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There may be easier ways to self-­improvement, 

but sometimes it happens that the shortest distance 

between two points is a crooked line.

—­The Twilight Zone
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Adopt Don’t Shop

“Why is your face so flat?”

“Why didn’t your real parents want you?”

The words hurtled at me with all the force of a speeding rubber bullet, meant to hurt but not completely maim. No, my attacker wanted to keep me alive long enough to flog me, too.

The other first graders had gathered around me and my interrogator on the playground, like curious cows coming from miles away as soon as they heard the slightest bellow.

“My parents chose me, yours just made a mistake,” I fired back.

My pint-­sized peers immediately let out a series of loud, satisfied oohs and aahs. While some of them had pointed accusatory fingers at me seconds ago—­as if I were guilty of a crime, the grand offense of being The Other—­I watched as they pivoted and turned against my attacker. The smug smile disappeared from his face and his cheeks burned red, and at that very moment I realized that my secret weapon was my words. And to a much larger extent, my mouth (but that would really come in handy many years later).

As we shuffled back into the classroom and sat down for show-­and-­tell, I remember feeling like I was in the midst of a blizzard—­I couldn’t look in any direction without seeing a blanket of white faces. I was the only Asian in my class—­one of two in the entire school—­and I was used to standing out and being on display when all I wanted was to blend in.

My teacher, Mrs. Adams, called my name and I walked to the front of the classroom. I sighed impatiently to myself (and likely to everyone else, as well) as I waited for Ryan Anderson to stuff his dad’s stupid baseball cards into his Aladdin backpack.

Finally, the stage was all mine! I stepped carefully, dramatically; one slightly pigeon-­toed foot in front of the other. My Tiny Toon Adventures high-­top sneakers squeaked and creaked, announcing my arrival with every step. I was clutching a small item in my hand and I was ready to blow some goddamn minds.

“You all know me as Kari, which is who I’m known as when I’m in my human form . . .”

Pause for dramatic effect.

“But in reality I’m actually an alien from another planet, and when I was a baby I was cursed and trapped in this body for one hundred years.”

Some of the kids laughed while others looked curious—­I ­focused on them, looking straight into their eyes as I opened my hand and revealed an ID card. Mrs. Adams looked amused, a curious smile playing across her lips. Like a deranged three-­foot QVC model, I waved my fingers around it and pointed at the words imprinted on the card: legal resident alien.

Mrs. Adams’s smile disappeared and was replaced with concern.

“Ohhh, so that’s why your face is so flat. You crashed your spaceship because you couldn’t see out of your slanty eyes,” I heard a kid say.

“Andy! That’s enough!” shouted Mrs. Adams.

As I plummeted back down to earth by the heat of my embarrassment, I mumbled a thanks and walked back to my seat, determined not to give stupid Andy Swanson and his merry band of buttheads the satisfaction of seeing the tears well up in my allegedly inferior eyes.

These kids may have been cruel, but they brought up questions that I also wanted the answers to.

My Coming to America origin story was limited: I was born in Jeollabuk-­do, a province in the southwestern part of South Korea roughly twice the size of Rhode Island. Most people can pinpoint the town they were born in, if not down to the specific hospital, but for me it was simply another unknown on a long list of unknowns. My birth parents were poor and couldn’t afford to take care of me and wanted to give me a better life. I got that better life when I was shipped off to America at five months old. The end.

The thing is, I truly do believe that I got a better life. My childhood was one of happiness, joy, and so, so much love. But the fact of the matter is that my parents were raising a kid who needed a lot of “special attention,” all while still being kids themselves.

Karen and Terry (= Kari, get it?), were high school sweethearts who married young, as was common in 1970s Phoenix, Arizona. My mom came from an upper-­middle-­class family—­all manicured lawns and front rooms you weren’t allowed to sit in—­and my dad was born to self-­identifying hillbillies from Kentucky—­all trailer parks in the middle of nowhere and milk in beer bottles.

When my mom was younger, a doctor told her that her life-giving parts, the things that make a woman a woman (as far as antiquated thinking went), were sabotaging her and that she wouldn’t be able to get pregnant. Somewhere down the line, my parents realized that giving actual birth was only a small part of being a parent, and so they decided to embark on the tumultuous and often heartbreaking process of adopting a baby from overseas.

I’ve never asked them why they chose South Korea specifically. Did they want everyone to know that I was adopted from the get-­go? There would never be an instance where I’d be mistaken for their biological kid (unlike my younger brother, adopted when I was eight years old, who is half white, half Mexican, and as a kid had an uncanny resemblance to my dad). Was it like choosing a puppy based on how cute they were? Were they adopting me or rescuing me or both? Did they know what they were getting into?

For better or worse, my mom and dad never treated me like I was anything but exactly like them. By all accounts, I was very American. My favorite bands growing up were the Monkees, the Mamas & the Papas, and Fleetwood Mac—­vestiges of my dad’s former life as a long-­haired hippie. My favorite TV shows were The Dukes of Hazzard and The Wonder Years. What’s more goddamn American than that?

To be fair, the Asian erasure wasn’t due to a total lack of trying on my parents’ part. I recall being asked when I was four or five years old if I wanted to learn more about my motherland, and my response was that this, the United States, was my home. I don’t remember being asked about it again.

My parents did a wonderful job raising me considering the resources available to them. This was decades before Reddit, Quora, and myriad websites dedicated to transracial/transnational adoption. My mom and dad—­like all moms and dads of the time—­were going off gut instinct and the intense drive to be better parents than their own. There was no playbook, and God knows they could have used one, because I certainly wasn’t an easy child. For as well-­behaved as I was, my neediness knew no bounds. I always felt safe, but there was a constant fear living inside me that something bad was going to happen to my family.

At night, lying in bed while my dad sat in a rocking chair next to me (I would wail in panic if he wasn’t there), my fists balled up tight, I’d wait for my mom to get home from her late shift at the Old Country Buffet. I’d count the seconds until I heard our garage door open, signaling to my brain that I could finally rest easy. Yet, despite my complete and desperate yearning for my mom, my poor, fucked-­up, stress-­addled baby brain would deliver completely devastating lines to her as she came into my bedroom to tuck me in and kiss me goodnight, like: “My heart says I love you, but my mind says I hate you.” I mean, Jesus Christ, what do you even do with that as a parent? For as many nights as I spent crying and praying for understanding, I wonder how often my mom and dad were doing the same.

People around me often speculated about why I was “abandoned.” As in, they would ask me—­a child—­why I wasn’t worthy of a family. I had a prepared answer in my back pocket, ready to go: “I’m adopted, which means that God loved me so much that he knew I should be with my mom and dad, even if they weren’t the ones who had me.”

These kinds of questions were asked mostly by kids, but you’d be surprised by the weird, racist, ignorant shit that came out of adults’ mouths, too.

I vividly remember sitting in a cart at the grocery store, my mom close by, grabbing all the saturated fats off the shelf—­snacks that had so much sugar they made your teeth vibrate—­and anything that was advertised as being “x-­treme” (which was basically everything). A woman farther down the aisle who was standing in front of the bagged cholesterol glanced first at my mom and then at me, and smiled as she bounded toward us.

“Ohhhhh my gosh! What a beautiful child! Is she yours?”

Without missing a beat my mom responded by telling her my name and that I was adopted from South Korea. (Always “adopted,” never “born in.”)

A smile still plastered across the woman’s very pale face, she leaned over to me and said, “You must be so grateful that your parents saved you.” I nodded eagerly—­of course I was grateful! Wait, was it an option to not be?

There’s no doubt in my mind that this overzealous lady was earnest and meant no ill will. Maybe she even recounted the day’s events to her own family that night over dinner—­their genetically similar smiles grinning back at her. Whatever the case, this woman, and many others like her, have sent me into a tailspin more than once. I often wonder what she thought my parents were saving me from. The mental image in her uncultured brain was likely similar to the image in my four-­year-­old one: rice paddy fields, dirt floors, no TVs or shopping malls or flush toilets.

I didn’t realize until much later in life that 1990s Korea had one of the largest nominal GDPs in the world—­and still does—­and was integral to the internet revolution and modern-­day life as we know it. Were my parents saving me from becoming an obsessive gamer, dying in a cyber cafe because I wouldn’t get up to take a piss? Thanks, I guess?

But none of this mattered back then. And quite frankly, it mattered the least to me. I accepted the cards that I was dealt. It was a winning hand, after all.

Or maybe it did matter. I was always second-­guessing myself. I got so good at shoving my confusion deep down into my body that I was like a competitive hot dog eater, dipping the buns in water so they’re more palatable, so I could cram and cram and cram. I was processed meat trying to process me. My identity, my place, my reality—­why couldn’t I figure any of this out? Cram, cram, cram.

All of this might have been easier to sort through if I had a community to fall back on. If I could come home after school and hear my aunties complain about how they, too, were asked if they were going to eat the family dog for dinner, maybe then I could have started to crack the ethnic enigma that was my general existence. But I didn’t have that, so I didn’t talk about any of it with anyone.

And honestly, when I was at home, the adoration of my parents seemed to soothe and heal all of my invisible wounds. They absolutely cherished me, and I felt their love on a deep level. We were a very affectionate family, and my close relationship with my mom and dad manifested itself in a lot of hugs and kisses, and also by being spoiled as shit.

I was given anything and everything I ever asked for and then some. Maximalism was one of the main tenets of my childhood. We expressed our emotions through possessions, and under the heavy hand of post-­recession capitalism it didn’t matter whether we had the means to afford them. Happy? Buy some shit. Sad? Buy some shit. Indifferent? Buy some shit! Layaway was our love language. Post-­dated checks were our proof of passion—­so much so that I never suspected that we were poor. There were signs, of course, but to my mom and dad’s credit (or lack thereof, har har) they dampened the blow by making sure we always had the name-­brand snacks and wanted for nothing. I didn’t know that a grocery store produce manager and a waitress shouldn’t have been able to afford all of the things we had.

In the summer of 1992, we had a garage sale and one of the items up for grabs was our laughably large VHS camcorder. (If love isn’t hauling that thing around Disneyland on your shoulders to capture all the magic moments, I don’t know what is). I don’t remember how much it sold for, but I do remember the feeling of despair that filled the car and my mom’s tears streaming down her face after she tried to cash the man’s bounced check. I was sad for us, angry at the man, and confused that you could simply lie about having the money to buy something and still get to keep it.

A pivotal moment in my life, I’m sure of it.

Though these gutting moments stand out in my memories, building up like plaque in a meth mouth, most of the time I was living it up in my themed bedroom (various iterations throughout the years) chock-­full of toys, stuffed animals, and oh so many books. The first true love of my life, books, were my solace and my sanctuary (not to be dramatic or anything). I was reading at a high school level by age five and fucking murdered every Pizza Hut Book It! reading challenge presented. It’s still a personal point of pride that I got to treat my class to a pizza party not once, but thrice.

My fellow classmates appreciated my smarts because they benefited from them, but I never felt like they appreciated me. By the fifth straight recess playing a self-­deprecating game of Simon Says, I knew it was true.

“CHINESE!” *eyes pulled to an upward slant*

“JAPANESE!” *eyes pulled to a downward slant*

“DIRTY KNEES!” *points at knees*

“LOOK AT THESE!” *points to chest*

Alanna Briggs, the most popular girl in my class (her mom let her wear lip gloss in the first grade because she had a developmentally disabled younger brother who took up all their parents’ bandwidth; and she certainly was on her way to becoming a hussy, if the ladies I overheard at church were to be believed), had learned the chant from her cousin over the summer, and she brought it back to Silver Hills Elementary. I went along with it, because it’s better to die with your tribe than on your own, waiting for the buzzards to pick you off by the monkey bars.

But even now, looking back at these moments that caused me such deep-­seated pain, it’s hard to blame my classmates. They didn’t know that I was moderately-­okay-­to-­good-­looking depending on the day because they had never seen someone with my face, so they called me ugly. They didn’t know East Asia isn’t just China, so they called me a chink. (I would have preferred the much more breed-­specific zipperhead. Like, if you’re gonna call me a slur, let’s not be lazy about it, okay?)

Some may see my obliviousness as a blessing bestowed upon me by our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, a protective shield in the form of ignorance is bliss. And while I have to agree that at the time that mindset may have served me well, in my adolescence it threw me for a fucking loop and took me for a ride. The people around me didn’t know their actions would affect me in ways that would bring forth utter chaos and disaster, or that many of them who started as friends would end up as victims.

And neither did I.
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