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This book is dedicated to my parents  Young Hie and Seung Hoon Cho.

“ACERBIC AND FRANK . . .
Her storytelling ability shines through in poignant yet lurid tales like  that of a friend whose mother was an alcoholic, or her own horrible  experiences of betrayal and rejection at summer camp.”
—Creative Loafing (Atlanta, GA)
“An anthem to self-reliance . . . Cho has met and mingled with a  sweeping variety of characters in the course of her thirty-two years,  from drag queens, punk rockers, and drug dealers to film producers,  television stars, and Bill and Hillary Clinton.”
—Vancouver Columbian (WA)
“All the Korean family stories, dark days of adolescence, pill-addled  comedy benders, and infuriating television show development meetings are in here, along with deeper insight into Cho’s anguished but  very amusing mind. Careening between her reflections of a painful  childhood and her ultimate acceptance of herself, warts and all, Cho  celebrates the many gay men or, as she calls them, angels, that pulled  her out of her own hell while still making catty remarks along the  way.”
—Instinct (North Hollywood, CA)
“Fierce, funny, and wise . . . Though loosely based on her critically  acclaimed stage show and smash box-office film of the same name,  this book is a wholly original work, with an inspiring message for  anyone who has ever been told they are not good enough, smart  enough, pretty enough, or just not enough, period.”
—Asian Pages
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ALONE, STEALING AND WAVING
I was born on December 5, 1968, at Children’s Hospital in San   Francisco.
My mother says, “You were so small. Just like this!” and she makes  a fist and shakes it. “You grow so much! Can you imagine?! Just tiny  baby!”
I can’t imagine being that small. It must have been the one time I  didn’t worry about my weight. At 5 pounds, 6 ounces, I was the Calista Flockhart of the newborn set.
My earliest memories are mostly unpleasant. The first thing I   can truly remember is standing in front of a sink in my footie pajamas being berated by a bunch of old people. They must have been  my grandparents. I couldn’t wash my face, and they were making fun  of me.
“Dirty face! Dirty face!” They all laughed and then started   coughing.
My mother was about to leave me with them and, presumably,  was hiding her guilt behind my inability to wash my face. I was so  small I had to stand on a stool to reach the sink. I had a tremendous  fear that if I immersed my face in the water I would not return, I   would drown, or water would go up my nose, or I would somehow be  hijacked.
I also feared that if I took my eyes off my mother, she would leave.  And she did. My parents had a talent for leaving me places when I  was very young. This had to do with immigration difficulties, living  in San Francisco in 1968 and not being hippies, LBJ, men on the  moon, and having their first child while being totally unprepared for  reality. My father didn’t know how to break it to my mother that he  was to be deported three days after I was born, so he conveniently  avoided the subject. He didn’t lie; he simply withheld the truth and at  the last minute, he left her holding the bag. Or me, as it were.
In my parents’ colorfully woven mythology, that was the one   corner of the tapestry they carefully concealed. Knowing I probably  wouldn’t remember, they kept it to themselves. But I did remember,  perhaps not actual events but colors and shapes and feelings. The insides of planes, the smell of fuel, unfamiliar arms, crying and crying.  Wanting my mom but not having the words, not even knowing what  I wanted.
When questioned about it now, my mother spills forth resentment  and regret. “Can you imagine mommy?! Oh! It was so terrible. I have  to take care of you by myself and Daddy go back to Korea and then I  have to send you to Korea and all this you only three days! Can you  imagine?! Oh! I hate Daddy!”
My father says cryptically that he was testing the waters, scoping  out the situation, whatever that means.
It was all an unfortunate turn of events, but in the spirit of my  birthplace, I learned that if I couldn’t be with the one I loved, I would  love the one I was with. I was one, and already somewhat of a slut.
I loved lots of stewardesses, and lots of old people. When I was reunited with my parents, my mother showed me pictures of an ancient, bony woman in a white Korean ham-bok. “She was your auntie   and she take care of you when you baby. She love you soooo much!  She just die. She is in heaven. But she take so good care of you. She  love you soo much!!!!!” I believed she was dead because in the picture  she looked like a skeleton, even though her wide smile made her kind  and human. Some infantile, suckling part of me remembered her  face and I wanted to weep with baby grief.
My mother’s father also died around this time in 1970. For some  reason, her family did not let her know of his passing until long after  the funeral. She sat on her bed holding one of those blue air-mail letters that is also its own envelope. Par avion. She was crying, letting  her tears fall on the blue paper and smear the ink, odd Korean letters  looking like a bunch of sticks that had fallen on the page. I was  alarmed by her sadness—I hadn’t witnessed it before. I jumped on  the bed and wrapped my small arms around her and said, “Don’t cry  Mommy. I will be your mommy now.” I was fully aware of how cute I  was being. I was destined for a career in show business.
Even then, I loved television, and my favorite thing to watch was  the coverage of the Watergate scandal. I’d put my fist in my mouth  and then smear my hand across the TV screen, watching the saliva  make rainbow tracks all over Richard Nixon’s face.
We lived in a little apartment with my aunt and uncle on Washington Street. It was nice going from having no parents, to suddenly  having four. My mother would make me special outfits—red wooly  jackets with pillbox hats, just like Jackie O—and we’d all go to the  park, where I would cry whenever I saw a dog.
My aunt and uncle ran a convenience store on Nob Hill, and  sometimes after nursery school, my mother would drop me there  so she could run errands. I became enamored of a product they   sold called Binaca Blast, which tasted like candy but also like medicine. Drop by drop, I wanted to consume the entire bottle of icy  freshness, feeling it explode on my tongue. One time I had slugged   down the contents of my aunt’s bottle laying next to the cash register, then I reached up to the display and pulled a new one right   off the metal rod. I threw its cardboard package into the garbage   can and indulged my minty jones until my mother came and picked  me up.
The next day, when I was dropped off at the store, the tension was  so thick you could cut it with a knife. My aunt called me up to the  back room for a “talk.”
In the room there was a bare lightbulb swinging above my head. I  was only three, but I knew an interrogation when I saw one.
“I know that you took that breath freshener. I want you to know  that is ‘stealing.’ If you ask me, I will give you anything you want. But  ask me first. Don’t steal. Stealing is bad. Okay?”
“But I wasn’t stealing.”
She looked at me hard.
“Oh really? Now, it’s okay. I’m not mad. But just don’t do it again.”
She gave me a hug and sent me back downstairs. I looked on the  table, and there it was—the crumpled up cardboard packaging of Binaca Blast confirming my guilt.
The lesson I learned that day was to destroy all the evidence. As I  lay in my crib, which was much too small for me, barely accommodating my head as I angled my feet up to the top of the bars, I played  the incident over and over in my mind. I saw myself getting the Binaca Blast, tearing it out of the package, carefully gathering up the  cardboard and the plastic, carrying it outside, looking around to  make sure I had no witnesses, then dumping it in the trash can down  the street, and running back into the store to enjoy the adrenaline of  getting away with the goods. The spooky thing is I would always wake  up in the morning with minty fresh breath.
I was enrolled in Notre Dame Nursery School, which was run by  nuns. Being a known hustler did not win me much favor with the sisters. Most days, I found myself in Mother Superior’s office for my involvement in daycare crimes such as fingerpainting my neighbor and  crawling around on the floor with an older man, a boy of five, during  nap time.
Mother Superior’s chambers were dark and cool, and even though  the nuns would threaten me all day long with being sent there, nothing ever happened when I arrived. Mother Superior would just nod  her wimpled head and smile up at me through her glasses like Ben  Franklin.
We had a Christmas pageant, and all the kids in the school were  involved in a grand-finale number, singing a song for the Virgin  Mary. The nuns kept saying during rehearsal, “When you see your  parents out in the audience, don’t wave. Do you hear me? Don’t wave.  If you wave, Jesus will be mad you messed up His song. Don’t wave. If  you wave, you will go to Hell. Don’t wave. Don’t wave.”
When I went out on the stage, I saw my mom and my aunt in the  crowd and they started to wave wildly! What could I do? I was having a moral dilemma. I kept seeing the nun’s face in my mind’s eye  (“Don’t wave . . . don’t wave . . .”), but here was my mom and my  aunt doing just that! I couldn’t leave them hanging! In slow motion,  my hand went up. It was like it wasn’t even attached to me. I couldn’t  control it. It just started to move back and forth, and before I knew it,  I was waving. My partner-in-crime, the boy of five, saw what I was  doing and was not about to let me lead the revolution all by myself.  He started to wave at his parents in the front row, who of course  waved back, setting off another little kid and his parents and another  and another. Pretty soon, the entire audience and all the kids on stage  were waving at each other like we were on a float! Unfortunately, this  was no parade. It was total Christmas-pageant anarchy and no one  was even sure what to sing anymore and the nuns rushed us off the  stage.
I thought I would be in trouble, but then when the pageant was  over, we were let off for winter break, and by the time we got back,  nobody remembered what happened or who waved first or anything.  I was a bit disappointed that it was forgotten so easily, but I learned  something very important that day: When you are on a stage and you  wave, people wave back. This information would become very important for me later on.
My father Was not around for a lot of my early childhood. He was  still in Korea trying to get a visa or something. When he’d come back  into town, I would welcome him by taking him into my arms and  throwing up all over his back.
We didn’t have a car back then, so my mom and I took the bus  everywhere. She says I was very friendly to people, always saying “hi”  first, smiling, making amicable conversation, all this glad-handing at  only four years of age.
“The people in the bus, sometimes don’t say ‘hi,’ or anything back.  Sometimes they just look down! How can be? That so mean, mean  people. You always so nice, saying ‘Hello!’ and smile and smile and so  charming! Bad, bad people.”
I don’t think I was put off by people not responding to my gregariousness, as my behavior was not entirely without self-interest. I’d  learned early on that if you smiled at people, it increased your chances  of candy, as these were the days when you could still accept it from  strangers. If they did not smile back, they did not have candy, so I  moved on.
When I was five, my brother was born, and everything changed.  He was the cutest thing in the world, and we kissed him so much he  was smelly. We moved to a house in the Sunset District and our  grandparents came from Korea to take care of us. I started elementary school at Dudley Stone in the Haight, and would come home   on the bus in the afternoon and help my grandmother take care of  the baby.
My parents started running a snack bar in the Japantown   Bowling Alley and my brother and I got big, eating hamburgers   every day.
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MARCO AND PATTY’S MOM
For kindergarten and first and second grades, I went to Dudley Stone  School in the Haight. Haight Street was still coming down from the  ’60s, and it was a dirty and burned-out place during the ’70s. Highlights of these years: I put some seeds on a sponge and pushed tooth-picks into an avocado and farted in the cardboard playhouse.
I had a boyfriend named Marco Picoli, and he and I would go to  his house on Saturdays. On one of these visits we went to the corner  store forty-one times. He was the only straight man I ever met who  liked to shop. Actually, I can’t be sure he was straight, since I had no  way of confirming it back then. I had procured a dollar that day from  my parents and first we had trouble deciding what to get and then  trying to return the candy we bought because we were dissatisfied  with our choices. They wouldn’t let us exchange the bubblegum cigar  for wax lips. We even had the receipt!
He had a doll that was white and then when you flipped it over it  was black, and for some reason, it would make us scream laughing.  He moved to New York after first grade, and I never saw him again.  Over time I’ve realized that this was probably my best relationship.
There was a girl who lived next door to us who was my friend  when we were at home but not at school, a kind of separation of   church and state. Her name was Patty and she had a big German  shepherd named Zuzu who followed her everywhere. We were only  around eight or nine, but she was already sexually active, making it  with the dirty neighborhood boys in the parking garage at the end of  our block. She wore very short dresses and had an overbite like some  ’70s groupie. One time we were in her backyard and she took a shit in  the flower box and Zuzu came up and ate the turds. She and Zuzu  were so nonchalant and synchronized about it that I imagined this to  be a regular thing. I told my mom, and she never let me go over there  again.
Patty’s mom was an alcoholic. She wore a white slip and an orange  robe all day, smoking More’s and drinking Beefeater gin out of a jelly  jar in the front room. Their house was exactly like ours, the same layout, the rooms in the same order, but it could not have been more  different.
My parents kept the same bottle of Cutty Sark for nearly a decade.  Nobody in our family drank. They were crazy in their own repressed  Korean way, but it didn’t have to do with alcohol.
Patty’s mom was mysterious to me, hunched over in the front  room that was just like ours, curtains drawn to keep out the noonday  sun, slowly drinking and smoking and staring at the blank space in  front of her. What was she looking at? What did she see?
Patty’s Uncle Will lived with them, too. He was an uptight but  friendly bachelor, with geeky, black plastic glasses and crisp, white  short-sleeve button-down oxfords, forever carrying bags of groceries  into the soon-to-be haunted house.
Sometime after the Flower Box Incident, I saw Will standing on  the front steps. He was holding the glasses away from his eyes and  crying. When he took his glasses off, he took his face with them. My  mom told me that Patty’s mom had died the night before and Patty  and Will were moving away.
That same week, the Shroud of Turin made the cover of National   Geographic. I would lie awake all night thinking about Patty’s mom,  wrapped in the Shroud of Turin, coming into my room and getting  me. I thought of her long, blue-white fingers curling around my  shoulders, her haggy face a mask of sadness and regret. She wore only  pajamas. She was always tired. I remembered her unscrewing the  metal caps of the tall gin bottles, the long ash of her cigarette breaking into the big, deep ashtray already filled with brown, skinny butts.  She died in her front room that was just like ours. She’d had enough  of the dark, the smoke, the booze, the crazy daughter, weird Will, the  shit-eating dog, that bathrobe, everything. So she just died.
I hadn’t known anyone before who had died, so the whole process  was terrifying to me. How could someone die right in their house?  Didn’t that mean the place would be cursed forever? I wanted to tell  the new family that moved in, but they were never friendly enough  for me to want to volunteer that kind of information. They were Chinese, and very distant. They had two teenage boys and a big chow dog  and they all hated my brother and me.
A couple of years later, I had taken up cigarettes and was smoking  out the window of my bathroom. I would smoke and then shower directly afterward to cleanse the air. (This was before I realized it just  spread the smell out into the hallway.) I heard a knock on the window of the house next door. I looked over and saw the curtains had  been drawn back, revealing the naked torso of one of the boys. He  held out his hard cock with one hand and pulled back the curtain  with the other. Then, as if that weren’t enough, he used his elbow to  keep the curtains back and flipped me off with his free hand. It was  totally gymnastic and totally upsetting. I threw the lit cigarette into  their yard and hoped it would start a fire.
That house was haunted all right.
I’d often see those boys working on their Trans Am in the afternoons, and neither of them ever acknowledged me.
I grew up, left home, got famous, nearly drank myself to death,   and, for a time, became the very image of Patty’s mom. Except I didn’t  have curtains to draw, so the living room would be flooded with a  piercing light that burned holes in my brain. I tried to sleep as much  of the day as I could to avoid the unbearable morning cheerfulness of  my sunny, Hollywood Hills bungalow. My pajamas stayed on all the  time, and I had the same hunch, the same sick expression, the same  dead-eyed stare. I should have died, too, but I didn’t. For some reason, someone or something or Jesus rolled the rock away from the  front of my house and I emerged, Shroud of Turin falling away at my  feet, and I, newly risen from the dead, went to Melrose and bought  some fabulous new clothes to replace it.
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BRAVERY
I have always thought of myself as brave. I have also always thought  there would be people, boys especially, who would admire me, look  at me, fawn over me. And there were—until I was eight and did two  terrible, unforgivable things in the third grade. They happened  within a period of two weeks. The first was during a bell rehearsal   for the Christmas program. We were all handed very expensive, delicate, rare brass bells with which to play “Greensleeves” and we were  warned and warned again and threatened and warned some more  about the value of the bells. We were made to wear cotton gloves so  that we would not get our fingerprints on the precious fucking bells.  As I was putting my gloves on, bell stuck between my upper arm and  my side, I dropped the bell and it shattered on the ground. It was an  E flat or C sharp or something definitely irreplaceable, so when the  choir sang “What child is this . . .” the word child came without musical accompaniment, naked, the brutal reminder to me and all the rest  of Grade Three of my grievous act.
SOme time later, the worse of the two incidents occurred. During  another bell rehearsal, as I had no bell to play, I sat in the back of class   fidgeting and counting my fingers or something. I really had to pee,  so I went to the front of the class and said to the teacher, “I have  to pee.” And she said, “Just wait.” I returned to the back of class and  the business of idling, when I was hit with an urgent, desperate need  to pee that would not wait. I had to do it. After the rehearsal, half-midget perennial spinster Miss Cinnamon said, “Okay, you can go  now.” I answered, quite wittily I must say, “I already did.”
I think that I was so used to horror, my little life had already  endured such atrocities, that I was unfazed by my “accident.” I sat   there in thoroughly wet, itchy pants with a pool of urine underneath  me, cultivating a “been there, done that” attitude. This highly disturbed the teachers, and when they asked if I wanted to go home and  change, if I wanted my mom to come get me, if there was someone  they could call—I looked down at my pee-splattered Buster Browns  and said, “No. Why would you want to do that?” and went off to play  kickball. And I thought nobody had wanted me on their team before.
The taunts and the teasing came later. At this point, I think everyone was too afraid of me to make fun of me. They treated me like  Damien in  The Omen, as if one look of my evil eye would render them incontinent. The spell was broken soon enough. I was the  pariah of the schoolyard, shunned as if I had the floor-length beard  and long, curly nails of the unwashed untouchables of India. To me,  “recess” meant “riot,” the time of day I stood between massive groups  of eight-year-olds fighting over whether I should be called the Bell  Breaker or the Pee Girl. I was stoic, silent, nonviolent even back then.  I didn’t pay attention. But I stayed at that same school for five more  years, which is forever when you are a kid, and I must admit, it wore  me down. I think I lost something there—an interior brightness. The  luster and the silver lining and the Tootsie Roll center and the brave  one in me went far underground, now surfacing, twisted, perverted,  deformed, with a dowager’s hump and a bad nervous tic, but tougher  still.
My family Went to church every Sunday, at first to the one by  Stonestown, where my grandfather led the services, and later to the  big Korean Methodist Church on Powell Street that was in the middle of Chinatown. Sometimes big Chinese funeral processions would  lurch slowly down the street. There would be a brass band made up  of men dressed like they were in the military, playing solemnly as  they marched by. Then there’d be a black convertible, with an enormous black-and-white photo of the deceased, bordered with black  bands to signify the departure into the afterlife, attached to the windshield. The hearse would follow, its windows crammed with flowers  behind a white curtain, hiding the mysterious gleaming casket. I  wanted to hold my breath as it went by. I thought if I got too close  and looked into the hearse, a bony hand would emerge from it and  drag me inside. Carloads of mourners trailed behind, and they all  moved so slowly, it seemed like it would take forever to get where  they were going. But it hardly mattered. There is lots of time when  you are dead. These processions made me dread and look forward to  Sunday at the same time.
The church services were held in Korean, so a massive Sunday  school system existed to accommodate all the exclusively English-speaking kids. It was broken down into two groups, the baby classes  with Jesus coloring books and the Methodist Youth Foundation,  which was for the teenagers who cut class and went into Chinatown  to smoke cigarettes and talk about what they’d done Saturday night.  When they did go to class, it was like a cool “rap” session, involving  young pastors getting out their acoustic guitars and talking about the  “downer” of premarital sex.
They hated me there. Everyone. From the babies all the way to the  teenagers. Maybe the teachers and the young pastor didn’t, because  they’d spend time trying to protect me and involve me in some activities, the same ones the other kids would try to exclude me from. I  don’t think anyone could have been more hated. School was bad  enough, but now it seemed like the whole world was a hostile place.
This was the ’80s and I was twelve, a preteen with a Dorothy  Hamill haircut and braces. Hated. Hated. Hated. I tried to ignore it,  spending summers away with cousins who lived in magical Glendale,  where I would sit by their swimming pool reading a waterlogged copy  of Seventeen. Lori Laughlin set the beauty standard, and as I looked at  her, my troubles would melt away. “Someday I will be seventeen . . .”  But the thing that I couldn’t admit to myself was that I was really  wishing “Someday . . . I will be white.”
Whenever I read those magazines and tried to plug into the  teenage fantasy they were selling, I couldn’t see myself at all. I studied  those pictures and the TV and movies like Little Darlings over and  over. Then in the mirror I would be confronted with the awful reality  that I was  not that. It was almost too much to bear.
My Koreanness, my “otherness,” embarrassed me. When I had  school projects that required the use of glue, a product my family had  little need or money for, my mother would substitute leftover rice.  My face would get all red and I would shake and stammer, “Why can’t  we have American glue!! I hate you, Mommy!!!!” Then I would stamp  my feet up the stairs and throw my hot face down on my canopy bed.
Since I didn’t really have friends who I was not related to, and the  kids that were cruelest to me were other Koreans, my entire world  was an exercise in not belonging. The answer seemed to lie in being  white, so in my fantasy life, I chose to be Lori Laughlin. In my mind, I  got ready for dances, wearing only a neat white towel wrapped under  my arms, spraying myself with Love’s Baby Soft, wiping a cotton ball  soaked in 10-0-6 lotion over my troublesome T-zone, lining my big,  big eyes with Aziza by Prince Matchabelli, putting on a long, ruffled  denim skirt with a petticoat underneath and then a puffy-sleeved   blouse with a big ruffle forming aV on my ample but not slutty  chest. Then finally, I’d let my naturally curly chestnut hair fall across  my narrow shoulders, pulling it up close to my head with red oval  barrettes. The only time the fantasy would change would be if I decided to be Charlene Tilton instead of Lori Laughlin, but this occurred less frequently because I read in Teen Beat that Charlene took  forty-five minutes to blow-dry her hair, which even then I found   unreasonable.
I usually never got to the dance, because my fantasies were all  about getting ready, looking a certain way, about not being me. How  sad to use such a rich and vibrant imagination to dream about  grooming, and not only that, but grooming someone else.
Sometimes, I would get so caught up in the fantasy that I would  actually go to the dance, but since I’d never been to one yet, that image was rather muddled. I’d end up slow-dancing to Air Supply with  the cutest guy in my grade, Steve Goldberg, a hot Jewish kid with  blonde hair and a huge ass. Steve was relentlessly mean to me, perhaps because he knew I had a crush on him, but he was also in his  own pain because of his big behind. Once, on a field trip, he made all  the kids in the class say “Hi Margaret” to a big golden retriever as  they walked by. “Hey everybody, say hi to Margaret. She’s a dog! Get  it?!” I wasn’t offended. I always thought dogs were beautiful. It hurt  me only because it was meant to, but it was nothing compared to the  treatment I got at church.
It started with my name. I was born Moran Cho. Moran is a Korean name, meaning peony flower, a plant that blooms even in the  harshest winter. My father gave me this thoughtful, unusual name  without the knowledge that someday the kids I grew up with would  use it against me. It started when I was around twelve, not at school,  but at church.
“MORON!! YOU ARE NOTHIN’ BUT A MORON!!!” They said  my name every chance they got.
“Excuse me, but MORON didn’t pass the basket this way.”
“Hey! I have my hand up. You can’t see me past MORON’S fat  head.”
“May I be moved? I don’t want to sit next to MORON!”
“Jesus loves everyone, even MORON.”
It was stupid, but it hurt my feelings so much. Especially since the  main perpetrators had once been close friends of mine.
Lotte and Connie Park were the daughters of my parents’ best  friends. During the previous summer vacation, I had spent many  days at their house in San Bruno. We listened to Michael Jackson’s Off  the Wall. We went down the hill to Kmart and I bought my first pair  of designer jeans. We watched Creature Features until we got too  scared and had to change the channel to Saturday Night Live, where  we’d laugh our asses off at Steve Martin doing King Tut.
They told me their parents fought all night long, but when they  prayed to God to make them stop, it got quiet. They said they were  afraid their parents were going to get a divorce. I was scared that was  going to happen to me, too. We were kids of the ’80s, when divorce  and nuclear war loomed large. We were afraid of being abandoned by  our parents, yet excited at the possibility of peace in our homes and  spending our weekends with dads we never saw as long as our parents stayed together. We also had nightmares of radioactive fallout  and hoped that we’d get stuck in a bomb shelter with a cute guy.
Connie had a tendency to have sties, which gave her eyes the bubbly look of a pop-eyed goldfish, but she was thin and confident,  which made her condition seem oddly attractive. Lotte looked like a  Korean Genie Francis, which was exciting as this was the time when  General Hospital ruled the airwaves—there was even a song about it,  parodying the plotlines and the scandalous characters, and we’d call  up KFRC and request it over and over again.
We’d commiserate about our piano teachers, the strange, old  white people who would come into our homes and sit next to us as   we hammered out “Close to You” on the keys. Those lessons were the  one luxury my family could afford, and my brother and I suffered  through them for years. Lotte and Connie would make me howl with  laughter at the tales of their teacher, who would use the bathroom for  up to half an hour, and help herself to Sanka in the kitchen. “Best cup  I ever made . . .”
I don’t know why it was so funny. Maybe because this was the first  time anybody seemed to understand me. Those girls made me feel so  much less alone in the world, which made their betrayal particularly  painful.
Lotte and Connie had a cousin, a shy, awkward girl named Ronny,  who started going to our church. She had two older brothers who  were really good-looking, with glossy, black feathered hair and tan,  hard bodies, which made her popular by proxy. I was friendly to her  at first, not knowing that she was to be my replacement.
One day Lotte came up to Ronny and me as we chit-chatted in the  church parking lot. She looked at Ronny with a knowing glance and  said, “Oh, I see you’ve met MORON!!!” They both started laughing  hysterically and I tried to be a good sport, accepting it as some  healthy ribbing among friends, even though my face got red and a  knot grew in my throat. The two girls walked off and joined Connie,  who was nursing a sty the size of a golf ball. They didn’t speak to me  again for the rest of the day, which was suspicious, but I tried to ignore it.
I went home and looked in the mirror to see if there was something wrong with me. My hair was too short: my mother had cut it  into “Sheena Easton,” and the feathered sides wilted in the midday  heat. Maybe I was paranoid. I hoped the situation would right itself  before I went off to the church summer retreat, three days in the red-woods with all the kids from MYF, a chance to be away from parents,   smoke cigarettes, and bond with one another. It was Little Darlings—  and although the thought of losing my virginity was a rather lofty  notion for me then, at twelve, it was still in the heady mix of possibilities of being away at camp.
I could barely sleep the night before because I was so excited and  worried at the same time. I tossed and turned and woke suddenly  with the sun shining in my face, not having been aware that I had  fallen asleep.
My mother drove me to the church and then inexplicably burst  into tears, begging me not to go. I couldn’t understand this at all.  We had not been getting along lately. None of my family had. My  mother and I would fight because I wouldn’t practice the piano,  my brother and I would fight over the TV, and my father and mother  would fight all night long. I pulled away from her as she gained control of her emotions. She was cold again as I left the big yellow station  wagon. I was relieved to be getting away from the fighting.
I’d hoped to get a ride with Lotte and Connie, but they’d already  gone with Ronny. I was too afraid to ask Carl, the cute monkey-faced  popular boy who lived to make me miserable, or Jaclyn and Eugene,  the equally simian brother and sister who fancied themselves trend-setters because they’d started hating me long before anyone else.
All the kids had organized themselves into groups riding up together, and since I was late, and hated, I just stood there with my  cowboy sleeping bag and tried not to look scared. I reasoned with  myself that the more I worried about something bad taking place, the  less likely it was to happen. Since I’d been so tortured about this trip,  by this law it was bound to turn out fine.
I rode to the camp with the young minister who led the youth  group. He never wore a clerical collar and was of indeterminate  age—youngish, unmarried, but ageless in the way Korean men sometimes are. As his yellow Pinto puttered up the freeway, I must have  fallen asleep because later, close to the camp, I woke up all sweaty.
“You are very cute when you are sleeping.” Reverend Soo was   always nice to me, in an uncreepy, comforting way. We got to the  campsite around the middle of the day. It was hot and teeming with  Korean kids. Ronny’s fine-ass brother had the door of his Trans Am  open, and the stereo was blasting Chicago.
“Everybody needs a little time away, just for the day . . .
From each other . . .”
The beautiful Jolie, who was a few grades above me, perfect in her  cut-off jeans and ribbed purple tank, a red bandanna tied suggestively like a garter around her lean thigh, looked over at us and  smiled. My heart beat faster. Jolie had never been mean to me, but  she’d never spoken to me either. She was way too sophisticated for  that. I had a crush on her, but I was too much in awe to even admit it  to myself. Whatever Carl or Eugene did to me, it didn’t matter unless  she saw it. If she was a witness, then the sting of humiliation would  last for days. I think it was less that I wanted her, and more that I  wanted to be her. With her taut brown body and baby face, she represented to me the glory of the ’80s, the idea that beauty was a powerful  thing, that if you looked a certain way, you could have everything.
Around 1985, Jolie turned preppy, and her beauty, her gleam, her  youthful sensuality was lost in the translation. But back then, still in  her slutty prime, she held all the boys at our church in the palm of  her purple-nail-polished hand.
She leaned over to Ronny’s brother and whispered something. He  grabbed her face and they fell into each other laughing. Oh, to laugh  like that, to be held by a boy and get lost in your own wondrous   being. To be able to throw your head back like a pony while the boys  admired you. To be the object of desire and the one doing the desiring . . . I wished that for myself. As I was lost in this reverie, someone  threw a pine cone at my face.
“Oh shit. MORON’S here!!!!”
I tried not to cry as I looked for the perpetrator in the crowd of   kids. Jolie stifled a chuckle, biting her tantalizingly glossed lip, and  turned her head away. Unable to look at me because it was just too  embarrassing, she nuzzled Ronny’s brother’s golden neck.
The shards of pine cone made my eye blaze red. Half blind, I made  it to the girl’s cabin without further incident.
The cabins were made of logs. Inside, there were about ten bunk  beds, which were exotic and exciting to me, as I’d never slept in one. I  looked around for an unclaimed top bunk, but none was to be found.  I unrolled my stained old sleeping bag that didn’t zip up all the way  onto the bottom bunk near the back door.
Jaclyn was in the bathroom complaining to no one in particular,  “The food here is so baaaddd!!! I was sticking my finger down my  throat trying to throw up. That didn’t work so I was on the toilet trying to  crap it out. I want to go home!”
I wanted to go home, too. This was going to be bad. I could just tell.
Lotte came into the empty cabin and saw me. I was glad to see her  and walked up.
“Hi. I just got here. Where is your bunk? I want to be near you  guys,” I said.
She had a mean smile on her face, but she wouldn’t look me in the  eye—kind of an “I can’t wait to tell my friends this . . .” expression.
She said, “We’re over there. It’s too crowded already. I’m going to  the canoes.”
“Well, wait for me, I’m going to change and go down, too.”
I ran over to my bunk to get my bathing suit, but she was already gone.
I put on my orange one-piece and an oversize white T-shirt and  walked down to the lake.
Carl saw me first.
“Oh shit. It’s Moron. Let’s drown her. Hey Moron. Why’d you  come here? Nobody likes you. It’s going to be the worst three days of  your life.”
“Shut up!” I yelled.
Carl’s brother Mike jumped in.
“Don’t tell my brother to shut up! You shut up, Moron! MORON!!!!”
I tried to ignore them and got into a boat by myself. Not really  knowing how to row, I pushed back from the dock a few feet and  panicked. I must have only been about five feet away, but it might as  well have been miles because I couldn’t move the boat back at all. I  was slowly drifting out onto the lake. I envisioned myself washed  ashore on a deserted island, far away from the taunts and flying pine  cones, meeting Christopher Atkins there in our own Blue Lagoon,  eating bananas and wearing a loincloth and having sex for the very  first time . . .
Carl and Mike started to miss me, I guess, because they started to  scream at me.
“MORON! MORON! Just paddle it back. Don’t hog the boat, pig!  Boat Hog!! MORON!!!”
Lotte, Connie, and Ronny joined them on the dock. They all  stared yelling. “MORON!!! God! Can’t you do anything? Just paddle  it back. We want to go, too. MORON!!! Stupid. C’mon. Hurry!”
I was trying to make the oars move in the water, but they were too  heavy. The boat started to drift back toward the dock, but not nearly  as quickly as they would have liked, so they all screamed louder.
“MORON! Can’t do anything! Why don’t you just go home? You  are ruining it for everybody. MORON! WE hate YOU!!! MORON!!!!  GO HOME! GO HOME GO HOME GO HOME!!!!”
A camp counselor, one of the older Korean girls in Jolie’s class,  came down to the dock. “Just row it. Just hold the oar. No! Just—  come on! Other people want to use the boat, too. Come on. Don’t be  so selfish. Just row back here. Come on!”
“Yeah, MORON. Do what she says. Come on. MORON! MORON  MORON MORON MORON MORON!!!!!!!!!!”
I was not going to cry. I was too old for that. I was not going to  give them the satisfaction. My face was red, and my eye still burned  from the pine cone. My arms were killing me from rowing. Finally,  with a pull on the oars that took all of my strength, the boat banged  on the dock.
Carl jumped in the boat and tried to push me in the water, but I  was fast and ran back to the girl’s cabin.
The cabin was quiet. Everybody was off doing something fun, enjoying the time away from home with friends, getting tan, doing arts  and crafts, playing volleyball, going to second base in the bushes. It  made the silence unbearable.
I thought I would sleep for a while to make the time go faster. I  just wanted to go home. Why did I come? What had I been thinking?  That suddenly, when we were all away from home, I would be friends  with everyone? But then, it had been only a few weeks ago that I was  at Lotte and Connie’s house, making plans about coming to the  church camp, picking out boys we liked, wishing Connie’s sty would  go away before the big weekend. Was I losing my mind? What could I  have done? Carl and Mike and Jaclyn and Eugene always hated me,  but how could they so quickly infect everyone else with that feeling?  Hate was contagious, I guess. I was coming down with it, too. I hated  myself and sat down on my cowboy sleeping bag.
It made a crunching sound. I looked inside the bag. It was filled  with dry leaves, pine cones, sticks and dirt—even dog shit! I heard  laughter coming from outside the cabin. I recognized it. It was Lotte  and Connie. I couldn’t take it anymore and I started to cry. I was a  million miles from home, everybody wanted me to leave, and I had  just gotten here. Filling up my stained old sleeping bag was so mean,  and obviously just the beginning. What else would I have to endure  for the next three days?
I went outside to shake out the bag. The girls were gone. I emptied   it as well as I could, but it still smelled of eucalyptus and shit. I  wanted to wash it, but figured it would be even worse wet. I took it  back inside and sat with my head down on the bottom bunk.
Another girl and a boy came into the cabin. A waiflike girl named  May Cha stood there with her brother Johnno, a fat kid who had allergies. The area from the bottom of Johnno’s nose to the top of his  lip was always red and flaking off. He also had dandruff, so when he  moved, it was like he was snowing.
May spoke first. “Moron, we don’t want you in our cabin. You have  to move. We took a vote and everybody voted to have you out.”
“Where am I supposed to go?”
“I don’t know. Maybe you should go find a big tree and sleep   under it. I don’t care. You just can’t sleep here.”
“Did you fill up my sleeping bag with leaves?”
“No. I didn’t do that. I just organized the vote to have you kicked  out of the cabin. I wouldn’t do something like that.”
I tried to think of the worst thing I could say. I knew that May  wasn’t responsible for the bag, but she was a dick all the same. I  searched my pre-teen mind for possibilities. “Go climb a rock!” No,  too  Yosemite. “Sit on it.” No, too Happy Days. Um, um. Ah yes! I have it.
“YOUR MOTHER!!!!!”
“My what?”
“YOUR MOTHER!!!!”
Johnno, who had been silent until then, exploded.
“Take that back, you bitch. What about my mother?!”
In my distress, I had forgotten that they were brother and sister,  and in saying something about her mother, I was implicating him   as well.
The force of his rage was truly terrifying. He got all flaky on me. It  was like an avalanche. His thick glasses steamed up so fast I was sure  he couldn’t see me at all. It seemed somebody had said “Your  mother” to him before, and he just wasn’t going to take it anymore.
Johnno lunged at me and grabbed my forearms. I grabbed his in  return, and we pushed each other from one side of the cabin to the  other. He wasn’t very strong, but he was plugged into the same kind  of adrenaline that mothers use to lift cars when their children are in  peril. I was so surprised that I was fighting a boy that I had trouble  getting my footing. He pushed me backward into my still crunchy,  cracklin’-leaves sleeping bag, and I dug my nails into his arms and  pushed him up against the log wall. It must have looked like we were  dancing.
Johnno’s nose was running and he was crying hot, angry tears out  the sides of his thick glasses. It moistened all the white patches on his  upper lip so it looked like he was melting. We were getting tired of  pushing each other back and forth.
He let go of my arms, and I let go of his.
“Just get out of here, MORON!”
“Yeah, get out! Get out, MORON!”
“You MORON!!! We don’t want you here infecting our cabin.  GET OUT GET OUT GET OUT GET OUT!!!!!”
Then, inexplicably, they both left.
I took my sleeping bag to the back of the cabin and shook it out  again. Leaves and twigs and dry dog turds and acorns still stuck to  the flannel inside and had to be picked out by hand. I would be finding burrs embedded in my skin for days.
As I emptied the bag, I could hear the sounds of summer off in the  distance. That Chicago song again, girls screaming, water splashing,  intermittent outbursts of the 2-4-6-8 variety—all of it for me was the  music of exclusion, the sorry soundtrack of the outcast, reminding  me of all the things I was not doing, was not allowed to do, would  never be a part of.
The next few days were relatively uneventful. It seems likely a talk  was given, the counselors or ministers devising some intervention on  my behalf. The name-calling and the shouting and the flying pine   cones ceased. All that remained was a sort of silence, a wide berth.  Everywhere I went for the next three days, a great deal of space was  made around me. It was as if I had an infectious disease. No one  would share a table or a bench with me. Not at mealtimes, not at  campfires, not at the talent show that I was not allowed to participate  in. In the crowded lodge, with kids crammed into every nook and  cranny all over the floor, practically hanging from the rafters, I sat  with an entire bench to myself. I stayed in the girl’s cabin, but all the  campers around me had moved their things and were sleeping on exercise mats and chairs pushed together to avoid the five bunks that  surrounded mine. I got a top bunk, which I was happy about, but  slept with one eye open for three days, fearing attack and ready to  fight to the death.
My cootie quarantine was actually more painful than the outright  battles. Everybody around me was experiencing the exhilaration of  being away from home and around other kids and swinging from  ropes and forging friendships that would last a lifetime, while I sat  inside, alone in the shadowy cabins, and made God’s Eyes out of yarn  and chopsticks.
I got home, and my mother was cold and my dad was gone. She  never explained where he was; she just stayed in their bedroom with  the door shut.
I vowed never to return to that church, and Sunday mornings  there would be a near riot with my mother begging, pleading, threatening, denying, bargaining, then finally accepting that I wasn’t going  with her. There was no way I was going to face those horrible kids  again. I’d had enough. I was hated, so I had to hate.
My mother lied about me week after week. I think she went as   far as to tell people that I was in boarding school. (“She write me  every day!”) The abject horror at my refusal to attend church combined with my father’s absence made her go insane. She went on    a crash diet and got down to 114 pounds and then got a perm to  celebrate.
Daddy came home eventually, like he always did, but he was different. He was mean, cold, confusing. He kept a suitcase packed with  Gold Toe socks and underwear, ready and waiting at the bottom of  the stairs.
May Cha told my mother to tell me that she was sorry about how  they had all treated me at camp. She hoped that I would come back  someday. She said she wanted to apologize in person. I don’t know  why, but that embarrassed me tremendously and made me hate the  kids even more.
I did agree to go to a church function when I was around seventeen. I wore a flowery dress of my mother’s and dyed my hair back to  black from the sick pink-orange it had been. My mother was so  happy she nearly cried and kept her arm around me the entire time,  partly out of love but also to keep me from running away. Lotte and  Connie were there, and when they saw me, their faces got red with  joy, and I wanted to punch in their hot smiles from the side.
Lotte said, “Oh my God, MORON’S here!” I sat by my parents,  seething inside. Went home later. Never let it go.
I went on with the rest of my life. I made some good friends in  high school, and it constantly surprised me that I was never betrayed  in the same way again. Yet, I didn’t let myself get as close to my friends  as I would have liked.
My experience with Lotte and Connie taught me to keep people at  a distance, and not to worry about what they thought of me. In a  sense, it gave me some of the impetus I needed to go out into the  world and follow my dreams. It seemed like the worst was over. I  could get on with the business of enjoying my life, living it as fully as  possible. No matter where I was, I could be happy, since I was no  longer stuck at that summer camp, sitting on a log by myself, wishing   I had a pair of cutoffs and some friends. Loneliness became familiar  and easy. I played “Chopsticks” alone on the piano, and learned to  love every solitary note.
Not too long ago, Ronny came to a show of mine at the Punchline  in San Francisco. She came backstage after the show with a group of  her friends. She was thrilled to see me and wanted to talk about the  days when we had known each other growing up. “Hi—remember  me?” I took one look at her and said, “No, I don’t. I have no idea who  you are.” Then I walked away.
My brother remained friendly with Lotte and Connie for years   afterward. It makes me feel betrayed that he is close to them, but at  least it gives me an opportunity to find out how they are doing. In  some way, I suppose I miss them, because I can’t seem to let go of  their memory. I wish our friendship could have been allowed to grow  and change and carry on into adulthood. They were horrible to me,  but kids are like that sometimes. I want to forgive and be loving and  try to see it from their point of view. My brother says that even now  they always ask how I’m doing, and are genuinely happy when he  tells them, “She’s just fine . . .”
I turned my Korean name, Moran, into one of my most lasting  and memorable routines. I portray my mother screaming it through  a set of French doors. “MORAN!!!!!!” Why would you name your  daughter that? It’s like calling your firstborn “Asshill.” Now, people  call it out to me at shows—“MORAN MORAN MORAN!!!”—and it  feels like love.
The cowboy sleeping bag sits in a closet at my parents’ house. After  20 years and a lifetime of use, it still smells faintly of sap.
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