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Dear Mike,


This book is dedicated to you.


Love,


Annie




Dear Musical Theater,


Let me be frank: I do not understand you.


I do not “get it.”


I’m deeply confused and possibly offended.


Theoretically, musical theater is something I should understand. For one thing, I understand music. As you know, I play in an indie rock band that’s so indie and so edgy, we haven’t even heard of ourselves. I’m also classically trained in piano and flute as well as a traditional Korean instrument called a gayageum. Its strings are thick and tough, and whenever I played too much, I got blood blisters. Question: How many people do you know who can shred on an instrument that dates back to the sixth century? Answer: Only one. That’d be me. So, really, I understand music. One might even say I’m a connoisseur; just check out my Deep Purple collection. In case you didn’t know, Deep Purple wrote songs about trucks. In space.


I, of course, understand theater. Someone talks and then someone else talks back. Then one of them yells or sobs. Most of the time, they do both. One of my friends has been involved with a number of avant-garde plays that explore different topics but always feature nudity. Those have been pretty good, I guess. They would’ve been better had they starred Captain Jean-Luc Picard (fully clothed). I know that if the play is by Shakespeare, there are a lot of words like “thine” and “hast” and questions like “Do you bandy looks with me, you rascal?” If it’s by Mamet, there are questions like “You think this is abuse, you cocksucker?” I enjoy theater because it asks the questions we ask ourselves every day.


So yes, I understand music and I understand theater. But put them together and it becomes a riddle wrapped in a mystery stuffed inside an enigma, served with a side of trombones. Seventy-six of them to be exact.


I’m not sure why I don’t get it. It all seems so simple in concept: Something happens, something else happens, then another thing happens, and then curtains close, applause, applause. Then we get out of our seats and wonder if we should take a cab home or take the subway. Boy meets girl, boy and girl fall in love, their families don’t approve, the families fight, blah blah blah. Oh no! There is death! Sad face. The end. Taxi! It’s all very classic. You can’t go wrong with classic—that’s why I have four black sweaters. But the problem is the singing. And the sheer amount of it.


It’s not subtle singing either. The entire cast belts it out; their vocal cords are practically bursting through their O-shaped mouths. And the voices! They’re piercing or booming or breathy or deep or nasal or raspy, and with plenty of vibrato. Words are so annunciated that every syllable gets its own solo, its own spotlight: “Oak-ka-la-ho-ma, oh-kay!” The high notes last forever. And ever. And they keep going until the audience starts clapping. They wipe tears from their eyes—oh, that was so magical! I’d like to remind you that there’s no such thing as magic.


But wait! There’s more! There’s dancing that goes along with this singing. There are jazz hands and spirit fingers. There are pirouettes and tap-dancing, shuffle-ball-change, ta-da! There is skipping, sashaying, swooning. At some point someone leaps and does the splits in the air and touches his toes. It’s almost always a guy, because it’s impressive when a guy can touch his toes. The ladies get twirled around and lifted up. Sometimes by the crotch.


Let’s not forget the acting. There are big, fake grins and wide, gleaming eyes. There are gaping mouths to show horror! Surprise! Disgust! Flailing arms to show humor! Frustration! Outrage! There are plenty of overzealous jumps for joy with overzealous cheering, hip-hip-hooray! Who even says that anymore?


Perhaps what’s most confusing is the combination of dialogue with singing and dancing. There’s talking and talking and then you feel the conversation build up to something and then slowly the music sneaks in and there’s this sense of Oh my God, everyone, we are about to sing a rousing number, get ready for a kick line, and then soon people are singing while falling in love or dying or teaching a valuable lesson about life or wondering how to solve a problem like Maria, which is quite an awful thing to say, especially when it comes from a bunch of nuns. Nuns. A musical starring nuns. You can see why I might be puzzled. Why sing when you can talk? Why dance when you can just wave your hand once or twice?


What I simply can’t get over are the ridiculous segues into songs: “Well, partner, let me tell you a little story, and it goes a little something like this . . .” (cue music). No, no, this won’t do. Any writer, editor, teacher, or lover of English will tell you that the transition doesn’t work; it’s clunky and lazy. Plus in real life, no one ever introduces a little story that goes something like this—and then sings. There are rules and conventions we all follow. Without them it’s chaos, which is why at this very second there’s a pompous ass named Joseph singing about how his coat has so many amazing colors.


I do know people who enjoy musicals. I even know people who star in them. They’re all upbeat and enthusiastic and kindhearted, and they’re the people who show up to every performance, reading, or event I’ve ever been involved with, no matter how painful it is. I’m going to generalize here and say they are among the most loyal people I know and perhaps have the highest pain threshold. But I just don’t feel the way these people feel about song and dance. Maybe something is dead inside of me.


Listen, if a guy came up to me wearing a white mask and wanted us to be lovers, I would Mace him. I would kick him while he was down, steal his wallet, and make fun of his cape. Oh yes, I would do all of this. Here’s what I wouldn’t do: break into song.


If an absurdly wealthy and very bald man wanted to adopt an adorable redheaded girl, I would say, “Good for you, ace! That’s great. But please, don’t sing about it.” Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt have adopted at least a hundred children, but they never sing about it. I think we can all agree that this is a good thing.


If a group of cats were whining in an alley and prancing around the garbage cans, I’d have them spayed or neutered. I like cats, I really do. So imagine what I’d do if I didn’t like them.


I am 99 percent positive that Eva and Juan Perón did not sing to the people of Argentina.


What I’m trying to say here is that I’m confused. And perhaps this confusion is leading to some stronger emotions. Like rage. But I want to understand. When I watch a musical, I want to think, Oh, this is what it’s all about. I do not want to feel hate. Or disgust. I want the pain to go away.


So please explain yourself. You can start by answering this question: What the fuck?


Your friend,


Annie Choi





BRAND-NEW STATE


I think my dad is gay.


But I’m not sure.


He does exhibit many of the stereotypical signs. For example, he adores Barbra Streisand. He owns several of her studio and live records, and he even has “best of” compilations that include songs he already owns (“But now all song in one place!”). This seems pretty gay to me, though I could be wrong. My father’s been known to sing “The Way We Were” at karaoke with varying degrees of success, depending on your definition of success and, for that matter, singing. When he tries to nail the high notes, his face contorts and his eyes roll back into his head. It looks like he’s caught his leg in a bear trap.


In third grade, I got a songbook of “favorite contemporary” ballads and I learned to play “The Way We Were” on the piano. My father was pleased. He’d stand in the living room and listen to me practice, singing along softly, lost in the plaintive, longing music. Then he’d cut in at the slightest mistake.


“No, Annie. Stop.”


“Why?”


“Start over.” My dad reached over and flipped the pages back to the beginning.


“But I’m playing it right!” I looked over the music. Quarter notes, half notes, whole notes, I knew them all like old friends. There were even lyrics under the notes so I could sing along or, more accurately, follow as my dad sang along, which took the guesswork out of the rhythm.


“Play it with feeling.”


“I am feeling!”


“You need more feeling! Play from here!” He thumped his fist against his chest. “It’s a love song, you understand? Feel it!” He shook his head at my injustice to Streisand, to love, and to anyone who had ever loved. Ever. “What do you love, Annie?”


“Now and Laters.” Ah, those heavenly, sticky squares of joy that yanked every single filling out of my mouth. I liked eating the strawberry and the banana ones at the same time. A gourmand at age eight.


My dad frowned. “Barbra Streisand not sing about candy. She sing about love! What do you love?”


“I love unicorns.”


“What?”


“You know, the white horses with the horn.” I pointed to my forehead. One of my prized possessions was a purple and pink unicorn calendar. It was already two years old.


“What about me? Do you love Daddy?”


I shrugged. “Sure.”


“You sure?”


“Yeah.”


“Really?”


“Yes, yes, I love Daddy.”


“Okay, then play for you daddy. Feel it!” He clutched his stomach tightly. “From here!” He thumped his chest. “From here!” He waved his arms wildly. “Feel it everywhere, you understand? You have to believe it.” Apparently, my father missed his calling as a Method acting coach. De Niro could learn a thing or two.


In the end, I played the song really, really slowly because that’s what I thought love was supposed to feel like. Slow and painful. A little boring. It was a very easy piece to play, much easier than Mozart or Beethoven, and eventually my mother told me to stop playing it for that very reason.


That same songbook had the music to “Aura Lee” and my father was tickled pink. He thought I was playing “Love Me Tender” by Elvis even though I was actually playing an old Civil War ballad. I tried to explain this to him and even read him the “About This Song” feature in my songbook, but he didn’t care. He insisted on singing the Elvis lyrics and got cross when my version ended short. (“Play longer!”) This song was even easier than the Streisand, and finally my mother tossed out the songbook and replaced it with a thick volume of Bach that forced me to explore both sides of the piano and actually use the black keys.


“No more Streisand. No more Elvis. You understand?”


“But it’s not Elvis!”


She shook her head. “I know Daddy like, but it make me sleepy.”


Just like that, she squashed my future as a lounge piano player. It was a sad day for my dad. I’m sure at one point he imagined me playing in a dark, smoky bar with a saucy dame draped on top of my grand piano. She’d be clad in a tight, red-sequined gown and crooning into one of those old-fashioned microphones that look like a car muffler. This dame might or might not be a drag queen. Meanwhile, my mother feared I’d end up at Bloomingdale’s playing beneath the escalators, taking requests from shoppers. “ ‘Wind Beneath My Wings’? Why, of course!”


But really, does loving Streisand and lounge piano really make my father gay? It’s persuasive evidence but hardly decisive. Plenty of people, gay, straight, and everything in between, love Streisand. Even my grandmother loved A Star Is Born. But then there is my father’s love of musicals.


My dad owns dozens of soundtracks, all by the original casts—West Side Story, Evita, South Pacific, The Phantom of the Opera, to name a few. I once thought I was named after the musical Annie, but my father explained my name had nothing to do with the show—besides, it debuted after I was born. Had I been a boy, my parents would’ve named me Robert, after Robert Redford. My mother insists that they weren’t going to name me after the actor, they just really liked his name and they also really liked the actor. I failed to see the distinction. My brother Mike is named after Michael Caine. But that’s beside the point. My dad adores musicals, it’s as simple as that. His collection of soundtracks spans decades and is a veritable museum of technology. He has music in nearly every form: vinyl, eight-track, cassette, and CD. I found them all when I helped my parents move several years ago. My father balks at my mother’s innumerable Catholic tchotchkes, but he has his share of detritus from the Golden Age, which, according to Wikipedia, began in 1948 and ended in 1968 with the musical Hair.


“Dad, do you need to keep this?” I held up the soundtrack to Oklahoma!


“Pack it up.”


“Why? You’ll never, ever listen to it. You don’t even have a reel-to-reel player.”


“I keep for the memory.”


“Oh? What memory is that?”


“Annie.” His eyes were stormy; he practically zapped bolts of lightning at me. Zzt.


“Fine. Fine.” I sifted through more of his albums, something I hadn’t done in fifteen years, maybe more. He owned an impressive assortment of Rodgers and Hammerstein as well as Andrew Lloyd Webber. “You own the soundtrack to Starlight Express? Is that the one with the roller skaters?”


My dad shrugged. “Not very good.”


“You don’t say.”


“Annie.” Zap, zap. Zzt.


“Okay, okay, I’ll stop. Whatever.” I threw the Gypsy soundtrack into a box and stifled a groan.


In high school, I played flute in the band (read: big nerd) and we were a part of the accompaniment for every musical (read: big pain). Over months of rehearsals I watched the school diva and divo belt out “Till There Was You” in the school production of The Music Man. It was torture, with bolo ties and suspenders. There weren’t enough musicians in the orchestra, so the song “Seventy-Six Trombones” sounded more like “Two Trumpets and a Trombone Play Loudly to Compensate.” The cast complained about the orchestra’s playing; we complained about their singing. One star stormed off the set in tears. A stage mother threatened to pull her donations from the Theater Boosters. Everyone was outraged. The show is about a man who spreads his love of music. The whole thing was abusive and I should’ve pressed charges.


A few years ago my friend had an extra ticket to Rent on Broadway and dragged me along. Erin pulled me into the theater, commanded me to sit, and threw a Playbill at me. In the final act, she was dabbing her eyes as I was rolling mine.


“Listen, if you don’t pay your rent, you’re going to get evicted. It’s New York fucking City! It’s the Lower East Side!”


“They were making a stand.” Sniff, sniff.


“Let me move in there. What was that, like, twelve hundred square feet? I’ll totally pay my rent. I’ll pay the living shit out of it. On time and everything.”


“But it’s not about that.” Erin wiped her nose.


“Yeah, yeah, I know. Survival, friendship, love, blah, blah, blah.”


“You can’t even appreciate it? Just a little?”


“They were singing in leg warmers.”


I’m not even sure why she asked me in the first place, but Erin has never invited me to a musical again. Mission accomplished.


My father’s favorite musical is The Sound of Music. When Christmas rolls around, he relaxes in his threadbare pajamas and watches it on TV even though he actually owns a copy and could watch all one hundred and seventy-four exhilarating minutes whenever he wants to without commercial breaks. He still cracks up at the scene when the nuns sheepishly hold up parts they pillaged from the Nazi jeep, allowing the Von Trapp family to escape. He’s a big fan of Julie Andrews. According to one of my gay friends, she is “the gayest, most important nongay gay icon of the gay community. For real. Shut up, Annie, I’m being serious!”


When I was nine, my father gathered the whole family around the VCR and introduced us to Mary Poppins. To this day, it’s the only musical I could conceivably consider liking. You’d have to be one callous, puppy-killing war machine not to love Mary and Bert when they tap-dance with animated penguins. Even my brother liked it, despite the lack of machine guns and explosions. I think my dad gets a little choked up at “Feed the Birds (Tuppence a Bag).” I don’t see the tears, but I know they are there. I can sense them building up during the song’s melancholic phrasing.


All things considered, Mary Poppins went over well in our household, so my dad brought home another musical to share. Surely, he thought, we would all love this one as much as he did. It was Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, a musical set in the Old West starring Howard Keel and men in suede chaps. Each of the seven brothers wore a different-colored blouse, not unlike a boy band. They leaped and sashayed while cutting firewood and sang about parading into town and whisking away young ladies to take them as wives. It’s obvious that they had no real interest in ladies, but that’s why we call it acting. When you really think about it, the musical is actually about kidnapping and Stockholm syndrome. It’s also about beards, both the literal and figurative kinds.


But maybe my father’s love for musicals doesn’t really make him gay. After all, I know plenty of gays who somehow loathe musicals more than I do, and I know plenty of straights who’ve raved about Wicked. I know better than to stereotype and generalize about an entire community and my dad, but it’s exciting to think of my father as being different from the person I know. I’ve known him all my life, so wouldn’t it be thrilling if I discovered something new? We’d have so much in common if he were gay. He would no longer be the alien chemist tooling around in his lab doing things I’ll never fully understand or even try to.


One thing is for certain: My dad is gay for gardens. But gardens are universally loved by everyone—Adam and Eve loved them so much they lived in one. My father’s lab is near Forest Lawn Memorial-Park and Mortuary, and whenever we drive past it he points out the cemetery’s outstanding landscaping. I have been driving past this place with him for over fifteen years now, and he still looks at it in awe.


“Look! Look! How green is that grass!”


“It’s nice.”


“So thick! How do they make grass so thick?”


“It’s the dead people. Good fertilizer.”


He cringed. “Annie, no.”


I should note that I have been telling this same joke for over fifteen years and my father still doesn’t find it funny. One day he will, I’m sure of it.


“Look at the flower too! So pretty! Wow.” You’d think he’d never seen that many flowers in his whole life. Except he saw them yesterday on his way to work. I admit it’s admirable that he’s kept this sense of awe and wonder about the same old place he sees every day, even if it is a cemetery.


“It’s nice, Dad. Very flowery.”


“What kind of flower you think?”


“It’s too far away to see. I don’t know. They’re, uh, white flowers.”


“I think carnation.”


“Yeah, carnations sound good.”


“Maybe lily?”


“Sure, dead people really like lilies.”


My father spent a lot of time tending to his garden when Mike and I were little. He planted pansies, roses, and snapdragons, as well as apple, plum, and peach trees. He even planted a persimmon tree, at my mother’s request. He was growing something in every single square inch of the backyard. I should say that he was trying to grow something. California’s dry, desert heat, he discovered, was good for some plants but not for most of them. For example, watermelon doesn’t grow well in the desert.


Every Saturday afternoon after Korean school, Mike and I had to weed the backyard. My dad thought it was fun. We thought it was child labor.


“Oh no! What you doing?”


“I’m weeding.”


“Annie, that not weed! It iris!”


“No, it’s not, it’s a weed.”


“Iris. Purple flower.”


“Dad, it isn’t purple, and it isn’t a flower. It’s green. So it’s a weed.” When you’re in third grade, everything without petals looks like a weed.


“Put it back.”


“I can’t.”


“Why?”


“Because the roots are still down in the ground. They broke off.” I held up the iris-weed, which I had hacked off at the bottom.


“How many time I tell you, when you pull weed you have to pull out root. Or else it grow back!”


“Okay, so now it’ll grow back!”


Whenever I walk past a garden, I don’t marvel at its beauty or study its colorful plantings. I don’t stop and smell the roses either. I just think of all the sweat and tears and unbelievable whining it took to care for every bud, leaf, and shrub. Then I watch for bees, which I’m allergic to. My brother thinks we should pave over everything just so no one has to mow anything. (“We’d save a lot of water, too. You think I’m joking?”)


In addition to musicals and gardens, my father adores epic Roman period pieces of the silver screen. Specifically, he loves Ben-Hur and Spartacus. Bronze, bare-chested men with sculpted arms and chiseled abs, writhing and glistening in the light filtering through the columns of the Colosseum. Does this make him gay? Perhaps. I was about ten when I first watched Ben-Hur on double VHS cassette with my dad. I ate it up. I really wanted a chariot. White with gold trim, pulled by spectacular black stallions.


“A chariot is better than our car,” I proclaimed. We had a death trap of a station wagon that choked and coughed up smoke whenever the engine started, causing us to choke and cough.


“Then Ben-Hur be our chauffeur!” My dad was lost for a minute. Tan, sinewy Charlton Heston snapping the reins. The wind blowing through our hair. And through Charlton Heston’s leather skirt.


“Let’s get one!”


“Ask you mommy.”


My mother said no. Chariots don’t have enough trunk space for groceries, she explained, plus, parking would be a torture.


“But not like the torture Ben-Hur went through.” I nodded gravely.


My mother waved me off. She’s always been more of a Gary Cooper kind of broad anyway.


On one weekend, my father ushered the whole family, plus Grandma, into the death trap and stole us away to Hearst Castle, the place where Spartacus was filmed. My brother and I would’ve preferred to visit a real castle, i.e., the one at Disneyland. But no. We went to Hearst Castle, a punishing five-hour drive away.


“Look at the ceiling! It twenty-four-karat gold. Can you believe it?”


“My neck hurts.”


“Look at the statue! That marble!”


“He’s naked! They’re all naked!” I giggled, which was to be expected since I was ten. “Didn’t they wear clothes at Hearst Castle?”


“Yes they wore clothes, stupid.” My brother poked me. At thirteen, he was an impatient know-it-all. Which is to say, a dick.


“Mooommm . . .”


“Mike. Stop.” My mother stared him down.


“What? I didn’t do anything.”


“Look, Annie, this is pool from Spartacus!” My dad smiled, no doubt recalling Crassus lounging poolside in his toga, laughing maniacally at those pitiful slave rebels.


The pool was stunning. The water was still and clear, like a flawless sheet of thin glass. I needed to shatter it. Destroy it. Conquer it and make it mine.


“Annie, what you doing?” My mother looked at me warily.


“Untying my shoes.”


“Why?”


“So I can put my feet in.”


“You’re not allowed to swim in the pool, stupid.” Mike pointed to a sign.


“Mooommmm . . .”


“Anne, keep shoe on. No swim.”


“But can I go later?”


“No.”


“Dad, can I go later?”


“No.” My dad looked sad, a little wistful. To come this far and not be allowed to swim in the same pool as Sir Laurence Olivier? It was a shame, really, a damn shame.


Looking at photos of Olivier now, I can understand my dad’s attraction. Olivier was a brooding dreamboat with the world’s most perfect dimple in his powerful, well-defined chin. And you could get lost for days in those eyes. My father, mother, and I share the same taste in men. We love Cary Grant, Rock Hudson, and Gregory Peck. We think Jimmy Stewart is a very irresistible gentleman. According to my father, he’s almost as irresistible as Danny Kaye.


In fifth grade, my teacher assigned James Thurber’s “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty” and my father immediately rented the film version starring Danny Kaye. My father didn’t know that the script had been adapted from a short story. Heavily adapted, which is a nice way of saying entirely changed. As far as I remember, the only common element was that there was a man named Walter Mitty. I described the differences and my dad was mortified. That short story, he explained, would’ve been a lot better if Danny Kaye were in it. I thoroughly enjoyed the movie and was willing to forget that Danny Kaye was a song-and-dance man (White Christmas is my dad’s second-favorite musical). During the discussion in class, I explained quite haughtily that the movie was “way better,” but no one seemed to care because no one in fifth grade knew who Danny Kaye was, though my teacher Mr. Rokke was pleasantly surprised. Most kids were watching Robocop, while I was watching a guy who daydreamed to escape his haranguing boss and nitpicking mother.


I once shared my thoughts about my dad’s gayness with my brother, and he laughed.


“Dude, he’s not gay, he’s just an old FOB.”


“Fresh off the boat” can be really demeaning to immigrants or American-born children of immigrants. But it can also be used with a lot of love and understanding and solidarity. Mike and I are quite intimate with the ways of the FOB—from the nonsensical “Engrish” on our Korean tracksuits to the eight-week-long SAT prep courses.


My parents immigrated here in 1971, a little before the Korean community in Los Angeles really exploded. They really were fresh off the boat, but my dad likes to say they were “pioneer, just like everybody in Oklahoma!” Like Curly, Laurey, and Aunt Eller, my parents moved to the West, to a “brand-new state / Brand-new state gonna treat you great.” There was “wavin’ wheat” and wind coming down the plains and something about a surrey with the fringe on top. Except their surrey was a tiny red Honda hatchback. They nicknamed it “the Cherry.” Then they got an Oldsmobile they nicknamed “the Lemon” because it was yellow. They didn’t know the other definition of “lemon,” which was also a fitting description of the Oldsmobile. Later, they got a station wagon, a Ford Country Squire. They didn’t give it a nickname, though my mother did call it “a mistake.”


When they settled in the San Fernando Valley, my parents were the only Korean couple in the neighborhood for several years. Everyone assumed they were Chinese or Japanese and when they explained they were from Korea, they got blank stares. But my parents forged ahead. My father worked as a chemist for a petroleum company, and my mother worked as a data processor, which is a nice way of saying she typed stuff that she didn’t necessarily understand into a computer. They were on their way to fulfilling the American dream, the one people always mention when they talk about immigrants, the one dozens of musicals are about.


When my brother was born, they were living in a small one-bedroom apartment off a busy Valley thoroughfare. By the time I came around, they had saved up and bought a house with an overactive avocado tree in the front yard, which probably sparked my father’s interest in gardening. Dark, squishy avocados fell and rotted on our lawn, attracting a flurry of insects. We didn’t know what to do with them. There are only so many avocados a person can eat. And that person was my mother, because she was the only one of us who liked them. When she discovered how much fat was in them, she was mortified (thirty grams of fat, as much as a quarter-pound burger). She started mashing them up and smearing them on her face like a moisturizing mask, and, wouldn’t you know it, the woman has fantastic skin. I think this taught me a little something about America: Everything grows well here, fruits, vegetables, flowers, children, so you’re free to be creative with the excess, even if that excess causes your front lawn to smell like a jockstrap.


There were no Korean markets in the Valley, so my grandmother in Seoul shipped over a box of food every month, along with recipes. Now there’s a behemoth supermarket on every block where you can buy Korean groceries, Korean movies, and Korean cosmetics, which include several types of skin whiteners. You can get Korean-style Chinese food, Korean-style Japanese food, and Korean-style fried chicken. You can also get a giant bowl of shaved ice with red bean, green tea ice cream, gummy bears, kiwi, and Fruity Pebbles. With a cherry on top. It’s tasty, but it’s a serious belly bomb. My dad often marvels at the Koreanness of Los Angeles with pride—“We here first!” He points at the new Korean banks or the karaoke bars, remembering what was there before. Then he drives right past all the Korean restaurants to get a foot-long roast beef sub. He eats Korean food every night; why not change it up for lunch?


In the early eighties, my grandmother stopped sending us food, and eventually she immigrated here to start all over again in her twilight years. Then the rest of our relatives followed. My parents had already blazed a path in the West, cleared the brush, so it was easier for everyone else. My father sponsored most of our relatives, and when they arrived in the States, they each stayed with us for a few months while they got the lay of the land and found new places to call home. Our family in America doubled and then tripled in size. We shopped at Costco. Everyone tried avocados and was unimpressed, but then fell in love with Royal Dansk butter cookies—the ones in the blue tin—for reasons I have never understood. They taste like margarine-flavored sawdust. It’s a FOB thing. We swam in our pool together and had Korean barbecues. My mother introduced everyone to English muffins and bagels with cream cheese.


The immigrant pride and dreams of my father come out through his allegedly gay passions. Those epic Roman period pieces he loves showcase the glitz and glamour of America. They announce to the world that here in America, you have an opportunity to stage a stunning chariot race and re-create the Colosseum. Here in America, you can gild your ceilings in twenty-four-karat gold just because it looks fucking cool. Here in America, musicals are vibrant spectacles with sweeping scores and lavish set pieces, even when they feature dancing cats in spandex. His beloved Barbra Streisand sings about hope and love and longing, and who can’t relate to that? It’s Streisand! She is America’s sweetheart, along with Shirley Temple and Judy Garland, whom my dad also adores. The idea that America is the land of opportunity seems too idealistic, simplistic, and optimistic to me. But this is the version of America my father lives and believes in.


My dad has the same conviction that every immigrant and, really, every American has—hard work, hope, and determination will lead you to happiness. His favorite movies and musicals and singers all explore the same theme: With enough resolve, you’ll find love and freedom. You’ll get the girl or the entire kingdom. You’ll lead rebel slaves. You’ll escape the Nazis. You’ll befriend a chimney sweep. You’ll be able to plant a garden with whatever you want because you have the space, though maybe not the green thumb, and your kids will get sunburned when you force them to mow the lawn. Your dog will keep the neighbors up. Things will be tough at times.


It’ll be okay if your house smells different from every house on the block. It’ll be okay if in your garage, there are jars of spicy squid pickling under thick layers of scum with a sour stench so bad that it brings shame to your kids and keeps them from inviting friends over. Then they will grow up and realize it’s the most delicious thing they can shove down their face holes, and then later they will rebel and turn vegetarian. But no matter how many Sharks or Jets chase you down or how many mountains you must climb, you’ll find a way to break out into song, and when the curtains close, there’ll be a rousing overture that takes the melody from every song to summarize and reminisce over everything that’s happened, and you will finally have achieved the American dream in all its Technicolor glory. So, I know my dad isn’t really gay. He just likes happy endings.




Dear Virgin America,


I like underwear. I like the things it does for me and everyone who wears it. When used properly, underwear prevents chafing, keeps things warm downstairs, and plays a vital role in public health. People have been wearing it for a long time; archaeologists have found loincloths that are seven thousand years old. It’s actually a surprise when someone doesn’t wear underwear—whether the surprise is pleasant or unpleasant depends on the circumstances. I imagine that you make all your employees wear underwear—or at least prefer that they wear it—because the last thing anyone wants while flying is a surprise.


Now, I think we can assume that most people own more than one pair of underwear. I happen to own many pairs. In fact, I run out of clean shirts and trousers long before I run out of clean drawers. Sometimes if I haven’t done laundry in a while, the only things left will be a bridesmaid dress, a Mexican wrestler costume, and pairs upon pairs of clean panties. When people run out of clean underwear, they say, “Oh dear, I’d better do laundry.” This is not the case with other articles of clothing. For example, no one ever says, “Oh dear, I ran out of ascots.” Truth: More people wear underwear than wear ascots. I bet that if you picked ten people out of a crowd, all ten would be wearing underwear, and maybe only one would be wearing an ascot. Or even two. But definitely not more than that.


So you can imagine my concern when I boarded Virgin America flight 317 in New York City and I arrived in Los Angeles without my underwear. Where was it, you ask? That’s a good question. In fact, I asked myself the same one. My luggage was lost—on Christmas, no less. Imagine if someone lost your luggage. How would you feel? Well, I felt worse than that. You should know that Los Angeles is a nice city, but it’s even nicer when you have clean skivvies. You should also know that visiting family over the holidays is more agreeable when you arrive with presents. If you don’t have them, you have to tell all your relatives—including a toothy seven-year-old—sorry, I really did buy you gifts that are proportionate to my love for you. The sad look on their faces would break your heart. It would probably break other things, too.


Not having my luggage has been a hassle. First, I had to go out and buy new knickers. But in order to do that, I needed clean ones. So I was at the mercy of the laundry machine. I watched it wash and spin while I sat around in my mother’s robe, with my legs crossed. Then I waited some more because for some reason, laundry takes a long time. At some point I made myself a snack. Then I put my underwear in the dryer, along with my other clothes, and waited even more. At this point I made spaghetti. When my laundry was dry, I didn’t have to fold it because I had to wear it, which in some ways was kind of convenient, but not as convenient as, say, having my luggage. Then I drove to the nearest mall and bought panties and socks and some clothes. I griped because I couldn’t wait for things to go on sale and spent more money than necessary. I am what you would call a budget-sensitive person. Then I had to wash my new clothes. Once my friend got scabies from a sweater he didn’t wash before wearing. I am what you would call a scabies-sensitive person. For the past four days, I’ve been wearing two different outfits, hoping no one will notice. But my aunts have noticed. They see everything. For example, they saw I didn’t have their Christmas gifts.


I called you several times, and you said, don’t worry, people are looking for your luggage, it is our priority. I found this to be hard to believe because if my luggage were a priority, you wouldn’t have lost it in the first place. You would’ve lovingly placed it on a bed of handmade silk pillows so it wouldn’t get jostled during a cross-country flight. Then you would’ve delivered it to me in an armored truck driven by karate masters. You said, Thanks for your patience, but it’s not our fault—we blame it on John F. Kennedy. I said, Wait, what does John F. Kennedy have to do with anything? He’s been dead for a long time. Then you said, No, John F. Kennedy International Airport. “They” lose bags fairly often—it happens. Of course, it doesn’t really happen because buildings can’t lose bags. This is because they don’t have hands or wear underwear. But perhaps that’s a lesser point. I explained that by the time my luggage was found, it would be time for me to get on a plane and go back home, and then my suitcase would be lost again. You apologized, though I found your apology lacking warmth. Also lacking: regret, requests for forgiveness, reimbursement. I asked for a free flight, an upgrade, or some cash monies. A hug, even. You said, no; we do not guarantee your luggage will arrive at your destination with you.


Now, this is a bit confusing. I know that you guarantee that I will arrive at my destination. But I am with my luggage. So, shouldn’t you also guarantee that my luggage will arrive at my destination with me? You said, No, that’s not the case. So now I’m even more confused, and I have no choice but to turn to math. If you recall, the transitive property of equality states that if a = b and b = c, then a = c. In these equations, a is equal to my underwear and c is equal to Los Angeles. I wonder what Mrs. Prochazka, my geometry teacher, would think about your blatant disregard for math. She’d probably give you a C, which is not a good grade. My mother would be very, very disappointed if I brought home a C. Please note that this C is different from the c in the equations above. You’re lucky you didn’t grow up with me; you wouldn’t have lasted long in the house of Choi. Though, maybe you would’ve turned out to be an A student like me. Then you wouldn’t have lost my suitcase, because honors students never misplace luggage. You know who else was an honors student? John F. Kennedy.


Virgin America, you let me down. You let math down. Where is my underwear? You must find them. Sweep the area. Bring in the dogs. Pay the ransom. There were an electric blue pair, a chartreuse pair, one with navy polka dots, and one that has red candy-cane stripes—you know, for the holidays. My underwear is quite festive, but there is no celebration at this time.


Sincerely,


Annie Choi





GOING STALLONE


    “Don’t say anything.” I shook my head and held my index finger to my lips. “Just shush.”


“It look a little . . . big for you.” Her lips quivered ever so slightly. She stifled a giggle.


I glared at her. “Stop. This isn’t funny. This is humiliating. I want to die.” I stabbed myself in the throat with an imaginary shiv and made gurgling noises.


“Oh, Anne, what you can do? That smallest size I have.” She bit her lip and scrunched up her face.


“Don’t laugh.” I wagged my finger at her. “Don’t do it.”


“What? I not laugh.” She turned her head and pretended to cough a little. “Just cough.” Hack, chortle, snort.


“Come on! This isn’t funny. Don’t make it worse.”


“I say I not laugh!”


I looked at my reflection in the mirror. Voluminous white underwear billowed around my narrow hips. Elastic loosely circled each thigh and waves of fabric bunched up around my crotch. The large waistband sagged and dipped dangerously close to my butt crack. I stretched out the waistband with my thumb; there was enough room for me and a crew of my closest friends. Plus a dog. I inspected the panties more closely. There was a tiny boat embroidered on the front. It looked like a small ship lost in a sea of white cotton—the SS Minnow in the middle of a hurricane. Specifically, a Category 5, which was fitting since the underpants were five sizes too big.


I was wearing my mother’s underwear.


“You look like . . . you wear . . . DIAPER!” She exploded. “YOU WEAR PAMPER!” She cranked her head back and let out a whoop. “THIS TOO FUNNY!”


“MOM!”


“You goondoonghee so SMALL!” She pointed to the cotton swelling over my backside. My ass was drowning in panties. The rest of me was drowning in my mother’s throaty laughter.


“WOMAN, WILL YOU STOP?” I spun around to glare at her, which made my mother’s underwear slide farther down my hips. I pulled them up quickly. I hate to say it, but my mother was right. My goondoonghee is very small.
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