

[image: Book cover of ‘American Han, a Novel’ by Lisa Lee. A quote from Pulitzer Prize-winning author Percival Everett reads “A fantastic sleight of hand…a beautiful, important novel that will leave a mark.” The cover image features a pair of chopsticks holding a flame.]




[image: Title page of ‘American Han, A Novel’ by Lisa Lee published by ‘Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, An Imprint of Little Brown and Company.’]





The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

Copyright © 2026 by Lisa Lee

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill / Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

algonquinbooks.com

First Edition: March 2026

Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill is an imprint of Little, Brown and Company, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Algonquin Books name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email hachettespeakers@hbgusa.com.

Little, Brown and Company books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Portions of this novel appeared in slightly different versions in the following publications: “Paradise Cove,” Chapter 17, was first published in Ploughshares, Fall 2014, Vol. 40, Nos. 2 & 3, Fiction Issue edited by Percival Everett, and reprinted in The Pushcart Prize XL: Best of the Small Presses 2016, November 2015. An excerpt from “The Grieving Party,” Chapter 5, was first published as “Margaret Cho’s Mother” in New World Writing, Winter 2015. “House Hunting” and “The Hideout,” Chapters 1 and 3, were first published as “The Hunt” in North American Review, Issue 295.3, Summer 2010.

ISBN 9781643757780

LCCN 2025948801

E3-20260311-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	THE TYCOON
 
	1 House Hunting

	2 No Middle Name

	3 The Hideout

	4 Bad Energy

	5 The Grieving Party

	6 Stocking Up on Air

	7 Hiding



	THE TRUCK DRIVER
 
	8 The Truck

	9 Marry the Lion Tamer

	10 American Spirit

	11 Swensen’s

	12 Strawberry Shortcake



	THE ALL-AMERICAN BOY
 
	13 Chun’s Brother

	14 The Karate Kid of Tennis

	15 Darlene

	16 Black Flag

	17 Paradise Cove

	18 The Videotape

	19 Shame

	20 Gijibae



	THE ESCAPE ARTIST
 
	21



	Acknowledgments

	Discover More






	iii

	iv

	v

	vii

	1

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	125

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	169

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	259

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	274

	275

	276






	Cover
 
	Table of Contents

	Title Page

	Start of Content

	Start of Backmatter
 
	Copyright







For Mike and Yuna







Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

Tap here to learn more.

[image: Algonquin Publishing logo]






Home is where the han is.

—ELAINE H. KIM
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1

HOUSE HUNTING

December 2001

I’D BEEN LIVING in San Francisco for a few years when my mom began appearing, mostly unannounced, acting strange and saying unexpected things, talking about her life and wondering about mine. At the beginning, her presence was suspicious, everything cloaked in secrecy.

The first time my mom showed up at my door, she gave me a half hour’s notice. She called, declaring that she was already in the city, though she didn’t tell me why she’d driven in from Napa and I didn’t ask. Our relationship had soured to the point where I’d become almost mute around her, a habit formed out of instinct and anger. It was the weekend and I was home doing nothing, but lately I’d been treating weekdays like weekends, skipping classes for the first time even though it was my final year of law school. With graduation so near, I was finally facing the reality of a life I’d never chosen. The discipline I’d always had was beginning to erode.

My mom appeared at the bottom of the stairs, mink coat swishing at her knee, ankle boots stomping up the steps. At that time, in the early 2000s, South of Market was a grimy place—every morning there was a big, fresh human shit outside the front door—and I hadn’t seen a single fur coat in my neighborhood in the four years I’d lived there.

A building over, a college acquaintance was living in a warehouse with floors covered in sawdust, the remains from a business that had crafted chairs out of reclaimed wood. Around the corner was a shelter for the unhoused. Ours was one of the few remaining neighborhoods where residents possessed neither the power nor the desire to protect the value of the homes they’d never own. Warehouses were just beginning to transform into luxury live-work lofts, all glass and steel and high ceilings, fluid space that you could purchase for the cost of a small Australian island.

When we met at the top of the staircase, my mom held up a piece of paper, crumpled and worn, like an ancient document that had changed hands and been folded and opened countless times. It was a flyer with a picture of a house. For months, she said, she’d been driving in from Napa to attend open houses.

“I saw a house today,” she said. “I hope I win it.”

Her coat billowed like an open parachute. When she took it off and handed it to me, I saw that she’d become so skinny, so narrow, it was like someone had folded her up and ironed her. My dad had warned me that she wasn’t healthy, that she hadn’t been eating. She checked to see if I noticed her new figure. I was staring, which seemed to satisfy her. She looked me up and down, comparing quietly.

I hung up the coat in the closet, wedging it between stacks of moving boxes that I’d never unpacked, though it had been years since I’d last moved. My mom disappeared into my bedroom where she immediately settled in, curling up in my bed, eyes closed, blanket pulled up to her chin. I knew she couldn’t possibly be asleep, but I watched closely, wondering still. Like my mother, I had difficulty trusting my own judgment, but for me this difficulty concerned insignificant things, not big life decisions. Paralyzed by indecision on day-to-day details, overly confident about life-changing choices that you can’t take back—perhaps not the best combination.

ABBA floated up from a set of speakers outside. Exuberant voices sang along in terrible unison, exploding at the chorus into pure shouting, lacking melody or any sense of tune, but all heart, free and electrified. The streets were packed with people from the Love Parade dressed in leather chaps with leather briefs, cowboy hats, and disco attire, small gangs dancing nude on floats and all over the streets as if the city was one big nightclub. I looked out onto Folsom from my third-story window and watched a pink float glide by, swanlike, the stage swaying with bodies that gyrated and twirled like spinning tops. I had chosen the neighborhood because it was central, a place where things happened. It was nothing like where I’d grown up, in Napa, where the public parks were empty and you could walk from one neighborhood to the next without seeing a single soul except hired help cleaning yards. I had never thought of my mother as even having a life, but here she was in San Francisco, crashing at my place, and it appeared that something was happening to her, though none of it was anything that I had expected.

I was watching, still, when my mom opened her eyes. She peered at me as if she was looking down a long hall into another room, but I was sitting in a chair right in front of her.

“Do you want some coffee?” I asked.

In the kitchen, I poured my mom a cup from a pot I’d pressed shortly before she’d arrived. When she asked for sugar, I had a moment of mild hostess panic as I remembered that she took sugar and cream with her coffee. I rifled through the cupboard for a bag of sugar.

When I turned around she was holding up the flyer for the open house, waving it like a flag. I took it from her to get a closer look. The house was a narrow salmon-colored three-story walk-up with a driveway the length of one car and so steep I couldn’t imagine anyone driving in and out of the garage. On either side, the houses were similarly narrow and stacked, similarly pastel-colored, one lavender and the other pistachio. Bernal Heights Gem, the caption read.

“What do you think?” she asked. “Do you like it? Do you think I could live there? Does it look small?”

Her short black hair was a curtain pulled open to the stage of her face: big features announcing big feelings, the undisputed star, the grand finale. She no longer possessed such control of her face; her expressions were all the same—mild surprise, frozen in a state of near shock—recalling the speculation from my dad and his sister about secret injections.

As long as I could remember, my mother had spent money on her face—deep sea creams, vitamin C serums, retinol, snail facials, laser treatments, chemical peels, visits to Korean dermatologists—all for a youth that was unattainable. While watching TV, she’d hold up a hand mirror and examine her lines, pressing with two fingers the areas that had lost firmness. She’d taken to keeping a photograph of herself on her wedding day perched on the table beside her. Once as we watched a game show together, I caught her staring at me.

“Will you trade with me? Your skin is so young,” she’d said, hands outstretched, fingers wagging.

I heard a story once about an aging Romanian aristocrat who killed young women for their blood, a clean beauty miracle moisturizer. She smoothed fresh blood on her face, convinced it would return her to the skin of her youth. When she ran out of blood, the face she saw in the mirror reflected her true self—skin loose and lined and beginning to sag. She demanded more blood from young girls.

I’d told my mom that story. She gasped, though not from horror.

“Do you think it works?” she said.

Since turning sixty, my mother’s pursuit of youth had taken a new dimension. She was still trying, but there was no more playfulness about it—she seemed sad, or afraid, as if she’d accepted that there was only forward and no going back. My mom had grown up in Korea and could never free herself from impossible expectations of beauty and success. America had its own standards that only confused her. She’d made a life for herself without approval from her family, with America judging her and narrowing her options, so she and my dad just kept treading water until she finally looked up and saw that her life was behind her.

I examined the picture of the pink Bernal Heights Gem.

“You’re moving here? Why?” I asked.

“The open house was packed,” she said. “I have to win it. Don’t you?”

“Don’t I what?”

“Don’t you think I should have that house?”

“How would you buy that? This flyer says it’s over a million dollars. What does Dad think?”

“Maybe I’ll live there alone,” she said.

I waited for her to elaborate, but she just took a sip of her coffee, set it down on the table, picked it up again. I looked at her quizzically. Considering how distant we were as a family, it shouldn’t have mattered to me whether my parents split up, but an animal part of me said that I couldn’t survive with a broken family.

“Do you think I could do it?” she said. “I’ve never been alone before. How do you do it? Will you help me?”

“Why would you?” I said. “What about Dad? How do you have the money? Are you selling the house? Does Dad even know?”

“Don’t tell him,” she said. “I don’t know if I want to live with him anymore. He could get a girlfriend. Someone younger.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Do you like living in San Francisco? How do you get around?”

I considered for a moment the information my mom had just revealed to me and all that she was leaving out. There were so many missing pieces. I felt like I’d just returned from a long absence to join my family in the middle of a movie only to learn when the lights came on that I’d been sitting with someone else’s family the whole time.

“I take the Muni,” I said. “Or walk or ride my bike.”

“It must be fun to be a young person living here. You probably have a lot of boyfriends,” she said.

The last person I’d had a relationship with was Steve Chen, the brother of a friend of a friend. We dated very briefly, not long enough to call a thing. Steve was an engineer at Google, back when everyone had heard of it, but the name didn’t have the kind of effortless power it does today. In truth, I hadn’t had a boyfriend, or girlfriend, in four years and I’d never embraced the dating scene, which—pre-Tinder, OkCupid, or what have you—involved getting drunk at bars and parties and smiling and laughing a lot. I’ve never trusted people who always look like they’re having a fabulous time. No one believes you, I’d say to myself. I couldn’t pretend to be carefree even while drinking. This was one of many things I couldn’t talk to my mother about.

“Maybe I’ll get a boyfriend. Don’t you?” my mom said.

“Don’t I what?”

“What do you think?”

[image: ]
MY MOM SAT in the rocking chair, hands cradling her coffee cup. The sun shone through the vinyl blinds, marking parallel lines across her face. She had on a lot of makeup, which I noticed because she’d always been makeup-free. Her mouth was outlined in dark liner, but her lips had been left jarringly colorless. I couldn’t tell whether she’d left them that way on purpose or simply forgotten to fill them in. When I asked her about it, she said she’d seen it in a magazine and became indignant when I suggested it wasn’t flattering. “It’s my choice,” she cried out so quickly I suspected I wasn’t the first to call attention to it.

When she was quiet, her face was still, so different from her true self that I questioned everything.

“I shouldn’t have given Minjoo my jewelry. It should have been yours. You’re my daughter, not Minjoo.”

I wanted to remind my mother of how differently she’d spoken when my brother Kevin and Minjoo were first married, how she’d called just to announce that I was no longer her daughter, listing all the ways in which Minjoo was perfectly fulfilling the role that I’d failed at my entire life. “Minjoo helped me set up an email account. Why don’t you help me like she does? When are you going to at least start making money?” she’d said. It was my first year of law school.

I remembered this as my mom rocked in the chair and talked about the jewelry, and I remembered, bitterly, that she’d offered her diamond ring to Kevin and Minjoo when they announced their engagement, though Minjoo had turned it down because she expected a full carat, at minimum. I’d been upset because for years the ring had been promised to me. As a child, I looked for opportunities to try it on when my mom removed it to scrub the kitchen sink. I’d stare at the diamond on my ring finger, and while the band was far too big, it promised a future of glamour and romance. I’d sometimes get away with wearing it for hours, fingers curled under, careful not to let it slide off, until she realized her ring was missing. By the time Minjoo rejected the diamond ring, I’d decided that I didn’t want it either, partly because marriage had come to look like a trap, partly because the ring no longer represented what it had to me as a child: the expectation of getting something you’ve been assured is your birthright. No such thing should exist for anyone in this world.

“I don’t care about the jewelry,” I said. “I don’t even wear jewelry.”

“I don’t like Minjoo anymore. She doesn’t care about me. Don’t you?”

“Don’t I what?”

“Don’t you think Minjoo is fake? I think she’s been tricking me.”

My mom set down her mug on the coffee table. She leaned in, face jutting out like a runner at the finish line.

“How long will you be in San Francisco? Do you think you’ll stay after you graduate and get a job? I hope you’re still here when I move here. When you have time we can do things together, like mother-daughter.”

“I might move next summer,” I said, even though I’d decided earlier to be low-key. I was intent on keeping my secret a secret until I had something real in motion, no longer stuck in this in-between space, full of half-baked ideas.

“You might move?” she said, alarmed. “To where?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll leave California,” I said.

“Why would you leave?” she shouted, as if she’d driven all through the night to see me only to meet me on my way out, announcing that I wouldn’t be back. “Don’t you have to take the California bar exam?”

“I can take another state’s exam,” I said.

“But I’ll be living here soon. Who else will tell me how things work? I need help. I can’t do it by myself,” she said. “This city is so brave.”

My mom gazed at her hands. As she spread her fingers apart, I remembered that she hated her hands. To me, they looked like normal hands, but according to my mom, they were large and big-boned and the skin had become loose, wrinkled, and spotted like her own mother’s. She’d hold her hands up next to mine, saying she wished we could trade. “Why did you get all the good things?” she’d say.

I’m not aware of a surgical procedure that shrinks a woman’s hands, but in Korea, it wouldn’t be unheard of for a person to consult a plastic surgeon to lengthen the legs. In fact, it was quite common to go under the knife for a seemingly limitless list of elective surgeries, with the focus mostly on the size and shape and features of the face. Eyelid surgery, by far the most common, was the subject of one of the oldest arguments I had with my mother—she couldn’t bully me into doing it no matter how many times a day she told me I looked ugly without it, and how my disobedience was keeping me from winning life. The eyes, the nose, the shaving down of the jaw—it all sounded horrible to me, but the procedure for lengthening the legs had always seemed the most grotesque. I’d read how the bones were broken, the limbs stretched—manually or by machine—and afterward the legs healed, a process that took up to a year. It granted a patient an average of one and no more than two inches in height; in some instances, less than one inch. Large calves could be fixed by cutting the nerves in the muscle, causing the muscle to atrophy. Short legs, muscular calves: just a few of our Korean afflictions.

My mom folded her hands, hiding them in her lap. She looked into my eyes, her brows knitted together.

“What do you mean you don’t know where you’re moving to or whether you’re even going to move?” she said. “How can you live your life not knowing where you’re going? I always have to know where I’m going to end up.”

“Nothing happens the way you plan anyway,” I said.

Once, during a cab ride out to North Beach, the driver said to me, “Where did you get your baby confidence?” when I told him my plan to move someplace where no one knew me.

“I wish I could be you. It must be fun,” she said, her voice soft. “You can do whatever you want.”

She tugged at the skin on the back of her hand, then rubbed it with her fingers.

“It’s because of me,” she said. “I raised you. I’m your mother.”

I supposed that it was true, that I owed my life, my choices, to my mother. But all I saw was someone who’d only held me back, put me down, controlled me, and now that I was going places, she wanted credit for my future of possibility.

It’s despite you, I thought, not because of you.

I wouldn’t say it out loud. Deep down, I knew we were both right.
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