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In loving memory of Mom and Papa


When I let go of what I am, I become what I might be.


—Lao Tzu


They lived and laughed and loved and left.


—James Joyce


Happiness is not a state of mind


It’s more a collection of flashes in time


Appreciate them while they shine.


—IKE
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Here’s a question I ask myself all the time: Where the hell was K-Pop when I needed it? Or Kim’s Convenience? Or Parasite? Or Pokémon, or Squid Game, or any of the things that have come to signify “Asian cool”? I watched this cultural transformation unfold long after my fading youth made it impossible to see the pair of “Gangnam Style” socks my sister sent me one Christmas as anything more than a slap in the face. In the 1970s, America had none of these things, or anything that would make growing up Asian, or even part Asian, seem remotely appealing. Sometimes people fantasize about who they would get to play themselves in the movie based on their best-selling memoir. The only person I would have been able to come up with at the time is Pat Morita, “Arnold” from Happy Days, and later, the somewhat hipper Mr. Miyagi from The Karate Kid. He was the only Asian I knew of in show business. And he wasn’t exactly what you would call “cool.” Bruce Lee was cool, but he was already dead.


Nobody called me cool. They called me a lot of other things, though. Chink, Chinaman, Chinee, Jap, Jappy Eyes, Slope, Boat Person, Someone Whose Idea of a Joke Is to Go Pee Pee in Your Coke. That last one never really bothered me. I mean, hey, they were the ones drinking my urine. And as much as the other terms may have stung the sensitive boy I was, few, if any, actually applied. It was pretty clear that none of the name-throwers in this mash-up of epithets had the slightest desire, maybe not even the ability, to distinguish between Chinese and Japanese and Burmese, as if all of the Far East was just a monolithic swarm of dog eaters. I found it weird, though, that I hardly knew of any insults aimed specifically at Koreans. I was occasionally called a “gook,” which I only later found out was used during the Korean War. And what about Irish Koreans? No one would even know what to do with that. I sure as hell didn’t.


To be honest, I wasn’t making a lot of distinctions either. Not that I remember any other squinty-eyed kids running around in Newark, Delaware in the post-Vietnam era, but even in principle I wanted to keep my distance. The month I spent in Korea with my mom when I was thirteen would be no help in that regard, as all I’d be able to think about for years after the trip wasn’t my exposure to a culture I felt no connection to but the exposure of my chubby, soaped-up, naked body after my two teenage cousins pulled the shower curtain to one side, interrupting my bathroom rendition of “Funky Town” or whatever it was I was trying to sing, and I shrieked at the top of my lungs for them to “get the fuck out” while they laughed and one of them said his first words to me that I could actually understand: “You have breast like woo-mon.” This comment turned out to be quite the zinger, as it combined both emasculation and fat-shaming in one tidy burst of broken English. It was all I could do just to fling suds in their general direction. I guess it would be safe to say that I was no stranger to being laughed at, whether by kids hurling ethno-disparagement or by relatives I barely knew or even my sister’s future husband, who took great pleasure in saying, “I am a mesomorph. You are an endomorph.” That’s a fancy word for “fat kid,” in case you were wondering. I know because when I asked Mom what it meant, she told me to look it up.


With all that baggage packed away in my childhood-self-esteem closet, I probably should have known from the get-go that when most people picture a rock musician in their heads, that image doesn’t look anything like me. As much as I was fascinated with the world of music growing up, it appeared—through my starstruck eyes, anyway—like an exclusive club that I could only dream of being part of. So, I dreamed.


And listened. And mimed. And mimicked—until lip-syncing morphed into whispers, which morphed into murmurs, which morphed into something that sounded like singing. I still remember the first backhanded compliment I ever got for my voice: “Wow, I would never have expected that sound to come out of someone like you.” Well, we’re both stuck with that, aren’t we?


So where do I fit into all this? Rock ’n’ roll is supposed to be an oasis for the outsider, a refuge for the rebel, a sanctuary for the unsatisfied. Is there not a place for me on a musical continuum that seems inclusive of every conceivable shade of provocateur, libertine, politician, and crier for help under the sun?


It’s been said that rock ’n’ roll is “all things to all people,” and, if I can borrow a line from a song of mine you’ve probably never heard, that’s my definition of God.


Sometimes I imagine I’m in a fugue state and wander into a greenroom to find all my own rock gods and goddesses simultaneously immersed in their much-talked-about pre-show rituals, like making sure there are no brown M&M’s in the candy dish or having a friend pinch your nipples.




Hey, it’s Keith Richards eating a shepherd’s pie and doing blow cut with his father’s cremains!





So what’s my pre-show ritual?


Transcendental meditation? A stiff drink? A prayer to the Almighty? No. I’ll tell you what I do. I … cut up a pineapple. OK, I know this does not sound very rock ’n’ roll at all, but I have to tell you, it’s actually a pretty savage act. When I twist off that sharp, waxy crown of leaves, it evokes the grinding crunch of the best limb-avulsion scenes from B horror movies like The Toxic Avenger. Follow that with a serrated stainless steel blade sawing through the rough golden skin into fragrant tropical flesh, leaving a puddle of pulpy juice and another thin groove on the face of a well-worn cutting board.


These overlapping knife lines, etched by a now-decades-old Ginsu (one of the few things I took after my divorce), are the untidy hash marks that keep count of innumerable gigs, from thankless three-set shows in stick-to-the-floor dive bars, where rowdy, fluffy-bearded bikers put you in a headlock while demanding you play something by Bob Seger, to surreal rock star experiences in sold-out concert venues with backstage catering and lighted marquees with the name of the band spelled correctly.


By the time the whole grisly process is over, an eavesdropper like me might reasonably assume I’m disposing of a body rather than prepping a Tupperware container of fruit. I won’t get into the wonky details about its anti-inflammatory properties or how it stimulates the salivary glands. All you really need to know is this: pineapple is to my vocal cords as a quart of 5W-30 is to an oil-burning fifteen-passenger touring van with two hundred thousand miles on it, bald tires, and “wash me” written in the dust that coats the rear windows. It’s not as pretty as it once was, but it still gets me where I’m going. Run into me on any given night when I’m singing, and you’ll find me carrying that Tupperware around like it’s the baby Jesus. Or maybe the nuclear football.


Why all this talk about rock ’n’ roll and pineapples anyway? The answer is simple: Music gave me my voice—not just the transmitter of lyrics and melodies from the songs I write but my place in the world, my sense of belonging somewhere and believing in something. The intersection of my singing voice and my capital-V Voice is at the epicenter of everything I’ve ever accomplished, every ounce of validation I’ve ever received. And I wasn’t always able to use my voice—or my Voice—in the way that I do now. It took me well into adulthood to truly find them and an even longer time to muster the courage to exercise them like an inalienable right. Their mercurial character reflects my own, with all the complexities and contradictions inherent in the unlikely union between the parents who made me. It’s a fusion of two seemingly disparate worlds that still sometimes leaves me feeling like a minority of one.


I heard somewhere that it takes a village to raise a child. In my case, it was a very small village. My parents had me, and they were all I had, along with my three older sisters from Mom’s first marriage. Papa died without my having met a single relative from his side of the family, and as I’ve told you, things did not get off on the best foot with the other side. From the time I was six, it was just me and four older women. While my sisters were wonderful to me, they were more like indentured babysitters than siblings I would grow up alongside and share new experiences with. And while I thought for a time that I was no different from any other American kid—I loved the shit out of apple pie, I can tell you that—enough ignorant people planted enough seeds of doubt in me that I became convinced I was different, and not yet in a good way. But what the hell was I?


“Sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll”? That’s never been me. Well, unless you substitute “dessert” for “drugs.” I’m one of a handful of musicians I know who’s never had any interest in smoking pot or playing for drink tickets. I don’t imbibe. Once in a blue moon, maybe. I’ll politely sip an adult beverage because someone at the bar insists on buying me one and in that moment I’d rather not explain for the millionth time that I’m kind of allergic to alcohol. Apparently, I’m one of those Koreans who lacks a certain enzyme that breaks down booze in the bloodstream. I get drunk off one shot and, therefore, am a very cheap date. When I do accept someone’s kind gesture, I always go for the hard stuff—Jack Daniel’s or Jameson. Apparently, I’m one of those Irish who needs to prove to myself and others that I can hold my liquor, my single gulp of what my countrymen call “the drink.”


I have one tattoo. It was a post-divorce-slash-early-midlife-crisis kinda thing, but the general consensus among the people I know who enjoy getting “inked” is that it was a bold first move. I guess I could have asked my tattoo artist, a guy called Bird, for a tasteful treble clef on my ass cheek or something else “musician-y,” but instead I walked into Philadelphia Eddie’s just off South Street and asked him to tattoo the entire width of my upper arm with a black-and-green yin-yang symbol, substituting clovers where the small circles would usually be.


“First tattoo,” I said, just to break the silence while Bird took out a sketch pad. “I’m half Korean, half Irish, so …”


Bird whipped up a drawing in about twenty seconds, mercifully eliminating any further opportunity for me to speak.


“Something like this?” he asked, showing me the pencil outline.


I told him I thought it looked great but then asked him, “Instead of four-leaf clovers, could you knock it down to three?”


I wanted my shamrocks to have realistic expectations.


Bird offered a caveat that although the upper arm is one of the least painful places to get tattooed, much of the surface area of the piece would need to be solid black and solid green and that this might be the source of some discomfort. But there was no turning back for me. After about three hours and what must have been thousands of needle pricks to the dermis, Bird took my $300 in cash, covered my arm in Saran Wrap, and sent me back out into the world with a tattoo that sums up who I am better than just about any of the more than 150 songs I’ve recorded over the span of fifteen or so releases. The seemingly incongruous and contradictory forces within me were now joined together, in Technicolor ebony and emerald. I walked around the block to the TLA—Theatre of Living Arts—and bought a ticket to see Tinted Windows, an unlikely supergroup consisting of the lead singer from Hanson, the bass player from Fountains of Wayne, the drummer from Cheap Trick, and the guitarist from Smashing Pumpkins—the Asian one. I hiked my shirt sleeve up toward my shoulder to make sure my tat was visible. It felt so relevant.


Taken individually, the yin and yang and the shamrock are the visual clichés of each side I inherited, but together, they represent something unique. My songs have always been more complicated, reflecting duality as turmoil, my two halves in conflict, full of lines to read between. I want my voice and my songs to be as true and honest as this tattoo, my symbol of self-acceptance, with the power to persuade a short, stocky, shy kid that he’s good enough, lovable as is, with his warped sense of humor and racial makeup as random as a mix tape that segues “Close to You” by the Carpenters into “Holiday in Cambodia” by Dead Kennedys.


In the sunset years of her life, my mother was on a path to cracking the code to her own enigmatic existence. Watching me struggle to discover myself, she would often summon me to her den to share a quote from the philosophies of the Dalai Lama or Lao Tzu. As a parent of two children of my own, I can only now fully appreciate what must have been Mom’s frustration as the words of these great thinkers fell on my deaf ears.


What do they know? I thought. I had been living by my own “philosophy” cobbled together from songs of my youth with titles like “Birth, School, Work, Death,” “I Wanna Be Sedated,” and a song by the Violent Femmes that I related to so deeply I quoted the entire chorus in my 1984 yearbook layout, a full page, which every senior in the graduating class of the private school I had attended since seventh grade had been given to express who we thought we were. In addition to telling everyone they could just “Kiss Off,” I cited other topical song lyrics, which made references to barbecued iguanas and the brain impulses of severed limbs. It was all just a big private joke to me. A few pages later in that same yearbook, Mike Neiger, my classmate and first real bandmate, did me the honor of quoting one of my early lyrics.




I’ve got nothing to say


But I write it anyway





Of course, there was plenty to say; I just didn’t quite know how to say it yet.


Luckily for me, I got the chance to learn and bloom late. I never felt more humbled than when I stood in the wings at a radio festival in Milwaukee, still sweating from the set I had finished earlier with my band, the Caulfields, watching the Ramones unleash a punk rock tornado in front of a bunch of kids who had no idea how privileged they were to bear witness. Though it was only a year before he would play his last show, Joey Ramone, even skinnier in person than on the cover of Rocket To Russia, left strewn onstage the blueprint of everything I aspired to be as a performer. For me, he was as rock ’n’ roll as they come.


Experiences like that appear throughout my musical landscape, but they often get balanced out with the consequences of bad decisions, bad timing, bad advice, and bad luck, when the even-keel wisdom of those Dalai Lama quotes Mom was offering up could have come in handy, had I been listening. Even if I wasn’t ready to adopt Eastern philosophies, she knew how to get through to me in other ways. Savvy psychiatrist that she was, Mom sometimes quoted my own lyrics back to me from a song called “Figure It Out,” which was the lead single on the Caulfields’ second and final album on A&M Records. All she needed to say was the title of the song in her quietly dignified voice for me to pause and begin to recalibrate my thinking and, above all, try to live by my own words.


Both before and after the Caulfields’ fifteen minutes in the spotlight, I’ve had some pretty profound highs and lows, submerged in the all-hustle-all-the-time, almost-middle-class existence of a working musician—a “lifer,” as we call ourselves. I’m always just one song, one soundtrack, one viral anything from being able to put my kids through college or one unforeseen dry patch from having to play “Wagon Wheel” in front of an eighty-inch plasma TV that the bar owner refuses to turn off during my set. So where do I fit in, man?


Each one of us has to figure that out on our own, the hard way. Like that unpredictable mix tape, we never know what’s coming up next, the playlist just rolls on, as we do our best to reconcile the contradictions, the dualities, the space between black and white, something and nothing, the yin and the yang of it all.
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There’s a song I sing in the shower sometimes. I wrote it for you. Actually, I wrote it for us.




Everything that you went through, mama


You know it made me what I am


It’s good to finally have that conversation


I finally feel like I’m a man


Now I’m starin’ down the truth in the mirror


Naked and brutal in the sun


And my reality is so much clearer


I know there’s nowhere left to run





I know. Heavy subject matter, a far cry from the Bee Gees’ falsettos I used to ape while shampooing my hair when I was a kid. That innocent voice, falling flat and cracking on the edge of puberty, is now a distant echo reverberating off bathroom tiles of old.


The last time I heard your voice is nowhere near as remote, but an awful lot has happened since then. The little flame that kept my man-childhood burning well into my forties just sort of flickered out amid the pressures of raising teenagers and the flurry of unsolicited mail from AARP. I do have to say that a 15 percent senior discount at Denny’s holds a certain appeal, but I always tear those envelopes in half and throw them in the trash, the same way you did with your junk mail.


A newly heightened state of forgetfulness often finds me fighting the temptation to coin your old phrase “that’s me these days,” which was your catchall defense for the dates you forgot, words you misinterpreted, or situations you mishandled, like any other imperfect human being might. But you were never like any other human being to me, imperfect as we all were. In spite of the more frequent sputtering of my own now-over-half-century-old brain, there are days when it feels like you never left.


In my one-bedroom apartment, where I’ve deliberately left the walls undecorated to replicate the soothing blankness of staring for hours at the tray table directly in front of me, at peace in its locked position in the twenty-fifth row on a cross-country flight, the only framed 8 × 10 on display is this photograph of you. You are the picture of calm, silver-haired contentment, all decked out in your traditional Korean hanbok. Your arms, enveloped in vibrant purple sleeves, meet in a symmetrical lock of your hands at the center of a white cloud of silk, shaping a serene heart. You only wore this dress on special occasions, and if memory serves, you struck this distinguished pose in the early 2000s, right around the time Natalie was born.


You played along and used the nickname “Goosie” that Lisa and I imposed upon her soon after we brought her home from the hospital. And when she could eventually talk, she gave you your own nickname: “Gaga.”


Yours is also the smiling face—still youthful in your eighties—cropped into close-up in the photo on my iPhone lock screen. It’s the first face I see at the beginning of the day, other than my own puffy countenance in the bathroom mirror. You’re wearing that straw hat you put on pretty much any time you ventured out into nature, which was, through your viewfinder, a never-ending panorama of wonder. You were drawn to things most people would disregard—if they even noticed them at all.


You once took a snapshot of the decaying trunk of a fallen tree and presented it like a Rorschach test to anyone you could get to scrutinize it, asking “What does this look like to you?” No one else could really see the face you saw emerging from the splintered wood, even after you pointed out the serendipitous splat of bird shit shaping the white of its eye. No matter what the subjects of your fascination were, they always brought you to the same wide-eyed conclusion: “Isn’t that beautiful!”


And yet, even when sharp-shooting, gazillion-pixel cameras became affordable and prevalent, your preferred photographic butterfly net was a Fujifilm QuickSnap disposable, sold in multipacks at Costco, where I would drive you once a week, sometimes to pick up your prints and stroll the aisles salivating over the party-size barrels of Utz cheese balls, or just to eat a dollar hotdog and get you out of the house. It was mind-boggling to me why you refused to upgrade to a better 35mm machine, but I think I get it now. Point, click, wind. Simplicity. In a digital wasteland, you were defiantly analog.


The soft focus of those pictures is how you wanted to look at the world by then, and I think I inherited that inclination from you. The thing is, this avoidance of higher definition, the sidestepping of greater clarity, the cataract blur of the pores and the moles and the nose hairs, can make the unpleasant and the uncomfortable come back to haunt us—or worse, haunt us by never going away in the first place. This is why I feel I have to look at all of it again through a more candid, unflinching lens.


The fewer than ten years that passed between those two pictures of you, around the time the mini strokes began, had to have been lonely. You were practically quarantined in your own home, all three of your daughters living on the opposite coast—one completely estranged—and me, over an hour away near Philadelphia. My attention was all over the map, playing stay-at-home dad to two little kids, my marriage slowly calcifying, my music career a metaphorical boulder that I was pushing uphill for the umpteenth time. Natalie and Sean were your last grandchildren, the ones you had to wait for until I was practically as old as you were when you had me. Other than the mutual joy we felt in their company, you and I found it hard to connect. I’m not sure there was ever a time when it was easy.


It sounds funny to say, but I think I felt closest to you when you would yell at me in Korean. To this day, when people ask me if I speak the language, my answer is that I don’t, but I can tell when I’m being cussed out. Most of the time, I knew it wasn’t serious, because you were fighting back a wry smile as you reprimanded me. You always covered your mouth whenever you felt a smile coming on, like you didn’t want anybody to see you do it.


I liked it when you let your guard down a little. Your short bursts of Korean profanity could be downright playful, as playful as you can get with a word like deongtanji, which you told me translates to “bucket of shit.” You also liked to call me nom, which means “boy,” but your tone veered a little more toward “punk.” You always put a “Yey” at the front of it, basically “Hey, you,” winding up into the word not unlike the ring announcer who says, “Let’s get ready to rummmmmmble.”


“Yeyyyyyyyyyynom!” Even in the form of mild castigation, these exchanges felt intimate, even warm, welcome breaks between more difficult moments. Détente.


So much of our long struggle to see eye to eye occurred in your den, Tae Im’s old bedroom. This is where I called you out for being “overemotional” on the night before I was to move twelve minutes away into my freshman dorm at the University of Delaware, one of the two colleges I got into. Though it was never said, we both knew I chose Delaware not for the business administration major I nearly failed out of before switching over to English, but for a much more practical reason: to keep the band together.


I was taking inventory of the laundry I had forgotten overnight in the dryer by the back door. You didn’t care much for my fashion choices and interrogated me on why I was holding on to what you often referred to as “that awful shirt.” After all, you had just bought me a substantial new collection of fall clothes.


You pointed to my ripped, already rewrinkled army-green tee, emblazoned with a skull and crossbones and the endearing phrase “Kill ’em all, let God sort ’em out.”


“I didn’t ask you to buy me anything,” I chirped at you, making a halfhearted attempt to fold the shirt I had bought at Zipperhead on South Street in Philly and proving myself the ingrate you may have been waiting to accuse me of being.


“I just don’t want you going to class dressed in rags,” you said. “Look at these holes.”


I told you that the holes were intentional and that my days of following a dress code were over. This was in snide reference to the no-jeans-no-T-shirts-no-sneakers rule of the button-down private school I had just graduated from that summer.


“Is this really how you want to act on your last night in this house?” you said.


“Look, Mom, I’m literally moving down the block,” I said, with a still-tenuous grasp on how to use “literally” in a sentence.


Things degenerated badly when I said, “Don’t worry, I’ll be back for band practice and to do my laundry.”


What other response could I have expected than the teary one you gave: “Don’t bother coming back at all!”


Watching you cry was one of the lowest moments of my life. It was just not something you did. Your brand of stoicism, which I had become so used to, which I always thought of as cold-hearted disinterest, was really your fiercest defense mechanism, and somehow I had broken through it. It had served you well, the protective shield that allowed you to bear the challenges of your life, not to mention those of your kids. Each of us battled hardships that you often took to heart as though they were your own. I never took the time back then to wonder where it all came from.


I’m sure part of it came from watching North Korean soldiers break into your house and drag your cousin away because they suspected him of being an agitator. I’m sure part of it came from the knowledge that he had been tortured and killed. The same thing happened to your sister’s husband.




EACH OF US BATTLED HARDSHIPS THAT YOU OFTEN TOOK TO HEART AS THOUGH THEY WERE YOUR OWN. I NEVER TOOK THE TIME BACK THEN TO WONDER WHERE IT ALL CAME FROM.





I’m sure part of it came from growing up in Korea under Japanese occupation, being forced to take a Japanese name in school, having to read, write, and speak in a language that wasn’t your own. During one of our many recent sibling powwows, Tae Im told me that when you were in your twenties you took to the streets in protest and got thrown in jail for days. If I had the guts to do that, I would make sure I told my kids about it, but you never said a word to any of us. Tae Im wasn’t even supposed to know. I guess your family didn’t really see it as something to be proud of, so you learned not to bring it up.


There were always little clues of how you kept the world at arm’s length.


You signed your checks with initials “J. S. K.”—short for Jung Sook Kim, a name you never allowed anyone to call you directly. Except for a short-lived stint as “J. S.” to appease Tae Hyun’s in-laws sometime in the ’80s, your friends and colleagues addressed you only as “Dr. Faye.” I remember your friend Dr. Winston found a little loophole and somehow got away with calling you “Kim,” like Kimberly.


I came to learn that “Kim” is basically the Korean surname equivalent of “Smith,” but your particular bloodline of Kims is traceable back to the highest royals of the Silla Dynasty. These ancestors appear as the top branch of a family tree that your brother Suk Joo researched and drew up for you as a gift. Seeing it now, beautifully framed at Tae Im’s house, it’s crazy to see all the indecipherable names of relatives I never knew and never will know sprawling through the centuries before dropping down to where your brother’s calligraphy commingles with his angular Western penmanship to include the names that appeared once you married an American.


There was no mention of Ralph, your beloved first son-in-law, whom you loved up to the very end, only Tae Kyung’s second husband, Gus, whose name you expunged using a box cutter with extreme prejudice, sometime around their nightmare divorce. It was an ordeal that hit you so personally, it threw you into a serious depression. Perhaps it transported you back into memories of your own split from the father of your girls. That wasn’t so much a parting of ways as it was a case of total abandonment and betrayal. You were the last to know. Your husband began an affair with a nurse while the two of you were still in medical residency. After you went to the Korean embassy to try to have him deported back to Daegu, he tried to have you declared “mentally incompetent” and even drugged you with tranquilizers before skipping town and settling in Saskatchewan.


Of all the Korean words you never taught me, one seems to be the most fitting to describe your complex pain: han. There’s no English equivalent for it. It’s a state of lament, an ache of resentment, a hope for resolution. It’s supposedly distinctly Korean, but it sounds like it applies to the Irish, too, which I guess means it fully applies to me.


On the night I made you cry, all I could see was a nagging mother lashing out at her son for simply not wanting to dress like a preppie anymore. When I replay it now, I see you grappling with the realization that your last child was leaving home, and it made zero difference if the distance was three miles or three thousand.


Years later, in the same den, you created an artistic space for yourself. Over the course of thousands of hours in solitude, your arthritic hands crafted dozens of meticulously embroidered quilts and pillows. These were the embodiment of the very appreciation for beauty and persistence you wanted to pass down to everyone you loved. On one occasion, which mirrored several others like it, I barged in to find you shrouded in another work in progress, an ornate bedspread spilling off the couch onto the small wooden coffee table, which, itself, served mostly as a footrest and a repository for discarded Stim-U-Dents, the dental plaque removers you went through like a pack-a-day smoker would a box of Marlboro Reds. I yelled at you to turn your TV down, like a curmudgeonly neighbor about to call the cops with a noise complaint. I berated you for watching Fox News after you said, “They have such a lovely family,” when footage of the Georges Bush and their Kennebunkport clan flashed on-screen.


Of course the TV was loud. You put up with nearly ten years of high-decibel band rehearsals in your basement, first with No Excuse, which begat the Beat Clinic, which begat the Caulfields, resulting in the default volume of your television being as loud as or louder than the PA system I practiced through. I’m so sorry for the hearing loss that we caused you.


I know you did your best to understand and support my pursuit of a life in music, dutifully driving out to the Logan House with the other band moms during my “theatrical front man” years. I opened my shows dressed in a bathrobe, reading an upside-down newspaper while seated on the shadily acquired American Standard I had lifted from the curb in front of the Holloways’ house. I just took it, like someone would snatch an old recliner discarded during a home remodeling. You complained only occasionally that I was storing it behind your hedges between gigs, and you marveled at how I was able to wedge it into the back seat of the maroon two-door Mustang I inherited as my first car. You also bore witness to and provided the screwdriver for my removal of the toilet seat as part of my plan to dance with it around my neck on the occasion of the first really big show of my life, at the classiest venue in Wilmington, of all places—the Grand Opera House.


You never indicated one way or another whether you found these antics entertaining or embarrassing. More often than not, any feedback you had for me came in the form of a question: “Is that good?” Well, that’s what I was asking you. I took the fact that you always listened to any song I played for you, and came to most every performance for as long as your health allowed, as tacit approval of what I was doing. But I don’t think I realized how much your sense of obligation played into it. In the time and place you were raised, obligation to family always trumped the individual. So when you chose to join the first generation of Korean women to attend medical school over the recommended study of “home economics,” I wonder how conflicted that must have made you. I wonder if you felt the same weight of your parents’ expectations as I felt, always wondering if I had failed to live up to yours.


And what about your own expectations for yourself? Could you have expected that the nuns who ran the hospital where you first arrived for your residency would hand you a nurse’s uniform because they were as sexist as any man, and you not capable of speaking up for yourself in a new language just yet? Could you have expected you would never remarry after Papa died, choosing to go it alone in the same house you bought as the only doctor in our blue-collar neighborhood? Could you have expected that when you absolutely couldn’t make it on your own any longer, your daughters would have forty years of your life packed up and in a moving van before you could blink? Could you have expected that a woman born into an aristocratic Korean family, which, in spite of years of occupation and war, still claimed an entire mountain in which to bury their dead, would end it all the way you did, in a hospice bed somewhere in suburban Oregon?


I guess neither one of us was partial to the path of least resistance. Then again, did we really have a choice? We can’t control the things that swerve into our crosswalks. We can only control what we do once they hit us.


[image: Image]










PART I FIGURE IT OUT





Once, I woke up


And nothing was good enough


So I tried


To make what I couldn’t buy


No one knows whether to come or go


So they grow in any direction


Look back through all the years


Then ask me how I wound up here


Sometimes I figure it out again


Then something begins to change my mind


—THE CAULFIELDS, “FIGURE IT OUT”
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I wanted to speak up, but I didn’t quite know how. You can’t just piss in your label rep’s cornflakes by saying, “Uh, I don’t think this is an appropriate outlet for my artistic vision,” without sounding like a complete brat. Especially after they call in God knows how many favors and stroke God knows how many egos just to get you booked on the show. Even if there had been some flickering opportunity to lodge such a concern—some break in the dizzying strobe of the early-morning incontinental breakfast, and the what-band-are-you-again chitchat with the bell hop in the hotel lobby, and the black Lincoln Town Car blasting 1010 WINS like a white noise machine while slithering and honking its way past sidewalk preachers and what appeared to be Charo standing on the corner in tight white jeans with her fly completely down—I didn’t feel I had the right. I knew that our “tab” for tour and promotional support was pretty close to $100,000 by this point, so I reminded myself that I was lucky to even have the opportunity to be performing on live TV.


It was late summer in 1995, and the Caulfields had just cleared a hurdle most major-label “baby bands” never even reach in the first place. We got a second single off of Whirligig, our debut album for A&M Records. You didn’t get a second single unless the first one had the label smelling money—hit-record money—and another platinum victory just like the ones they had orchestrated for Gin Blossoms and Blues Traveler and Sheryl Crow in recent fiscal quarters. We could be next, right?


“Devil’s Diary,” the first single off the album, had cracked the modern rock top-40, gaining initial momentum on WDRE and Y-100 in Philadelphia, eventually hitting number one for a week in Niagara Falls, generating “great phones” in Grand Rapids, “testing” with eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-olds in Milwaukee and Madison, and catching fire down south in Atlanta, appealing to postgrunge kids with a chorus hook that was equal parts irony and blasphemy:




I’m bigger than Jesus now.





The song also appeared to be generating a little backlash in certain conservative quarters, or so we thought about forty minutes before we were due onstage at a small club in Slidell, Louisiana. It was a fill-in date on the night before a huge radio festival in New Orleans, which was a little less than an hour away, driving on I-10 around Lake Pontchartrain.


While most of the band was digging into the “meat platter” provided in the office doubling as our dressing room, I was trying to rest my eyes and save my vocal cords. My voice was in nightly danger of crapping out from a touring schedule that regularly included sleepless fifteen-hour drives originating somewhere near the Canadian border for seemingly every show we played in the southern half of the country.


The venue booker knocked on the door and let himself in, saying something like, “Hey y’all, um, David Duke is here and, um, he’d like to talk to ya.”


While the others probably didn’t hear this over the sound of their own ravenous chewing, I immediately snapped to attention, as did our manager, Doron Segal. Leave it to the half-Asian and the Jew in the room to know all about former Grand Wizards of the KKK.


“The David Duke?” we asked simultaneously, in the weirdest “jinx, you owe me a soda” moment of our lives.


“Only one that I know.” The booker laughed.


“Uh, could we have a minute, please?” Doron asked in the polite manager’s voice he had used to charm many a hotel receptionist into early check-ins and complimentary meals for us.


The second the booking agent left the room, both our voices went up about an octave in pitch, and before long the entire band was fully engulfed in panic, as was our tour manager, Tony, who was already dressed in the Elvis jumpsuit that just happened to be hung up in the corner of the room, waiting for him like an open invitation.


I believe all of us were thinking the same thing: Why the hell did we take this gig?


Certain that I was going to die that night, I could feel my pulse racing toward tachycardia. Before any of us could coagulate our thoughts into a plan of action, the booker came back into the room again, this time with David Duke in tow, all smiles.


“I’m sorry to barge in on you,” he said before turning toward Doron. “You must be the manager.” While no one in the room would ever be mistaken for Brian Epstein or Peter Grant, I suppose Doron looked the most managerial, with a healthy collection of laminated backstage passes connected to a black lanyard around his neck.


David Duke leaned in toward him with a toothy grin.


“How’s business?” he asked, in a tone that implicitly tacked on the phrase “in the Jew-run media.”


“I can’t stay for the show, but my daughter’s a big fan, and I was hoping to get the band’s autographs for her.” He offered each one of us a handshake, in the manner of the slick politician he had become by then. His forced grin turned to mild confusion when he came around to shaking my hand. I can only speculate as to why. Maybe he thought I was in charge of dry-cleaning the Elvis jumpsuit.


I’d like to say I told him where to shove it on behalf of all the minorities over whom he had claimed superiority, but I was completely taken aback. We all were. I was a walking example of the race mixing that was still illegal in his home state the year I was born, and I was pretty sure David Duke would have wanted to keep it that way. All I knew was that I was scared shitless and didn’t want any trouble. Doron shuffled Tony toward the merch tub to grab some Sharpies, and before we knew it, our signatures were drying on a copy of Whirligig, which, who knows, may to this day be sitting in a dusty shoebox of teenage memorabilia on a closet shelf belonging to David Duke’s daughter.


Our second single, “The Day That Came and Went,” bore little resemblance to “Devil’s Diary” and stemmed from a different place entirely. The grungy guitars and the snide, quintessentially “alternative” lyrics on the debut single, which contained the oft-quoted line “it’s never good to be understood by a girl in acid wash,” were nowhere to be found on the jangly E-minor elegy written to my long-deceased father. It was a song of loss so completely devoid of snark that it wouldn’t be out of bounds to question if it was actually performed by the same band or written by the same songwriter. It was. If “Devil’s Diary” was my cold-blooded, ice-in-the-veins north pole, “The Day That Came and Went” was my equator, my emotional center where my heart stayed warm. It was also the exact point on my songwriting continuum where my lyrics finally got real. Sure, “Devil’s Diary” was clever, but “The Day That Came and Went” was the biopsy of a cataclysm.


With the same 24-7 caffeine buzz emanating from most of the other New Yorkers I had met on tour, a small coterie of production assistants hurriedly ushered me and the other members of the Caulfields—Sam Musumeci, Ritchie Rubini, and Mike Simpson bringing up the rear—into the “fX Apartment,” which was the fX Network’s production set, located smack-dab in the heart of Manhattan’s Flatiron District. I tuned my guitar with just a few chaotic minutes remaining before we were to go live on Breakfast Time.




IF “DEVIL’S DIARY” WAS MY COLD-BLOODED, ICE-IN-THE-VEINS NORTH POLE, “THE DAY THAT CAME AND WENT” WAS MY EQUATOR, MY EMOTIONAL CENTER WHERE MY HEART STAYED WARM.





About a decade before the fledgling network started broadcasting shows like It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, Breakfast Time was the flagship program on fX.


And here I was, sinking into a love seat, hugging my Taylor acoustic like it was some kind of security blankie, about to sing the most personal song I had written in my life. Television cameras on dollies were locked and loaded as I sat in their crosshairs.


Sitting beside me was our drummer, Ritchie, the only other band member who could fit on the couch. He had, by now, logged dozens of live radio performances with me, tapping gently on a tambourine and singing harmonies, but this was our first time on live television. We had appeared on Live from the House of Blues earlier in the year and had seen our sweat-soaked photo-op with announcer Dan Aykroyd, dressed in full Elwood Blues regalia, appear a month later in Billboard magazine, but the title of that prerecorded show was a little misleading.


We were flanked by co-hosts Laurie Hibberd and Tom Bergeron, who was just at the beginning of his ascent to mainstream ubiquity, well before he became the face of America’s Funniest Home Videos and Dancing with the Stars. And just behind the couch, close enough to whisper in my ear, was Bob. Bob was in charge of the comic relief, frequently cracking jokes with the hosts throughout the show. He had a disheveled, jaundiced look about him—unkempt hair, big, unfocused googly eyes. One might have thought he was high on something, but it turns out that’s just the way he always looked.


One other thing about Bob: he was a puppet, not just in the sense that he was totally under the control of his producers—which he was—but an honest-to-God-arm-up-the-neck-mother-fucking puppet, lurking behind me like Oscar the Grouch’s stoner cousin. As I played “The Day That Came and Went,” I could see Bob out of the corner of my eye, cheerily swaying back and forth. I swear I could almost feel his faux-fur whiskers brushing my face. It was a situation far better suited to a Jimmy Buffett impersonator in a Hawaiian shirt and khaki shorts singing “Cheeseburger in Paradise” than to some ’90s alt-rock front man baring his soul about his dead father on national TV.


Slinking off the set after the segment was over, I spoke to no one, ignoring pats on the back from Breakfast Time staffers. Sam, who’d watched the whole thing from just outside the shot, simply smirked and said, “Nice puppet.” I was pretty sure that would sum up the reaction of anyone else who might have seen this. I secretly hoped no one else had. I wondered if I was really prepared to do whatever it took to be heard by a wider audience. I wondered if Papa was rolling over in his grave, like Beethoven in that Chuck Berry song. But it was no wonder at all that the kid whose pain is so apparent in the lines




They never let me say goodbye to you


They thought I was too young


and wouldn’t know what to do





was still there just beneath the surface of my supposedly thickened skin, still trying to make sense of it all, still trying to figure it out.
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If I could do it all over I’d make it right I would make it right


—IKE, “WHERE TO BEGIN”





On a warm night around Papa’s birthday, twenty-one summers after he was gone, Mom, without explanation, emerged from her bedroom closet and presented me with a black document bag, which amounted to a dossier on Papa.


“Here, honey. Learn about your father,” she said to me as she gently pushed the bag against my chest.


With some trepidation, I sat down on the bed in my old room, directly across the hall from Mom’s. I hadn’t really been in there since before leaving for California to record my first album on a major label. I ran my fingers along the jagged brass teeth of the zipper that had long protected the contents of the black bag.


Why now? I wondered.


Was this a belated attempt at a do-over for having kept me in the dark about so many things where Papa was concerned? Was she asking for a mulligan? As I began to sift through items that had been untouched for decades, I soon found myself transported into the early life of my father, a young man I instantly recognized, though I had only ever seen him in the body of someone well into their sixties.


Timeworn newspaper clippings dating back to the Great Depression—a few laminated, most exposed and delicate—contained blurbs from his days as a semi-pro second baseman for the Philadelphia Angels and other sandlot teams from Kensington to East Falls. They cited great defensive plays or game-winning hits by Johnny Faye, or his occasional alias, Eddie Faye. Sepia-tone photos of Papa striking a fighter’s pose or taking a knee in an old-time leather helmet revealed stints in regional boxing and semi-pro football circuits under a mysterious nom de guerre: “Chick McKinney.”


In addition to the sports clippings, there were oddball human interest stories. In one article, Papa had to think fast when the drive-shaft of the New Jersey Public Service bus he was driving snapped on a steep incline, sending him and his passengers back downhill in reverse. The reporter attributed the relative lack of injury and property damage in the accident to the “coolness of John Faye, driver of the bus, in guiding the heavily loaded vehicle backward through motor traffic.”


Another clipping, circa 1930, contained the headline “Milk Bottle Used to Ward Off Bandits.” Somewhere near West Orange, New Jersey, where he worked in one of Thomas Edison’s labs, Papa encountered three would-be thieves who told him to “stick ’em up.” According to the report, Papa grabbed a milk bottle from the front step of a nearby house, and I can only imagine the ensuing slapstick.


Although his athletic prowess and general bravery seemed to have skipped over my generation, I recognized a similar attraction to the spotlight in these memorabilia. In the same way I had been saving almost every casual mention of me or my band in the local papers, here was everything from box scores for games in which he went two for four to full columns dedicated to the baseball wunderkind who was granted a tryout for the Chicago White Sox at the age of fifteen, or the “former Knute Rockne protégé,” who was part of the Notre Dame football program that produced the legendary Four Horsemen. I had no idea what his aspirations for himself were, but it was clear he was pretty damn good at doing what he loved, and he reached heights very few people ever achieve, even if he never became a household name. Maybe this was our closest connection of all.


It felt like an archaeological dig, almost an academic exercise, exhuming documents like his birth certificate, which listed his first home as Oak Ridge, Tennessee. I learned, for the first time, the names of my paternal grandparents, Edwin and Ida May, as stated on Mom and Papa’s marriage certificate, which I noticed was dated the year after I was born.


The bittersweet thrill of these discoveries left me ill prepared for the emotional Mack truck that blindsided me after I discovered Papa’s official autopsy report, which detailed twenty-one points of diagnosis and a list, longer than I could bear, of every internal organ where the malignant cells had metastasized.


Now, suddenly, I felt like I knew too much.


While he was alive, we made the most of my first six and a half years. He brought me along on his travels every chance he got, passing down the same unabashed smile I found in the center photo of his 1918 collage, mounted on thin cardboard, surrounded by the cutout faces of his uniformed Little League teammates and his handwritten caption: “Great oaks from little acorns grow.”


I can’t imagine the fresh-faced fourteen-year-old in that collage would ever see himself in the twilight of his life as a retirement-age father to an accidental son and three Korean stepdaughters, with whom his new role as a caretaker, cook, and chauffeur brought along challenges he probably never bargained for. Some days, he spent his waking hours fulfilling requests that probably felt more like demands, carting Tae Kyung to friends’ houses to accommodate her budding social life or delivering Tae Hyun to the library or shuttling Tae Im back and forth to doctor’s appointments, notably carrying her up and down long flights of stairs as she lay immobile in a full body cast, a by-product of her battle with polio.


These were the same girls whose maladroit attempt at building a snowman, some years earlier, provided the serendipitous circumstance for Mom and Papa to meet. Our family folklore says that Papa was out walking on a snowy day in the Pennypack section of Philadelphia and saw my sisters out in front of their apartment building creating a monstrosity that looked more like the Elephant Man than the character voiced by Burl Ives from the Christmas special they had recently watched on TV. After he helped them avoid leaving an eyesore on the lawn, they presumed to invite this stranger into their home for hot chocolate, where he first exchanged hellos and sidelong glances with Mom. A little more than a year later, he brought Mom home from the hospital with a baby boy, the improbable love child of a forty-year-old working mother and a sixty-two-year-old ex-cop, many decades removed from when he dove competitively with Johnny Weissmuller from the Tarzan movies.


At the very bottom of the black bag sat a tiny envelope with a handful of wallet-size photographs. There was a young man with Papa’s eyes in a military uniform. There was a shot of Papa beaming with pride in a fetching white suit, standing next to a young bride in a wedding dress. I flipped the snapshot over. There was writing on the back in fading pencil.




Daddy, love you always.


—Dana





It was dated 1962. I tapped on Mom’s door, holding the photographs, and asked her to tell me about the people I realized were my half siblings. She didn’t have much to say. Apparently, Papa’s relationship with his other children had been strained well before I came into the picture. I couldn’t imagine that his pivot into a new life with us did anything to alleviate that. Regrets, I’m sure he had a few.


I asked Mom what my brother’s name was. She told me his name was John. In that moment, it dawned on me. Maybe I was the do-over. The Mulligan.
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I think she was trying just to give this place some joy


A sun for her son


A life for a death


A meaning for her boy


—THE CAULFIELDS, “BESIDE THE ONE SHE LOVES”





The car lurched through the black wrought iron gates at All Saints, and having cheated death yet again, I heaved a heavy sigh of relief. I don’t know how many Cheat Death cards you get in a lifetime, but I was making a considerable dent in my allotment coming to this place. While I had long since grown used to our frequent visits to Papa’s grave, the left turn into the main entrance off Kirkwood Highway was invariably hair raising.


Our blinker flashed impotently as we sat through the bulk of Joan Jett’s “I Love Rock ’n Roll” on the radio while we waited for traffic in the oncoming lane to whiz by. Yielding to impatience, Mom took a quick swat at the volume knob, inadvertently turning the song up, as she cut across the grain of the almost impenetrable convoy of economy cars. I pulled my seat belt tighter across my shoulder as I heard the squeal of rubber on pavement during the instant she floored it. It seemed like an act of blind faith—faith that the Creator, whoever that was, lacked the kind of dark sense of humor that would allow us to get T-boned while trying to enter a Catholic cemetery.


At least that’s how I saw it. I fantasized about barging into the offices at DelDOT demanding a stoplight with a left-turn arrow be installed and making my case for financial restitution, estimating that each ten-minute drive from our house took a year off my life. I was too damn young to be graying at the temples. Fucking left turns.


Mom pulled over and parked the Audi 5000, a vehicular indulgence she’d allowed herself after the Pontiac was totaled, left tires on the grass, right tires on the narrow asphalt ribbon that split off into several arteries throughout the sprawling acreage that surrounded us. The dread that I felt coming here when I was eight or nine had transformed into something else, a kind of psychic time-out. I could lose myself here, feel small in a good way, take in hundreds of granite memorials adorned with everything from plastic plants to American flags to tragic teddy bears for infants and children taken too soon. I could contemplate the untold stories of the people beneath the surface in a strange and unlikely serenity, follow the road back past mausoleums and virtually unpopulated sections of freshly mowed green grass, uninterrupted by the markers of death, until the rear property line butted up against the south end zone of the football field at St. Mark’s High School, snapping me back to the hierarchy I came from, pulling me from the afterlife haze of the great equalizer, returning me to stark reality.


At sixteen, I had been coming here for a decade, and I had already lived more years without him than the almost seven I got. But it was still hard for me to zero in on Papa’s exact coordinates as I ran ahead while Mom was still gathering her things. Even with the exalted beacon of the statue of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph as my north star and the green industrial trash cans I tried to use as visual landmarks, I spent a mind-fucked eternity fast-walking between rows of stones, my eyes scanning left to right for Papa’s name until I finally located the grave.


Mom walked up, took a moment to admire the statue, and, with gravity and sincerity in her voice, said: “Look, honey. Mother, father, and son.”


“I know, Mom. You say that every time,” I huffed.


This was my standard reaction whenever she pointed out that Papa had been laid to rest in the shadow of these bronze figures, the son standing piously, bookended by his parents. The inscription at the base of the statue read: “Did you not know that I must be about my father’s business?” I had zero interest in digging into the meaning behind Luke 2:49, although I wondered what kind of parallels Mom could possibly be seeing between ourselves and the towering likenesses before us. She certainly was not comparing me to Jesus and herself to the Virgin Mary, but I think she wanted me to get the message that I was special and that I would be reminded every visit that I had two parents who loved me very much, even if Papa could no longer show me and she was only capable of showing me in her own mysterious ways.


As was her ritual, Mom came armed with a brown paper grocery bag containing gardening gloves, large-handle scissors, and a glass gallon jar of Newark’s finest tap water. Before either of us engaged in any kind of moment of reflection, she began to remove fallen leaves and snip away any overgrown grass that threatened to cover even the slightest corner of Papa’s in-ground memorial. She pulled every last clump of crab grass within a five-foot radius, deciding to clean up a couple of the neighboring plots, their unkempt appearance betraying the truancy of their survivors. After grooming Papa’s stone, Mom placed homegrown lilies into the small built-in vase, and we both knelt at the foot of it and thought our thoughts for about sixty seconds.


Typically, when our moment of silence was up, we would head back to the car, without a word, and drive across the highway for lunch at Friendly’s, where I would drown my sorrows, or whatever they were, in food. I usually went with a grilled ham-and-cheese sandwich marketed as a “Supermelt” and a “Friendly Cola,” which I only drank because I got a kick out of the server having to say “Friendly Cola OK?” as the management-dictated response required whenever someone ordered a Coke. I always thought it was kind of charming, the quixotic stand that Friendly’s took against the corporate sugar-water empire that would eventually infiltrate their operation, but my Cheshire cat smile would soon morph into nostril-flaring disgust as I sank into the cool, hard vinyl on my side of the booth, embarrassed that Mom had ordered liver and onions again.


Lunch was delayed on this day, because I had negotiated an assurance that I would be allowed to take the car for a practice spin around the cemetery to prepare for my driver’s exam that coming fall. Though there were no posted speed limit signs, I drove like I was in a school zone, clenching my fists at ten and two around the steering wheel, slamming on the brakes at the slightest bump or bend in the road. Mom had a bemused look on her face that insinuated, “You drive like a pussy.” I know she would never have used that word at the time, because it wasn’t until a couple of years later, after the parade of young musicians she allowed into her house tracked the mud of anatomical slang onto the welcome mat of her consciousness, that I remember her asking me, “Honey, what is a ‘pussy’ on a woman?”


As I looped back around toward the cemetery gates, I got out to look for the grave of Gary Michael Celeste. I hadn’t known him personally, but I felt a strange connection to the guy. He had made local headlines six or seven years earlier when he died in a freak accident while attending the University of Delaware around the same time Tae Hyun was there. A bullet fired at birds, shot by a fifteen-year-old boy from over a quarter mile away, struck him in the head at his hairline just in front of his left ear. I was, quite figuratively, blown away by the whole thing. You’re just minding your own business, trying to get to a lacrosse game, and you walk right into the trajectory of something that isn’t meant for you. And just like that, nothing is ever the same.


Leaving the cemetery with Gary Celeste at the forefront of my thoughts made visiting Papa feel almost incidental. The last thing I would want is for a sense of rote normalcy to infect my remembrance of the man who helped bring me into the world. I hadn’t spent my minute with him thinking fondly of our many trips to the Newark branch of Wilmington Trust, where he would use his weekly transactions as an excuse to show me off to the young bank tellers, but instead ruminating on the fact that Mom had purchased the adjacent burial plot for her own. I wondered if she found it unsettling or comforting to be able to touch the very spot where she expected she’d be laid to rest someday. I looked down at the stone and read Papa’s name over and over again. There was no epitaph, just “John Daniel Faye, 1904–1973.” It felt a little like I was staring at my own grave, and I wondered if my future children might someday visit me at my final resting place. Would they be any better than I was at showing some emotion? I imagined that if they could see Mom and me, stone faced and off in our own little contemplations, they would see that such temperamental restraint is an armor built over time, the flexing of a muscle that grows on the dark bones of moments past that strike tense and dissonant chords in our hearts.
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JOHNNY WILL HELP YOU


Dot Kelley, the school nurse at E. Frances Medill Elementary, plucked me out of my first-grade classroom, drafting me to volunteer to help administer polio vaccines to kindergarteners. This was to be my first experience helping others, although the irony of such strong-armed recruitment made the whole situation feel pretty damn involuntary. I wondered, initially, “Why me?” but then I thought about my oldest sister Tae Im, the one who made my favorite comfort food when Mom was working late at the hospital—Oscar Mayer wieners and ketchup on white bread, canned corn topped with a melting pat of butter, and whole milk sweetened with heaping teaspoons full of sugar. I had no idea that the rollout of Jonas Salk’s breakthrough vaccine just a generation earlier had been a little too late to help her, stricken as she was at the age of twenty months in postwar Korea. I felt protective of her when I saw her struggle every day with her crutches and orthopedic leg braces. Maybe ol’ Dot just knew empathy when she saw it and simply thought I was the best man for the job. It felt nice to have someone’s confidence.


My homeroom teacher was Mrs. Wieczorek—“it rhymes with ‘historic’” was how I remembered the pronunciation. Mrs. W. released me into Dot’s charge, and I was out the door, led by the arm in what might appear to a casual observer to be some sort of juvie perp walk, down the dim corridor, the walls decorated with scores of Easter bunnies rendered in the medium of construction paper and crayon, the stick figure masterpieces of grade school minimalists. We turned the corner, and I caught a strong whiff of sawdust and vomit. I spotted our school janitor cleaning up another gastric mess left by another kid, who probably should have just waited a couple of minutes after lunch before going full bore into a game of recess kickball and shaking his insides like a dirty martini. It looked like he’d almost made it to the boys’ room.


I arrived at the nurse’s office, greeted by a set of different smells—disinfectant, rubbing alcohol, fear perhaps. My job was to arrange sugar cubes on a flat metal tray while Dot released tiny beads of light-pink liquid from an eyedropper onto each one.


Destination: the waiting baby-bird tongues of five-year-olds who had probably never heard of polio but excitedly received the sweet inoculating eucharist. Other children, for reasons I can’t recall, had to go the old-fashioned route of a big-ass needle in the upper arm. My second job was to help these kids roll up their shirt sleeves high enough to expose the injection spot on their deltoid, where I applied a light circular swirl with a nostril-tickling alcohol pad.


Dot addressed the children in a monotone that drew little attention to itself, but every now and then, I overheard snippets of more expressive phrases like “Oh, let her do that” and “Do you want her to hold your hand?” Wait a second, I thought. Does she think I’m a girl? Granted, I was playing “house” with my female classmates when she came calling, and my hair was a little longer than the average boy’s. My parents had been AWOL for weeks, and it had been a while since my last trip to Papa’s barber. Then, just as I caught a glimpse of the next nervous kid fumbling with his shirt sleeve, I heard Dot proclaim with certitude: “Johnny will help you; she’ll help you.”


My face burned with the crippling of whatever masculinity a six-year-old boy is capable of, and each successive, clearly enunciated feminine pronoun aurally bitch-slapped me from side to side. By the time the last sugar cube dissolved and the final Band-Aid stretched over a tender needle mark, more than a handful of kids from Mrs. Brown’s kindergarten class had borne witness to my humiliation. They could all kind of tell I was a boy, but I guess they figured if I wasn’t speaking up, why should they? Despite my real-time revenge fantasies, which involved pulling out my pecker to prove my manhood, I said nothing—nothing audible, anyway. Not then, not when I got home, not until I met Lisa as a junior in college and found I could make her laugh by laughing at myself.
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