I went to college and we didn’t see one another on a regular basis, did my father become vocal in this way.


Instead, my parents made my brother and me feel cared for and protected through acts of service. It was the little things. The way my dad took me to work with him to the plant where he was an engineer. The way I could feel his pride as he paraded me through the halls where the secretaries would give me candy and his coworkers—big, burly men who seemed like giants to me (and were probably swearing like sailors above my delicate ears)—operated huge machinery. He would take me out on the forklift and drive me around, and I absolutely loved the ride and the attention. The way my mom, whose job as a teacher was never really finished, would let me “help” her with grading on the weekends. Which meant I got to put the A at the top of a paper or even just sit next to her while she worked.


My parents were extremely hardworking, but they always found ways to include me, and my brother followed their example. Because he’s eight years older than me, he was parental in many ways. Maybe at times I was just an annoying kid sister, but I also remember that, when he was old enough to have his own job at Pizza Hut, he’d take me with him to help him fold boxes. He always looked out for me, even later in life, when he helped me find apartments, celebrate my twenty-first birthday, purchase a car, and plan my finances.


I think my parents also demonstrated for both of us a model of love and marriage to which I still look for guidance. They showed love to each other in the same ways as they showed it to us. My dad, always the engineer even off the clock, built my mom a little lap desk for the La-Z-Boy in the basement so she could be comfortable while she did her paperwork. They had an impressive system of sharing responsibilities that I think strengthened their relationship and gave my brother and me confidence that we had a sturdy family foundation.


And fortunately, when they needed time to themselves, I had three living grandparents on whom they were able to lean occasionally for childcare. In the fall, one of their favorite ways to get away for a break together was to catch a football game at their alma mater—and one of my grandmothers happened to live near the MSU stadium. I loved going to her house, because although for the most part she sat in her recliner and crocheted (not exactly the most riveting activity for a child), she did have the most spectacular glass jar filled with foil-wrapped Werther’s Originals and sugarcoated Sunkist Fruit Gems. I loved the Werther’s until one of those slippery suckers got stuck in my throat and I almost choked (I’m still scarred from this experience).


But the Sunkist Fruit Gems were my absolute favorite and remain so to this day. I’m not discerning with them the way I am with Starbursts and Skittles, for which I have certain favorite flavors. Those chewy Sunkist candies were all the best, and I loved every flavor—equal opportunity. I would suck the sugar coating off and then bite them lengthwise with my teeth, splitting them open like a hamburger bun, and I still consider this one of the most satisfying textural experiences. Later, when I became a chef and worked pastry at a fancy French restaurant, I made pâte de fruit and did my damnedest to channel those fruit gems of my youth.


But truly, nothing can ever compare to those Sunkist Fruit Gems, and at my grandmother’s house in those days, I went hard. I stashed all the empty wrappers in her couch cushions, thinking I was pretty slick. Of course, she knew what I was up to, but she let me do it anyway.


If my childhood sounds perfect, that’s because for the most part it was. So perfect, in fact, that it started to give me anxiety when I became aware of the possibility that I could lose some of the most important elements of my perfect life. That all the joy and happiness could be taken from me. That people I loved could be taken from me.


I’ve never been especially religious, but my father was raised in a Catholic household and went to an all-boys school. His mother was devout, so we grew up with at least some of the trickle-down. I remember praying the Our Father and going to catechism class so I could receive my first Holy Communion, and at some point around that time, I began to pray every night at home. I would lie face up in my bed with my eyes closed and recite those famous words at first, but then I developed my own personal addendum:




Please watch over my dad, my mom, and my brother. Please make sure they’re happy and safe. Please don’t give anyone heart attacks. Please don’t let our house catch on fire.





My fear that something bad could happen to the people I loved—that something could puncture my perfectly happy bubble—developed as I naturally became more aware of the world around me and the dangers outside our walls. It was paralyzing. I was just a powerless kid, so I reached out to a higher power to prevent my greatest fears from coming true, and once I started, I couldn’t stop. That fear bloomed into anxiety and an obsessive, urgent need to pray. It went from preventive to proactive—I was convinced that if I missed even one day, one of those terrible things would happen to someone I loved, and so I was fanatical about these daily recitations. My spirituality was less rooted in a belief that I could leverage a relationship with God than in a faithfulness to and belief in the power of habit and ritual to protect my people.


Later, when my grandmother passed, during my middle-school years, we lapsed, and I never went back to organized religion, but my fears only deepened when my family was touched by this loss. And even without the structure of church, I would still plead, repeatedly, every day, that same personal prayer. This went on for a long time, and to be honest, I’m not even sure when I finally let it go, but I can trace the foundations of some compulsive behaviors that persist today to that feeling.
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As far as rituals went, to me, true proof of the divine was my mother’s meat loaf. This was a weekly meal: meat loaf and baked potato with sour cream, dried chives, and a can of French-style green beans.


My dad cooked, too. He would make homemade chicken tenders with Dijonnaise sauce (Miracle Whip and Dijon mustard). On the side, we’d have an iceberg salad with grated carrots, tomato, cucumber, bagged croutons, and ranch dressing.


This was not fussy food, but God, I loved it all, and we got a little creative with it. On holidays, there were always a lot of casseroles and pot roast, and my mom would take the leftover pot roast, chop it up, put it in a food processor with Miracle Whip, pickles, and onion, then slather this pâté-like creation between two pieces of generic white, wheat, or rye bread. To this day, I crave those sandwiches.


The meal I often requested for my birthday started with lightly floured chicken breasts cut into strips. My mom used an electric skillet to brown them on the outside in some oil; then she combined them with a little more flour, canned chicken stock, and green beans. She simmered all that down until it became gravylike, then added potatoes until it became a chicken–green bean stew situation. I remember digging around for the crispiest bits of the breaded chicken, and oh, my God, it was prayer-worthy. In the summertime in Michigan there were more green beans—the fresh kind—and tomatoes and sweet corn, which I shucked on the back deck. We picked strawberries by the basket, which we’d smother with sugar and just let them hang out and macerate until they were juicy and syrupy enough to spoon over store-bought angel food cake along with a mountain of Cool Whip.


I helped out here and there and definitely picked up an interest in cooking, especially from the early days of food television. When I was as young as five years old, I would watch Great Chefs of the World, totally mesmerized. I tried to mimic what I saw, and even though I had no context for the flavors or dishes they were creating, I was drawn to the process. Sometimes I pretended my tennis racket was a frying pan and tried to re-create the simmering I’d heard on TV with crunchy leaves in the front yard.


Today, I’m often asked about cooking from my heritage, which I now recognize as a question about Korean food. But the truth is, the Midwestern creations my parents fed us are the foods of my culture. The most “ethnic” dish I remember was stuffed cabbage with sausage, rice, and sauerkraut, made by my Grandma Kish, who was German, and my Grandpa Kish, who was Hungarian. Hardly the kimchi jjigae people expect me to bust out.


It’s a kind of study in nature versus nurture—a recurring question in my life, as it is for most adoptees. So often I hear people say to others, “You have your father’s eyes” or “You look just like your grandmother.” That will never be my experience, but I have definitely inherited so much from my mom and dad. My dad’s inability to remember to close a cabinet or clean up his crumbs after he eats, for example (you can always tell when one of us has been in the kitchen), and my mom’s tendency to worry. But one thing I’ve always wondered about is what I may have inherited from my biological parents. What did they look like? Were they creative? Did they struggle with math, too? Did they cook?


Today my interest in exploring the Korean parts of me is rooted in my sense of curiosity. When I hosted travel shows, my tendency to question everything was the driving force. I’m interested in seeing how other people live, in knowing what another life could be like. I’m interested in diving deeply into the culture, the food. I want to know the places to visit that aren’t in the guidebooks. Maybe because there’s part of me somewhere deep down that senses a parallel universe, one in which I was raised in Seoul, South Korea, instead of western Michigan. But that curiosity and compulsion aren’t as much about wanting to connect with the people whose lives once came together forty years ago to create me. I know now that it’s not about avoidance or fear or even anger at them for giving me up. It’s just an absence of need, a sense of fulfillment cultivated in me at a very young age. A lack of want that has always given me peace.


My mom, after retiring, made it clear that one of her needs is for us—my immediate nuclear family—to spend time together. This family that she created with my dad. We’re all so scattered, and my lifestyle and career regularly send me in so many directions, but I make a point to prioritize that family time now. Because when I think of family time and how my parents made that a priority—how they made my brother and me a priority—I want to fulfill that need as much as possible. Another thing I inherited from my mom is a desire to provide care. It’s a distinct role reversal, the minute I had the means to do that for my parents in return. I want to make them as happy now, in the later years of their lives, as they made me when I was starting my own.


In some ways, though, this happy childhood created channels for anxiety and guilt as I got older and became more aware of the world beyond our family table. First because I was worried I would lose it, and later because I wondered if I deserved all that happiness. As I matured and entered my teenage years, and as I began to have questions about the person I was becoming, I realized that—nature and nurture aside—I might not be what the world at the time wanted from a girl.
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In the mid-1990s, when I was coming of age, the women’s voices I heard coming out of boom boxes and car radios were the Spice Girls, Mariah Carey, Celine Dion, and LeAnn Rimes—and that’s when there were women on the radio at all. When actresses walked the red carpet, they were asked about their gowns and their boyfriends long before they were asked about their creative process. It was evident that the world wanted women—and girls—to fit in a very specific, clearly defined, and mostly homogenous box.


Luckily, all the elements one needed for that box could usually be found at any suburban shopping mall, especially if you were an all-American teenage girl, which—as I came out of my Midwestern grade-school bubble—very much described me. It also summed up my friends at the peak of middle school (a historically terrible time for tween girls), who were swept up in mainstream culture. And the pinnacle of female mainstream culture at the time? Makeovers.


Makeovers were absolutely everywhere. Magazine covers blasted every starlet’s latest decision about her looks, from her lipstick color to the shape of her shoes to her (holy shit, unthinkable) decision to change her hairstyle. TV segments and episodes were dedicated to this phenomenon. Later, it was the basis for entire series of television shows: even the gays got in on it with Queer Eye. The process of transformation usually started with a sob story and ended in a tearjerker finale that brought families closer, healed relationships and hearts, and changed lives—not to mention made damn good television. The message was clear: change your look, improve your life.


This message also reached and galvanized a whole lot of young girls who just wanted in on the grown-up glamour of it all, and my friends were no exception. All they needed to have their makeover dreams come true was a target, and toward the end of middle school, they found one: me.


In elementary school, my style could be summed up as suburban ’90s kid chic. When my mom took me shopping, it was to the little girls’ sections of Kohl’s and Hudson’s. Then, in middle school, I transitioned toward baggy clothes, like windbreaker pants and especially the sporty pullover Starter jackets that came in team colors. These things sold out everywhere, and to be “in” in any way meant having at least one. It was a boyish style, but my aesthetic was “the baggier the better,” because comfort was my top priority. I preferred to keep my long hair pulled back in a zero-fuss ponytail and stick to clothes that wouldn’t cling to me or my changing body. I was teased at times for dressing like a boy, but most of the time I didn’t care, because even if it stung, being comfortable was worth it, and it was so much better than the alternative.


I had always been a skinny kid, but it never really occurred to me to consider my body type. At the time, everyone’s bodies were kind of the same. But as puberty descended upon my peers like a tidal wave, washing us all in hormones and leaving in its wake a totally transformed group of awkward adolescents, our differences became very apparent.


While I was growing vertically, I remained super thin, and I wasn’t the only one taking note of my body type. My girlfriends recognized that my frame had a lot in common with the ones they saw on billboards in those days. They also saw that I wasn’t using it quite the same way—or the way that they might have—buried as it was beneath my sporty boys’ clothes. Like a lot of kids at that age, I was unsure of myself, malleable and unformed and extremely impressionable. I wanted to be liked, and honestly, I didn’t even know yet what I didn’t like for myself, so when my friends realized I was an easy mark for their makeover ambitions, I agreed pretty willingly.


It was summertime, and the style of the era and the season was “less is more.” This was a time when your look was most on point if it appeared that your mom shrank your shirt with an overenthusiastic spin in the dryer. One of my friends raided her closet to find something that would fit me, and the outfit she produced is seared into my memory to this day: a white baby-doll top, cropped enough to expose my midriff above my short jean shorts. She’s All That was still a few years from hitting theaters, but I can assure you, I was no Rachael Leigh Cook, suddenly flush with confidence in my newfound hotness. In fact, this little glow-up had the complete opposite effect.


We went as a group (tween girl gang?) to KBL—the Kentwood Baseball League fields, as they were known at the time—to watch the boys play. It was an oppressively hot day; I can still remember the steam coming up from the asphalt and knowing that there’d be no possible way to cover myself with a jacket without coming off as super weird—or risking heatstroke. The fields were behind Saint Mary Magdalen, the church where I’d received my first Holy Communion. The fact that it was a place I knew so well made the disconnection from my own body and appearance all the more stark. It hadn’t even been that long since I’d played on those fields myself, wearing a uniform that matched everyone else’s—an outfit indicating that I was part of something, that I belonged. Now I was watching from the sidelines, where we’d circled up as a group, sitting on the grass. I felt like a sore thumb that had been slammed in a car door.


It’s not even that I was dressed so differently from the other girls. In fact, we were all wearing the same style. But even though I was in step with the ’90s trends, I felt different. For one thing, I was so much taller and lankier than my friends that my short shorts and cutoff shirt were even more revealing than theirs, and I was so aware of it, so aware of everything. I can still feel the itchiness of the freshly cut grass, which I focused on while some of the popular boys milled around us. I’m sure it’s safe to say that the attention of my friends was more occupied by the presence of the opposite sex than by the way I looked, but I couldn’t help feeling like they must have been staring at me.


What made it worse was that thanks to a recent growth spurt, I had stretch marks around my knees. I had gotten a bit of a color on my legs from running around in the sun in my regular, pre-makeover life, and because stretch marks are technically scars, and scars don’t tan, the snaking marks just shimmered conspicuously in contrast. In my own clothes, these lines were mercifully concealed, but in those short shorts—which I never in a million summers would have chosen for myself—they were exposed and eye-catching in all the wrong ways, much like the rest of me in that getup. I wanted to melt into the grass, just totally disappear. All I could do was desperately try to cover the lines up with my hands, which only drew more attention and questions from my friends, who didn’t have stretch marks of their own and hadn’t ever seen anything like them.


I wonder at times whether those girls ever remember that afternoon. I can’t imagine why they would. It was just another day for which they found a way to pass the time, an activity with friends on one of the dog days of their many Michigan summers. Who knows? Maybe they have that moment in their memory for their own reasons. Kids are myopic, and I can’t say I know whether one of them might’ve been having a private nightmare of her own for some reason, because I was too busy living my own. That said, I’m pretty sure none of them has given much more thought to the whole experiment that was Operation Makeover Kristen or to how they made me their plaything for a day, mimicking what they’d seen on tabloid covers and four-minute segments of their mothers’ favorite morning shows. That’s the thing about that age. Everything is about right now, with very little foresight or notion of how it might affect the future of anyone involved. I don’t think my friends gave me a makeover to hurt me, and they could have had no way of knowing that those few hours would still come to mind for me three decades later. But that single afternoon was pivotal for me. It informed me of what the world was going to want from me as a girl, and as a woman, and what it would take out of me to give it.
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Although my amateur makeover experience was not a home run at the baseball field, around the same time, a full-grown professional took an interest in my appearance as well—this time in a setting that felt much more appropriate for fashion conversations.


One day while shopping at 5-7-9—a store named for the sizes it sold for tween and teenage girls—my mom and I were approached by a man who explained that he was a talent scout for models. He was a roundish Black gentleman, probably in his thirties (although at my age at the time, it was hard for me to accurately guess anyone else’s), who introduced himself as Edward. I stood by watching as he gave my mom a quick spiel, explaining who he was, what he did, and why he thought I was a good candidate for modeling. I don’t recall the details of the conversation, but when he presented her with a business card for his agency, Prestige, the name made my ears perk up. It sounded so fancy. The whole scout thing I was a little fuzzy about, but prestige and talent—now, those were concepts I knew. And I understood that this man thought I was special, that I had value. Something I had told myself otherwise.


The whole thing happened quickly—my mom, unprepared for the conversation, wasn’t exactly asking a million questions, and we moved on with our shopping trip. My mother was absolutely not a stage mom. She did not look in my direction that day in the cargo-jeans section and see dollar signs floating around my head as if I were some child-star solution to whatever financial problems she and my father might have had. In fact I had to plead with her, persuade her to let me do this thing. To be clear, I didn’t know what the hell this thing was. Not exactly, anyway. Modeling wasn’t some great dream of mine, and frankly, even as I begged my mother to call this man and seal my fate as a future runway star, I didn’t really grasp what that meant or would require of me. I just knew there was that sense of approval I so desperately craved when he picked me out of a crowd at the mall.


My mom relented eventually, but my first shot at doing the job was a serious reality check. It was a runway show for Paul Mitchell hair-care products. Again, I knew there was an element of prestige, because Paul Mitchell was a brand I’d heard of before. We were called to a hotel nearby for casting, and even though I didn’t really understand what was going on, it still felt so cool to be there, in this exclusive place, and I knew enough to know that it was a rare experience.


We gathered in a vast ballroom, where chairs had been set up for auditioners. I can’t tell you how many girls were there in reality, but it seemed to my anxious brain back then that it had to be in the hundreds. They were all there with their parents, and I was no exception. My mom was by my side, and we listened as the agents described what they were seeking for the show with respect to hair. Mine at the time was long, black, silky, and thick, and apparently it was exactly what they wanted, because within a few days, we got the call that I’d been cast. That feeling—getting the thing—was so validating, even as ambiguous as it was to me.


Doing the thing, on the other hand, sent me into hysterics.


When we returned to prepare for the show, those of us who were selected were given a demonstration of what the client wanted to see: elaborate, wavelike arm motions, side-to-side shimmying, and strutting down the runway with a type of confidence and ferocity that was totally foreign to me.


Seeing in action what they were going to expect of me, I wasn’t just uncomfortable with the assignment, I was also horrified. I turned and buried my face in my mom’s shoulder and let the floodgates open. It was almost the blueberry cobbler all over again, except this time, I had my mom right there beside me, and she had no trouble turning us around and heading for the door. In fact, I don’t remember her having much of a reaction at all, which I believe is a testament to how comfortable I was being honest with her. She never made me feel any cause for shame.


I was mortified, but somewhere deep down I was grateful to my parents for empowering me not only to speak up when I wanted something but also to feel okay saying I’d changed my mind.


Though it would come back into my life later on, my first brief foray into modeling reinforced what I had learned from my friends’ makeover experiment—that the world wanted women and girls to be a very specific thing that fit into very narrow parameters (and tight clothes), whether on the sidelines of a ball field or on a billboard. And I was certain that no matter the setting, I wasn’t going to be able to fit.
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After that, I did my best to adjust to the brand-new world of High School Girl (which to this day is no easy feat), with its entirely new slate of rules and expectations. I didn’t understand what had changed or why so much had to, but I knew I had to adapt if I wanted to fit in. And damn, did I want to fit in.


The problem was, I knew I was different. Not just in my body type and choice of clothes. I knew it went deeper than skin-level stretch marks or any kind of visible scars. As I listened to and watched my peers reshape their interests and rearrange their priorities—from playing with American Girl dolls to gossiping about which boys were cutest, both on TV and in our classes—I felt like the ground beneath me was shifting and a chasm was widening between me and the people to whom I once felt so close. I just… did not care what they seemed to care so much about.


And I didn’t understand why I didn’t care. It’s not like I knew I was into girls at that point. Not exactly. But I knew I was definitely not preoccupied with the male dating pool or with dating at all. I would have been happiest if we could have all gone back to the way it was before, when no one talked about any of it. Whatever it was that prevented me from having a boiling-over interest in these suddenly urgent, all-consuming topics, I couldn’t let on. Instead I realized quickly how critical it was to camouflage. To try to at least look like the rest of them, even though in my mind, I was clearly some kind of alien who couldn’t relate.


The idea that I might become an outcast was terrifying, and I was doing everything in my power to stay in the pack. I observed other girls my age and tried to adopt their interests. When my mom took me to the mall, I lingered in the racks at Abercrombie & Fitch, picking out clothes I could be certain the Dawson’s Creek kids would have complimented. I started keeping a journal of what I wore every day so I would never repeat an outfit within a week and a half. It was like something straight out of the Mean Girls script. I look back now at a tendency like this and see the seeds of my chef-brain, where being organized and prepared is a way to circumvent disaster—a fashion emergency being the high-stakes threat in question at the time.


By the time I was sixteen, I was fully swept up in it all. I may not have had any real interest in parties and drinking, but when you’re that age, you commit to the hive mind wholeheartedly—individuality earns you no bonuses. I went to the ragers the kids threw when their parents were away. I drank a few sips of Zima when it was handed to me and did my best to hide the fact that I hated it. I pretended to be wasted because that was what was going to get me the most cool points. I was doing exactly what I’d seen teenagers do on TV, what my friends were doing or seemed to be doing around me, and switched over to autopilot like a sort of teenage robot.


Obviously, dating boys is a requisite component of the teenage-girl character sketch, so I would occasionally ask a friend to ask a boy to go out with me. I went to the dances and talked a good game when the situation called for it, which, in Teenage Girl World, was often. I think part of me believed that if I went through the motions, I might eventually start to feel it all, and I’d be transformed into the malt beverage–loving, boy-crazy, pink-crop-top-wearing, just-like-everyone-else teenage girl I was supposed to be.


Still, teenagers want to have some kind of personal identity—little quirks to separate them from the pack. Not enough to be too different, but just enough to be memorable and give the clique a good reason to keep them around. I remember trying on personalities. I wanted to be someone different because I felt so boring. I started trying to change anything I thought I could control. I faked an eye exam to get glasses. Later, I got colored contacts, eventually landing on purple and light brown—which I alternated depending on my mood and outfits. I even made retainers out of paper clips just to have something unique about me, even if it wasn’t the “coolest” quality. Looking back, I know I just didn’t feel like me yet—that when I looked in the mirror at the girl in the trendy clothes trying desperately to be someone I wasn’t, I didn’t connect with the reflection at all.


It was during this time—searching for a thing that could be mine, and in need of relief from mounting anxiety—that I discovered smoking. I loved cigarettes instantly, after I got over the first few coughing fits. Not only did smoking fit my perception of what was cool, it also had an added bonus I hadn’t expected just from watching people on TV do it: it was relaxing. It satisfied the ravenous little anxiety animal inside me. I fed that creature a cigarette, and it quieted right down. Smoking gave me a sense of calm I hadn’t known I needed. It also gave me a direction for my restless energy and something to do with my hands. I didn’t realize at the time that by picking up the habit, I wasn’t just mimicking what other kids were doing. I was also, for the first time, self-medicating. And it was the beginning of a more than two-decades-long relationship with nicotine.


Smoking wasn’t the only toe I put out of line in high school. Even though I didn’t love drinking and partying per se, I still wanted to fit in and was no longer the perpetual “good kid” I was in elementary school, the one about whom my mom received glowing reports from fellow teachers. Once, I went on a camping trip with my friends, and we were caught drinking Busch Lights. (Because if you’re going to go, go hard, right?) Let me tell you, nothing sobers up a bunch of rowdy, beer-buzzed teenagers like the stern questioning of uniformed officers—and I should clarify these were camp rangers, not actual police. They didn’t even have to do much. In this case, the simple threat of calling our parents (“Either you do it, or I will”) was enough to make us all break down in tears and confess, with varying levels of distress and drama. We spent the next few months volunteering at a home for senior citizens as penance.


But despite my few indiscretions, my parents maintained their trust in me. They supported me when I needed them to and gave me a wide berth. They were always giving me privileges and tools to help me develop a sense of independence, including the keys to their car on a regular basis (which I had no business using, because I smoked in it often and furiously tried to cover it up with air freshener). They weren’t fools, and I know now that sometimes when I thought I was getting away with something, my parents were just looking the other way, giving me the space to sort things out on my own. I know they would have intervened had they believed I was in any real danger of fucking up my life or being truly destructive.


I couldn’t be more grateful to my parents for this liberty, this almost invisible-safety-net style of parenting, because I am certain it made me who I am today. But at the time, that freedom, and their love, actually began to fuel bad behavior on my part. I knew something in me was making me depressed and irritable, and what made it so much worse was just how great my life was. I had loving parents who encouraged and supported me in all the ways they knew how to. It was that awareness of my privilege and my inability to feel as happy and grateful as I knew I should be that started to make me into a little monster.


The thing is, certain kinds of pain, especially the emotional kind, can be ignored. My parents and my brother loved me and even saw me, inasmuch as I allowed them to, and they made that evident. I had friends and attentive, engaged teachers for the most part. When I look back, I see that there were people who would have likely made themselves available to me had I tried to talk to them. But I didn’t. Part of my problem was that I didn’t even know what was wrong with me. I couldn’t put my finger on it or identify it, and I definitely didn’t have the language for it.


Even if I did, would I have said anything? This was not an era during which my parents would have been handed a PFLAG brochure and given a pat on the back. I just knew I was different, and that was terrifying to me, so I pushed all those feelings way down, into some deep, dark, unknowable place. Keeping secrets like that—even as an adult—is corrosive. As a teenager, it can feel claustrophobic, oppressive. Actually life-threatening. Eventually, though, it will catch up to you.
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With the growing knot of shame, guilt, and irritation at my inability to be myself or fix the thing that was wrong with me or even talk about it, just being around my mother was hard. I became irrationally furious with her. I was so angry that she had given me this wonderful life. When you’re a teenager, your feelings are big and uncontrollable, and you don’t know what you’re feeling or why. It’s like a fire hose of feelings spraying full-force in all directions, and no one is able to get a grip on how to aim the thing. I think you often unleash those feelings where and when you know you’ll be the safest. For me, that was with my family, especially my mom. She got the brunt of my pain—the misdirected anger-depression-guilt-shame I was mixing up and shaking like a warm soda—in little explosions.


One evening at a local coffee shop, a group of my friends and our mothers met to have a meeting about senior spring break—where we’d be allowed to go, who would chaperone, baseline rules, that kind of thing. I was terrified that my mom was going to embarrass me, so before we walked in, I’d given her my code of conduct for this gathering: We were going to go, sit quietly, drink water, and get the hell home. Apparently, I assumed this was a very reasonable set of ground rules for a seventeen-year-old to provide to her parent. To my mother’s credit, she took this speech in stride, but when it came time to put it into practice, Judy Kish went rogue on me.


It was wintertime, and we were all seated at a long table. My friends and their moms looked like they were having a great time together, picking out drinks and snacks when the server took orders. But my mom did not request water, as we had discussed. She asked for something that might as well have been an atomic bomb as far as I was concerned.


“I’ll have a hot chocolate with whipped cream,” she said.


For some reason, the fact that she ordered this particular beverage was utterly humiliating to me. And what was so much worse was that after the offending drink arrived and she took a sip, she got whipped cream on her nose.


Of course, if this happened today, I would lean over and wipe it off for her. But not when I was seventeen. At the time, my insecurities were completely out of control, and I projected them onto my mom in public. I tried to keep it in check because I couldn’t totally lash out in front of everyone, but I was incubating a massive tantrum during the rest of the discussion. By the time the bill was paid and we were all parting ways, I wasn’t just clipped with my mom; I was also mean and on a rampage. As discreetly as I could, I stood and said to my mom, “Let’s go.”


Everyone else was lingering and exchanging their goodbyes, and I played along, but once we were out the door, I stormed to the car. Mind you, this was my mom’s car. But I still commandeered the thing, and when we got in, I peeled out of the parking lot, pedal to the floor, and started speeding through the neighborhood. I just wanted to piss her off, to make her feel some of what I was feeling.


At first, my poor mother was confused. But then she reacted.


“Kristen, what are you doing?” she shouted, trying to get me to slow down.


Eventually, we made it home, and I was grounded—rightfully so. To this day, I can’t fully explain why this scene sent me into such a spiral. I could say that it was average teenage shit, being overdramatically and inexplicably embarrassed by your parents. But I know it was compounded by my secrets, my guilt, my shame, which became a vicious cycle. And because I couldn’t articulate it, I also couldn’t ask for help.


Naturally, my parents did try to get to the root of the problem after this. Because I remained so thin, one theory was that I might have an eating disorder. I still liked baggy clothes, and without another possibility to explore, since I wasn’t any help in understanding what was going on with me, they clung to this explanation.


I did not have an eating disorder, but without knowing what else to do, my parents came up with the idea to arrange for therapy. Looking back, I can see that this was actually a pretty evolved decision on their part. It wasn’t like it is today, with psychologists in schools and plenty of kids at all ages and with all different lifestyles seeking support for mental health—openly, in networks that encourage them to do so. In those days, parents were more inclined toward punishment if a kid’s behavior was out of step with their (or society’s or school’s) expectations.


I didn’t want to go, in part because I didn’t have an eating disorder and in part because I found the idea of therapy embarrassing—something to be ashamed of. At the end of the day, though, it was a lot less embarrassing than trying to articulate my queerness, especially since I wouldn’t have known how to at the time.


The woman my parents found specialized in eating disorders, so when we made our way inside the institutional brick building for my first appointment, my mom and I took up two of the six brown chairs in a waiting room surrounded by pamphlets about how to talk to your kids about anorexia, bulimia, and similar conditions. I slumped in my seat, anxiously waiting for my turn, and I remember watching as other patients entered or emerged from doors behind which they’d just completed their sessions and feeling increasingly out of place.


We are not the same, I thought on a loop, watching all these girls who had very clearly been battling something serious but entirely different from what was going on with me. Even there, in a place that was supposed to be healing, helpful, welcoming, and nonjudgmental, I felt like I didn’t belong.


More than anything, I remember that almost-always-there feeling of discomfort in that brown chair, intensified by anticipating what I knew would be a difficult and fraught conversation with a stranger whose sole purpose was to analyze me. I never wanted to be looked at. I always tried to disappear, blend in, be normal. And there I was going into an hour-long session in which the entire time would be spent focusing on me and my differences. Even now, I remember that I clung to the sole source of comfort I had on that first day—my favorite pants. They were dark denim jeans so worn-out that the stitching on the back pocket had come off. I’d patched it up with a red bandanna iron-on detail, and that day I noted the feeling of those jeans, taking some solace in something I knew well, something that felt like part of me when everything else was so foreign.


Once I was called into the office, I took a seat on the big, overstuffed leather couch. Christine—who went by Chris—was kind, and her desk was on the opposite wall. There were big windows in the room that looked out onto the street, and I remember looking out those windows so many times during that session and the ones that followed. I was conflicted at times between wanting to be outside and on the other side of those glass panes and knowing that out there, I always felt out of place.


At first, I disputed the eating-disorder diagnosis. Partly because it was not true but partly in the hope that I could quickly put an end to the sessions. But then, after a while, I didn’t argue or try to correct the narrative. It was just easier to let everyone believe a lie than to try to explain a truth I didn’t understand myself.


Whatever the reason for leaning in to it, over time, I became comfortable with Chris, and I started to see the benefit of those hours together. It was frustrating to feel misunderstood and misdiagnosed, but I came to value the conversations, because even though I couldn’t talk about the thing that was actually bothering me, I could just talk. And while I was always dancing around anything related to being gay, I did find some comfort on that couch.
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Although I went to therapy somewhat reluctantly, I went willingly and enthusiastically to work. In high school, a job isn’t always just drudgery and obligation. It can be an expression of—and, in my case, an escape from—the self. Tasks have always alleviated my anxiety. At a job, I knew exactly what was expected of me. When I was on the clock, I had a sense of purpose, and I knew what to wear and how to act, because I had instructions. At work, I also made the confidence-boosting discovery of skills and talents I’d never have imagined were in me and frankly wouldn’t have thought to seek out otherwise.


At Twist & Shout, the shopping-mall pretzel franchise, I would clock in for my shift wearing an orange visor and an oversize company-issued T-shirt with a Comic Sans logo, ready to roll. The place smelled like a combination of cleaning supplies, pungent Asiago cheese—which we had in abundance because it was one of our bestselling varieties—and raw, yeasty dough. But it was the buttery, cheesy aromas that drew passersby as they came through the mall. People, especially little kids, would come up to the window to order and marvel at the process of making the doughy twists.


It was the suburban fast-food version of the fine-dining open kitchen. There were always a few people on the shift, and we operated a little assembly line. The pretzels were rolled and twisted, then set off to the side before they went for a bath in a solution of baking soda and water. From there they were arranged four to a tray and passed through the baking machine, emerging to be brushed with melted butter on the other side. Someone handled the dipping and topping, and a cashier helped customers.


We rotated through the positions, but I realized I had a knack for whipping the ropes of dough into their iconic shape and twisting them up with ease. It was a meditative act, and when I got into a groove, it was a confidence boost, too, especially during a massive rush. That deftness didn’t come super easily to everyone else, and knowing that I was not only capable but also exceptional gave me a sense of pride. I got to feel like I was good at something. Like I excelled.


I also had some of my first really satisfying creative experiences. In the back room, there was a huge mixer, and one of the parts of my job was to make the dough. The only instructions were to combine the prepackaged mix with a specified amount of hot water. But I noticed that sometimes, depending on the temperature and humidity of the room, the dough would feel too hard and didn’t roll well. It required a lot of extra effort to work it into a long rope, and I realized that when I added more water at those times, the dough turned out soft and supple. I started messing with it, trying to find a new formulation that felt better in my hands and that made it easier to speed through the twisting process. That was always the goal for me. When I was on a roll whipping pretzels, when that dough was perfect—oh, my God, I could have been there all day. I loved it so much. I had never understood math and science the way I did when I was thinking through time and measurements like that.


My nonsanctioned experiments extended to my own snacks, too. On breaks, we were allowed to eat just about anything we wanted. I would make myself an Asiago pretzel with mountains of cheese—so much that when it baked, the holes in the pretzel would fill with gooey, salty pools of the stuff. I topped it with Italian seasoning and marinara dipping sauce, essentially making a pizza. And because that wasn’t enough, I then doused the whole thing in nacho cheese sauce and sprinkled Parmesan on top. When I was in the mood for something sweet, I hit the soft-serve machine for a vanilla-and-chocolate twist loaded with Reese’s peanut butter cups. (If my parents and therapist could have witnessed this “snack,” the idea that I had an eating disorder would have gone out the window.) And on the days when I was less inclined to prepare a culinary masterpiece for myself, I hit McDonald’s for a number 2 combo: two cheeseburgers with fries and a Sprite. Call it opposition research.


Later, I got a job at Surf City Squeeze, which was our local version of Jamba Juice. I was practically a bartender at that place. I got a rush from the morning hustle and spent downtime concocting new smoothie flavors. It was an early glimpse at what my life would look like in just a few years.


More than anything, the work removed me from the academic pressures and social land mines that were my day-to-day reality. When I was shaping dough into hot, butter-soaked twists of perfection or mixing up creamy drinks for customers, I could forget about the fact that I felt lost everywhere else.


There were times when I wished I could hide out in those roles for the rest of my life, wearing the aprons of those quick-serve food concepts instead of having to decide on jeans or a sundress. I preferred answering questions about whether the peanut butter smoothie came in a larger size rather than the ones about what I was going to do with the rest of my life. I was far from being able to answer that latter question, but at work, I’d found an environment where I felt comfortable and confident. I had no idea how long I’d struggle to maintain those two feelings throughout the course of my life, but this was the first time I saw them as being possible and where and how I might find them.
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