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TastesLikeWar Summary

Exploring food, memory, and the immigrant experience.
Written by Booksl
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About the book

In "Tastes Like War," Grace M. Cho artfully weaves a poignant narrative
that explores the complexities of identity, memory, and the immigrant
experience through the lens of food and familial bonds. The memoir takes
readers on a deeply personal journey as Cho reflects on her relationship with
her mother, who struggled with mental iliness and the scars of awar-torn
past. With each dish prepared and shared, the author uncovers the profound
connections between the flavors of her Korean heritage and the pain of
displacement, ultimately inviting readers to taste the bittersweet essence of
love, trauma, and resilience. As she confronts her family's history and her
own identity, Cho challenges us to consider the ways in which our cultural
inheritances shape our understanding of who we are, making this agripping
exploration that resonates with anyone grappling with their own sense of

belonging.
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About the author

Grace M. Cho is an accomplished Korean American author, academic, and
cultural critic known for her poignant explorations of identity, trauma, and
the complexities of immigrant experiences. With a background in sociology,
Cho delvesinto the intersections of personal memory and collective history,
as she weaves her unigque perspective as a daughter of Korean immigrants
into her literary works. Her writing transcends traditional memoir, engaging
with issues of race, gender, and mental health, inviting readers to reflect on
their own narratives. In her acclaimed book "Tastes Like War," she melds
personal stories with broader cultural reflections, creating arich tapestry that
highlights the enduring impact of food and familial relationships against the

backdrop of war and displacement.
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chapter 1 Summary: TastesLike War

### Chapter Summary: Tastes Like War

In 2008, the narrator enters her late mother’ s one-room studio for the last
time, marking a poignant moment of absence. The once-vibrant space, now
stark and dim with drawn curtains, reflects the life of awoman who had
been confined by schizophrenia and displacement, yet also encapsulated her
long struggle with mental health issues and their effects on family dynamics.
Built with love by her children in 2001, this tiny apartment served not just as
arefuge but also as a prison, where she remained largely disconnected from

the world outside.

The narrative recalls how her mother’ s life was marred by ongoing
instability, from the disruption caused by war in her homeland to her
struggle with mental illness that rendered her avirtual shut-in. Her
surroundings, designed in calming neutral tones and carefully furnished,
offered limited solace. The narrator’ s mother had only once opened the
dliding door to the balcony, illustrating her resistance to engage with the
outside world. A potted cyclamen plant, which died outside during winter,
symbolizes her disconnect and silent despair, further emphasized by her
aversion to the plant’ s name, linking it to a desire for change that she could

not express.
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Asthe narrator recounts their relationship, it becomes clear that her mother’s
eating habits reflected deeper issues—an indication of control in alife where
she felt powerless. Struggling with food choices, she expressed disdain for
powdered milk, associating its taste with her traumatic past. This connection
to her experiences during the Korean War surfaces in poignant memories
shared by the narrator, illustrating how food carries emotional weight and

significance.

Through atapestry of family history and personal reflections, the narrator
explores the drudgery of her mother’ s daily routines, revealing alife
punctuated by monotony and voices that echoed in her solitude. Describing a
moment when her mother made a grave connection between her eating and
trauma, the narrator reflects on the deep scars that war had left on her

psyche, as well as the challenges in her attemptsto provide care and nurture

arelationship stifled by the past.

The chapter takes a somber turn when the mother, after finally being
hospitalized, begins to show signs of recovery, even sharing a culinary bond
where the narrator learns to prepare traditional Korean dishes. This shared
experience signifies arekindling of connection, marking a transformative
period in along history of struggle. However, the narrative turns tragic with
the mother’ s unexpected death, the official cause being a cardiac event. The

final moments spent together reveal a complexity of emotions as the narrator
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grapples with unresolved questions about her mother’ s state of mind.

In a poignant conclusion, the narrator reflects on the significance of her
mother’ s life within the confines of that studio. Though it was the scene of
death, it also housed moments of joy, food, and stories that linked her to her
heritage, subtly beckoning the narrator towards understanding their shared
history. The chapter serves as a meditation on the intricate dance of trauma,
resilience, and the enduring bond between a mother and daughter, moving

through pain towards eventual acceptance and understanding.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Food and Connection as Healing Forces

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing in the kitchen, the scent of
simmering spices enveloping you, recalling how your mother's meals
were more than just sustenance; they were bridges connecting you to
her past, her struggles, and her triumphs. This chapter reminds you
that while life may at times feel like a battle against invisible forces of
pain and trauma, it also teaches you that the act of sharing food can
ignite warmth and understanding in relationships, healing wounds that
words may fail to express. By embracing culinary traditions and the
flavors of your heritage, you can honor your loved ones, nurture
connections, and transform shared meals into atapestry of resilience

and love.
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chapter 2 Summary: American Dreams

### Chapter Summary: The American Dream

Korea, 1961

By the age of twenty, my mother had experienced profound loss, with half
her family gone, many victims of the harrowing period of Japanese colonial
rule and subsequently, the Korean War. Her mother bore four children, but
only my mother and her eldest sister survived, grappling with the trauma of
their lost siblings and parents. Japan's occupation devastated lives—forcing
Koreans into labor and stripping them of their identity. Y oung women were
deported to serve as sex slaves for the military, while the oppressive regime
silenced any form of dissent, imposing the Japanese language and culture on

Korean families.

The end of World War Il brought little relief, as Korea was soon divided by
foreign powers, with the U.S. occupying the South and the Soviet Union the
North. This division would spark violent conflict, resulting in the Korean
War from 1950 to 1953. As millions died or went missing, my mother
carried memories of her family amid the atrocities, expressing the pain of

loss: “My brother disappeared during the war.” The war’ s aftermath
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shattered lives, forcing my mother to confront the grim reality: her family

was scattered, and her relatives unaccounted for.

Chehalis, Washington, 1980

Y ears later, as athird-grader, | unearthed fragments of my family's past
during a school assignment. Accountable to my education, | sat near my
mother, who reluctantly shared details she had long suppressed. Each
moment revealed layers of sorrow, especially as she recounted the
disappearance of her brother and the death of her sister Chunja from stomach

cancer—a consequence of the war’ s devastation.

Despite the passage of time, my mother’ s memories were haunted by the lost
family members: “| had a brother and another sister too.” It struck me
profoundly that the reality of their disappearances lingered unprocessed,
stifled by societal norms that compelled familiesto act as if their missing kin
were dead. My family’ s tragedy mirrored a national void—jpeople vanished,

names forgotten, lives shattered by conflict.

Historical Context

The Korean War's armistice only prolonged silence, with families separated
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and hearts heavy with unanswered questions. History recorded countless
lives lost, but many remained unidentified—missing or wounded without
closure. Adoption policies birthed from desperation during the war turned
into a systematic means of handling “unwanted” children, leading to acycle

of transnational adoption that erased identities.

Princeton, New Jer sey, 2006

During ameal shared with my mother, the topic of her deceased sister’s
children emerged. Their fates, lost in the chaos of the war, generated a dual
sense of loss—my mother’ s gentle reminiscence underscored the
fragmentation of her family. This not only reflected personal grief but
encapsulated a broader history where children born in tumultuous

circumstances often ended up statel ess or abandoned.

The interlinked stories of maternal sacrifice and the societal stigmas attached
to adoption during the Korean War transpired through nuanced
conversations. While American narratives romanticized the prospect of life
across the sea, they often overlooked the harsh realities faced by those left
behind.

Chehalis, Washington, 1977
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My childhood in Washington brought its own challenges, as | grappled with
identity in aracially divided society. Harassment at school ignited a need to
understand my mother's past, which was an intricate tapestry of resilience
amidst suffering. Her story intertwined with national history—her transition
from rural Koreato urban America shaped by the remnants of war and its

societal repercussions.

My mother’s journey unfolded as she navigated the complexities of her
youth during atime of rapid socio-economic change. Seeking a better future,
she relocated to Busan, where survival often dictated desperate choices. The
alure of the American military presence promised material gains but also
led countless young women into the difficult realities of survival through the

sex trade.

Chehalis, Washington, 1987

As | entered high school, questions about my mother’s past surfaced during
awkward conversations, reflecting my inner conflict regarding my heritage.
This culminated in an exploration of my mother’ s dreams and the stigma
around her life choices. Despite societal judgment, my mother’ s tenacity to
carve out a path for us echoed a deep yearning for belonging and

acceptance—stepping beyond the scars of her history to forge a brighter
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future for her childrenin America.
Throughout these chapters, the narrative delved into the interplay of persona

trauma intertwined with historical events, illustrating a compelling journey

through loss, resilience, and the ceasel ess pursuit of the American Dream.
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chapter 3 Summary: The Friendly City

#H# Summary of Chapter 3: The Friendly City

Set in Chehalis, Washington, during the late 1970s, the chapter opens with
the stark reality of ayoung biracial Korean-American girl facing relentless
ostracism from her peers. The protagonist recounts childhood bullying at
school, where classmates mix racial slurs with derogatory gestures,
Insinuating shame associated with her identity. Repeated taunts lead her to
adapt her responses, attempting to distance herself from the racial mockery
by claiming a mixed heritage—both Korean and American. Y et despite these

attempts, the shame of being perceived as “ other” seeps deep within her.

Amid alandscape of cultural conflict, the narrative paints a picture of
Chehalis as a predominantly white, small-town backdrop marked by
conservative views embodied in a controversial billboard erected by aloca
farmer, Alfred Hamilton, which showcases xenophobic sentiments. This
Illustrates the setting wherein the protagonist's family, newly immigrated
from Koreato join their father, becomes the town'sfirst Asian residents. The
stark contrast of her parents' backgrounds reveal's an unacknowledged
immigrant narrative—her father’ s roots as a white American homesteader
and her mother’ sjourney as a single woman navigating an unwelcoming

society.
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The protagonist’s mother embodies resilience yet faces her
struggles—working odd jobs and grappling with her immigrant status.
Despite her efforts to assimilate, her presence is often overlooked or
belittled, and the protagonist internalizes her mother’ s experiences. Asthe
protagonist befriends a classmate named Jenny, who sees past racial
stereotypes, this relationship serves as a sanctuary against the backdrop of
prejudice, allowing moments of connection and shared joy with cultural

exchanges.

However, as life unfolds in Chehalis, instances of racism emerge
prominently. The protagonist grapples with her identity, feeling caught
between her American and Korean heritages. The narrative shiftsinto the
protagonist's adolescent years, revealing the acute awareness of social
dynamics and the painful realization that her existence is often viewed
through a distorted lens, especially following a scandal ous rumor

guestioning her father's parentage.

Throughout the chapter, underlying tones of systemic racism and cultural
alienation resonate, expounding on the protagonist’ s navigate as she stands
between the world of immigrant estrangement and the hardships she faces as
a biracial youth. These experiences pave the way for her emotional turmoil,
connecting her strugglesto larger societal issues, as the mother of the

protagonist begins to show signs of serious mental health issues, hinting at
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how societal rejection entwines with personal identity crises.

The chapter concludes by circling back to the protagonist's reflectionsin
adulthood, as she contemplates the enduring legacy of those formative years
against the backdrop of contemporary political changes, echoing both a
personal and collective discomfort with their past. The narrative
contextualizes this discomfort in alarger American tapestry defined by
contradictions—the striving for acceptance and the omnipresent shadows of

racism and xenophobiathat continue to shape the fabric of their community.
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chapter 4: Umma

In the summer of 1976, five-year-old Grace is confronted with her mother's
aspirations for her future during a seemingly innocent question: “What do
you want to be when you grow up?’ Grace' s answer, “acook,” ignites her
mother’ s fierce disappointment, reflecting cultural values that deem cooking
alowly task reserved for housewives rather than a noble profession. Grace's
mother, a Korean immigrant, believes her daughter should strive for

grandeur—jperhaps a doctor or a professor, roles signifying successin her

eyes.

Grace recalls her mother's pride in her perceived talents, especialy when her
daughter sang awhimsical song about being a"pencil leader." This belief in
Grace's intellectual future stems from cultural traditions in Korean society,
where a child’ s choice at their first birthday party predicts their destiny. Y et,
Grace's aspirations—unseriously expressed as a child—clash with her

mother's dreams for her.

Thisfamilial conflict illustrates the broader generational and cultural schism
between Grace's immigrant mother, who has placed her own dreams aside,
and the life her daughter is beginning to shape. The stark differencesin her
parents’ backgrounds inform their views. her mother thrives on hard work
and sacrifice, while her father, older and more liberal about aspirations, takes

a supportive stance during their heated discussions. Grace's mother views
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not only cooking but also her own ambition as benchmarks of her identity
and cultura status.

As Grace begins school, her mother’ s expectations intensify, leading her to
perform beautifully in class, driven by both the need to please her mother
and echoes of uncertainty instilled by a bully in kindergarten. Here, Grace
adopts the role of the model student, nurturing her mother’ s dream of a
scholarly future. Y et the parental dynamics unveil deegper longings and
disappointments—her father’s practical acceptance of fate versus her
mother’ s relentless quest for her children to grasp opportunities she could

never attain.

The narrative also hints at the emotional weight any child might carry from
their parents sacrifices. Grace's recollections of her mother’ s cooking reveal
moments of both bonding and unattainable expectations. Cooking becomes a
vehicle for Grace's mother to assert control, weave dreams into her
daughter's future, and reclaim power, although she herself definesit as

merely aduty.

Over time, Grace acknowledges her mother’ s thwarted aspirations—her
secret wish not merely to be tending to a household, but to leverage her
skills for amore considerable impact. This realization flourishes alongside
Grace's own ambition; as she grows into a successful academic and

professor, she reflects on her mother's life as aflow of dreams and burdens
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passed between generations.

When Grace's mother passes away unexpectedly, the experience forces

Install Bookey App to Unlock Full Text and
Audio

Free Trial with Bookey %‘\


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb

People fave bpag [=F?
N Crazy

=t
o ALRTA Y a&\\_{_
\“:.:-\-:m L O QAN

)
We
ok

Oe

Why Bookey is must have App
for Book Lovers

30min Content

@ The deeper and clearer interpretation we provide, the better
grasp of each title you have.

E Text and Audio format

Absorb knowledge even in fragmented time.

—v Quiz
Check whether you have mastered what you just learned.

A® And more
oo Multiple Voices & fonts, Mind Map, Quotes, IdeaClips...

\ L
Free Trial with Bookey~



https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb

chapter 5 Summary: Kimchi Blues

#H# Summary of "Kimchi Blues®

In a poignant reflection on loss and cultural identity, the narrator shares their
grief following the death of their mother and how this mourning intertwines
with the emblematic food of Korean culture—kimchi. Just aweek after their
mother’ s passing, the narrator is drawn to a grocery store in Manhattan’s
Koreatown, a place that held significant importance during their mother’s
life. The act of purchasing kimchi becomes an instinctive connection to

memories of family and survival.

Asthe narrator copes with the reality of their mother's absence, the jar of
kimchi sitsin the fridge, a constant reminder of the cuisine that played a
profound role in their mother's life during her harrowing experiences as a
child refugee during the Korean War. The mother’s war memories are deeply
tied to food; during her flight from violence, she survived on kimchi and rice
hidden away in jars at her familial home. This food was a lifeline amidst

starvation and chaos—a theme that resonates throughout the chapter.

The narrative delves into the mother's journey to America, where the
absence of traditional Korean food magnified her homesickness. Arriving in

Seattle in the 1970s, the mother faced the challenge of navigating a new
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culture that lacked familiar ingredients. The initial kindness of her husband’s
family failed to replace the comfort of her Korean heritage, creating a chasm

of isolation that exacerbated her longing for home.

Over the years, the mother became a bridge for other recent arrivals from
Korea, welcoming them with homemade kimchi and cultural stories, thus
creating acommunal bond through food. The arrival of fellow Korean
families in Chehalis became a source of connection for her, as she sought to
nourish not just their bodies with kimchi but also their spirits, reminding

them of their roots amidst an American life that often felt alien.

Asthe narrator shares memories, they recount the arrival of adoptees, such
as Kay and her brother, who were ripped from their families and struggled to
adapt to their new lives. The mother recognized their pain and offered solace
through traditional foods, affirming their shared heritage. This empathy
highlights a critical aspect of the immigrant experience: the deep
connections forged through food that transcend language and cultural

barriers.

Through vibrant recollections of cooking and family gatherings, the chapter
illustrates how cooking becomes aform of resistance against cultural
erasure, allowing Korean traditions to survive in aforeign land. The

mother’ s dedication to preserving kimchi symbolizes her resilience and love;

it becomes a bridge for others who are navigating their own dislocations. As
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the narrator reflects on their mother's legacy, they come to understand the

intricate ways in which food embodies memories and survival.

By the chapter's conclusion, the journey through grief, identity, and cultural
continuity intersects poignantly as the narrator takes their mother's kimchi
recipe, signifying the passing down of history and the importance of cultural
ties. The closing scene captures an early childhood memory of the mother
feeding her, reinforcing the theme of nourishment—both physical and
emotional—as a key bond that will endure even in absence. The repeated
mantra of survival encapsulates the resilience embedded in both the food and

the family history it represents.

Key

Themes Description
Grief and The narrator mourns the death of their mother, reflecting on how this
Loss loss intertwines with cultural identity.
&?QSeﬁtlon Purchasing kimchi serves as an instinctive link to memories and family

g traditions.

Food
Mother's The mother's experiences as a child refugee during the Korean War are
Memories tied to food, particularly kimchi, which was a survival staple.
Isolation in Upon moving to Seattle, the mother faces homesickness due to the lack
America of familiar Korean food, highlighting cultural disconnection.
Community The mother connects with other Korean immigrants through food, using
Building kimchi to create bonds and communal support.
Empathy The narrator recalls how the mother comforted adoptees with traditional

More Free Book

:'...-.

undefined


http://audiobook-free.com/audiobook/tastes-like-war?source=books1.co.uk
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb

Key
Themes
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Cultural
Resistance

Legacy of
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Description

foods, reinforcing shared cultural heritage.

Cooking becomes a form of resistance against cultural erasure,
preserving Korean traditions in a foreign land.

The narrator reflects on their mother's legacy through her kimchi recipe,
symbolizing the passing down of history and cultural ties.

Nourishment (both physical and emotional) serves as a key connection
between the narrator and their mother, enduring despite loss.

undefined


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/e3PAcUtfeYb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb

Critical Thinking

Key Point: Food as a Bridge to Cultural Identity

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing in your kitchen, the
tantalizing aroma of spices and simmering ingredients wafting through
the air, connecting you to generations that came before you. In this
moment, you realize how the act of cooking transcends mere
sustenance; it becomes a powerful expression of your heritage and
identity. Just as the narrator found solace in their mother’ s kimchi, you
too can draw strength from the recipes passed down through your
family. Each bite holds memories of love, resilience, and survival,
allowing you to honor your roots while navigating the complexities of
amodern world. Embracing this culinary bond not only nourishes
your body but also enriches your spirit, forging connections with
others who share similar experiences and fostering a sense of

belonging that transcends cultural barriers.

More Free Book %‘\


http://audiobook-free.com/audiobook/tastes-like-war?source=books1.co.uk
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb

chapter 6 Summary: Madame Mushroom

#i## Chapter 6. Madame Mushroom

Setting: Chehalis, Washington, 1979

The narrator reflects on her mother's spirited personality, marked by an
addiction to foraging that replaces her earlier gambling habits. An ardent
forager, her mother is driven by adesire to elevate their mundane rural life
in Chehalis through the thrill of the hunt—whether it be awager on
something trivia or foraging in the lush wilderness outside the city. The
narrator's father, deeply rooted in agrarian life, contrasts sharply with her
mother's love for the wild, offering aricher backdrop to her mother’'s

growing obsession.

In the 1970s, the distinctions between cultivated farmland and untamed
forest become evident, asrura life shifts towards industrial farming and
modern convenience foods. However, for the mother, foraging is not merely
nostalgic but essential; her childhood in Korea, where hunting and gathering
sustained her family during dire times, fuels her passion. As the mother

begins foraging local flora, her adventures escalate, attracting scrutiny for

her unconventional methods.
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After finding success in harvesting wild foods, especially in berries, she
eventually turns her bounty into a business dubbed "Blackberry Season,"
selling her goods to a growing customer base. The narrator observes her
mother's transformation from an unnoticed immigrant to the "Blackberry
Lady," asserting her importance within the community, while also becoming

aprovider and protector.

Despite this success, the narrator’ s father struggles with health issues,
leading to tension around their respective roles. The mother, who had
assumed strength in her newfound identity, now shares the burden of family
caretaking with her husband, leading to increased strain.

In summer 1980, the mother’ s beloved foraging gives way to mushroom
hunting as the seasons change. Unlike blackberry picking, mushroom
hunting requires skill and knowledge to navigate dangerous choices between
edible and toxic varieties. The narrator accompanies her mother in the forest,
embracing the adventure of learning about different species, degpening their
bond, and showcasing her mother's transformation from the Blackberry Lady

to the mushroom expert known as Madame Mushroom.
Asthe years pass, the mother’ s phenomenal ability to gather mushrooms

enhances her status, supplying restaurants and markets across the region. Her

home turns into arich pantry, filled with the fruits of her labor from both her
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culinary past with canning and preserving to her thriving mushroom
business. The childhood kitchen brims with food, a stark contrast to the

struggles of previous years and areminder of her family’ s agrarian roots.

However, alongside her success, the toll on her health and wellbeing begins
to surface. Y ears pass, and by 2001, the narrator sees her mother as a shut-in,
reminiscing about the wild with an aching nostalgia during atrain ride
through New Jersey. Reminders of her foraging past resurface as they travel,
revealing deep longings that linger despite her transformed life.

In reflections from 2006, the narrator has taken on the role of cook, often
eclipsing her mother’ s once-celebrated culinary skills. Asthey share meals
together, the topic of the exorbitant price of mushrooms today becomes a
painful reminder of her mother’ slost wildness and the years gone by, hinting

at her profound sense of loss and the price of her remarkable journey.

This chapter culminates in contrasting the wild abundance of foraging with
the constriction of life as a shut-in, highlighting the complex interplay
between food, identity, and belonging as both mother and daughter navigate
their shared history and intertwined fates.
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chapter 7 Summary: Schizophrenogenesis

#H## Chapter 7. Schizophrenogenesis

The chapter opens by exploring the concept of schizophrenogenesis, the
genesis or onset of schizophrenia, particularly in individuals who face
systemic oppression, humiliation, or socio-economic hardships. It setsthe
backdrop of the narrative—Chehalis, Washington, in 1986—amidst a season
transition, where decay and the inevitability of death intertwine with thelife

cycles of nature.

The narrator reflects on her family's struggles as her mother stops her
beloved foraging for wild food—a metaphor for the emotional deterioration
that accompanies life s difficulties. The mother's mental health decline
correl ates with the simultaneous worsening of the father's health due to heart
issues. The weight of their circumstances becomes pal pable, highlighting
their roles. the mother, a nurturing figure, is now fading into the background

of despair, while the father transitions to a dependent, sickly persona.

During a particularly difficult sophomore year in high school, the
protagonist grapples with external challenges like concussion from bullying
aongside the internal turmoil of her family's crisis. Her embarrassment

about her family's problems juxtaposes with the shame they both carry—her
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father's heart attacks and her mother's mental decline. As her mother's
condition worsens, signs of mental illness emerge, overshadowed initialy by
her father's heart issues, yet increasingly undeniable to the observant

narrator.

The narrative recounts vivid memories, illustrating the chaotic and often
violent nature of the parents’ marriage—a historical tapestry woven with
emotional scars from domestic violence. Even as the father becomes
physically weaker, the mother's independence emerges, leading to increased
tensions borne from cohabitation and discord that contrast with earlier years

marked by distance but mutual dependency.

The father's resignation leads to a stormy domestic atmosphere where fights
erupt, encapsulating a toxic dynamic. The daughter feels trapped, navigating
her tumultuous home life while yearning for the independence that grows
increasingly complicated by her mother’ s deteriorating mental state. The
mother's declining sanity manifests in paranoia and erratic behaviors,

triggering intense concern for the narrator.

As her mother’ s fixation on outside opinions intensifies—obsessively
worrying about family reputation and perceived threats—the daughter
reflects on her burgeoning understanding of mental illness. At a mental

health center, she learns about schizophrenia, which further terrifies her.
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The struggle peaks when the protagonist, desperate for help, confronts her
mother’ s violent outbursts and makes an impulsive call to the police,
believing it will help. Instead, it leads to her mother's arrest, representing a
tragic turning point that embeds guilt and confusion within the narrator. The
tumultuous family dynamics mask the lingering shame and anger from that

night, further complicating their fragile family unit.

As the protagonist seeks solace in music, literature, and friendships outside
the home, a slight normalcy reclaims the family dynamics when moments of
her mother’ s lucidity allow for glimpses of the mother that once was.
Nonetheless, the narrator’ s academic success marks a painful separation
from her chaotic upbringing while also amplifying her responsibilities—both

to herself and her emotionally burdened family.

Y ears later, teaching about the failures of community mental health systems
at auniversity, the protagonist confronts reflections of her mother's struggles
within wider societal issues surrounding mental health care, particularly how
marginalized communities experience compounded neglect. The insistence
on a biomedical narrative surrounding mental illness resonates with her own
memories, instigating deeper inquiries into what truly led to her mother’s
breakdown.

The chapter closes by returning to the tragic legacy of institutional failures

and personal trauma, suggesting that the roots of her mother’ s madness lay
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in asynthesis of oppressive societal structures, personal history, and
unaddressed grief. The protagonist's exploration of her past intertwines with
her ongoing search for understanding and reconciliation with her mother’s
complex legacy—revealing a pivotal moment where personal history and

broader sociopolitical realities collide, forever entangling their stories.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Understanding the roots of mental health struggles can
foster empathy and action.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine walking through life aware of the
often unseen battles that individuals face due to systemic oppression
and personal trauma. This chapter illustrates how the genesis of
mental health crises, particularly in marginalized communities, roots
itself deeply in societal neglect and personal histories. By recognizing
this complexity, you are inspired to foster empathy and seek
understanding within your own circles, prompting you to take action
not just for yourself but also for those around you. In doing so, you
become a part of the change that addresses the structural deficiencies
in mental health care, advocating for compassion and support that can

bridge the gap between isolation and community.
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chapter 8: Brown

### Summary of Chapters 8: Brown

Grace reflects on her college experience at Brown University, capturing the
contrasting realities of her life as afirst-generation college student amidst
peers from affluent backgrounds. She opens her nostalgic letter to her
parents with Halloween cheer while acknowledging the financial strains she
feels, expressing gratitude for her educational opportunity and making note

of the differencesin her peers lives.

Transitioning from arural high school to an Ivy League institution, Grace
finds herself liberated, exploring newfound friendships with diverse
classmates. The vibrant social life at Brown, a stark contrast to her shy
upbringing in Chehalis, alows her to foster relationships with other
underrepresented students like Jaguetta, a talented pianist from Connecticut,
and Sandra, a Brazilian-American student who shares her commitment to
environmental issues. Grace feels drawn to this group, appreciating their

unigue backgrounds and the shared sacrifices for their education.
As she navigates the elite societal structures of Brown, Grace becomes

aware of her place as one of the few students without family privilege. She

highlights the stark socio-economic divides on campus, noting her own
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struggles against the legacy students who come from wealth, setting the

stage for both internal and external conflicts regarding identity and class.

Grace's personal narrative intertwines with the complexities of her family
life, shadowed by her father's deteriorating health and her parents growing
distance asthey settle into separate spheres. The narrative shiftsto revea her
father's heart problems and subsequent separation from Grace's mother,

I[lustrating the emotional turmoil Grace feels about her family's dynamics.

Christmas at her father’ s cousin's house highlights a shift in their
relationship, marked by intimate moments and newfound understanding as
he gifts her apair of earrings—an effort to reconnect with her beyond their
turbulent past. Y et, Grace struggles with the changing nature of her bond

with her parents, particularly as her mother becomesincreasingly detached.

As college progresses, Grace' s identity further develops, marked by
newfound independence and self-exploration. She embraces cooking as a
means to navigate her adult life while confronting the mental health
struggles her mother faces, that lead to a permanent separation. These
changes become more acute in her arguments with her father after he
expresses regressive views on race and identity, revealing deep-seated biases

that drive awedge between them.

By the time Grace begins her junior year, she meets Rafael, afellow student
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who impacts her growth through shared passions and irreverence toward
societal norms. This friendship provides relief and acceptance, allowing

Grace to explore her queerness and question her father's narrow worldview.
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chapter 9 Summary: Januaryseventh

In the winter of 1994, the protagonist reflects on her experiences as she
navigates adulthood at the age of twenty-three amidst heavy snowfall in
Providence, Rhode Island. This season, characterized by treacherous weather
and memories of her past, serves as a backdrop for her deep-seated anxieties
about her mother's mental health—an issue that has plagued their family due

to her mother's schizophrenia.

The protagonist recalls the disintegration of family dynamics that began in
late 1993 when her mother moved to New Jersey to live near her brother and
his family, after her father issued an ultimatum about their relationship.
Although grateful for her brother’ s willingness to care for their mother, she
feels a sense of loss not only regarding her mother but also about her place
in the family; her brother, a stable figure in contrast to her own chaotic life,
IS now seen as the principal caregiver. Constrained by cultural expectations
of familial duty—especially as a daughter—she struggles to assert herself

amidst her brother's dominant influence.

Over the years, the protagonist has perceived glimpses of her mother’s
mental instability, but it wasn't until her sister-in-law's candid comments that
the true nature of her mother's condition came to light. Her sister-in-law
referred to her mother plainly as "schizophrenic,” and soon the emotional

barriers surrounding her mother's past began to collapse, revealing painful
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secrets. Thisincluded the startling revelation that her mother had once been
aprostitute in Korea, atraumatic legacy tied to her survival during the

Korean War.

The context surrounding this revelation is deeply entwined with historical
injustices, as the protagonist learns about the systemic exploitation of
women in South Koreato service American military personnel. Her mother,
once beautiful and young, navigated this dark period of her life—something
she has tried to bury beneath the weight of her mental iliness. As she
grapples with her mother's shameful past, the protagonist experiences her
own confusion and distress, feeling blindsided by the secrets her family kept

from her.

The winter is not only atime of reflection for the protagonist but also a
moment filled with growing awareness about psychiatric treatments of the
time. Despite the hope put into her mother's treatment with antipsychotic
medications, it soon becomes evident that they may exacerbate her
condition, leading to further decline and ultimately to suicide attempts. The
side effects of these treatments are significant, revealing a complex

relationship between mental illness and societal perceptions.
As her mother’ s health fluctuates, so too does the protagonist’s longing for

connection and stability. On her birthday, during a devastating snowfall, she
faces the stark reality of her mother’ s past and present, leading to a profound
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moment of vulnerability in front of her love interest, who is unable to handle

the emotional weight of her revelation about her mother.

While grappling with the weight of her family’ s history, she finds solace in
new relationships. Shefallsin love with Cesar, akindred spirit who creates
joyful moments amid the chaos of her life. However, the precarious nature of
her mother’s mental health continues to haunt her, intruding into her

happiness.

Ultimately, the narrative unfolds the painful intersection of personal trauma
and societal challenges, encapsulating both the intimate struggles within a
family grappling with mental iliness and the broader historical burdens
borne by women like her mother. Through these challenges, the protagonist
seeks to carve her own identity while wrestling with the remnants of her
mother's past—an ordeal that illustrates the unceremonious convergence of

personal and collective histories.
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chapter 10 Summary: Crust Girl

In Chapter 10, titled "Crust Girl," the narrative reflects on the complex
relationship between the author and her mother against the backdrop of
baking and cultural identity. Set in Princeton, New Jersey, in 1994, the
chapter opens with a harrowing recollection of the author's mother in a
hospital after a suicide attempt, where she uttered the word "worthless," a

sentiment that would haunt the author for years.

The author grapples with the aftermath of her mother's death and her
struggles with self-worth. She recounts the years spent trying to understand
her mother's feelings of inadequacy, which she recognizes may have rootsin
her experiences as an immigrant and the stigma surrounding her life choices.
This pursuit of understanding is characterized by her shift from a promising
academic career towards baking, a passion that began when she was gifted a
KitchenAid mixer as areward for persevering through her doctoral
gualifying exams. The mixer symbolizes transformation, alowing her to
craft beautiful cakes—all while conflicted about her mother’ s perception of

her chosen path.

As achild, the author's mother had taken to baking as a means to assimilate
into American culture, initially producing burnt cookies and then striving
towards perfection in making pies—especially blackberry pie, which became

apoint of pride. This pursuit of baking reflects her complicated identity as
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an immigrant woman who sought acceptance through traditional American

cooking, balancing her heritage with societal expectations.

The narrative juxtaposes the author's evolution into a competent pastry
maker with her mother's struggles, who had found herself overwhelmed by
domesticity and driven by an insatiable desire for validation. The mother's
mental health issues are further explored as the author makes connections
between her mother’ s past, hints of a history involving sex work, and the

resulting shame that influenced her sense of self-worth.

The chapter climaxes with the author's reflection on afamily Christmas
marred by her parents dysfunction and her mother's last culinary efforts—a
mincemeat pie. This moment encapsulates the fragility of their shared
history, as the mother’ s baking becomes a bittersweet symbol of both her
love and her psychological decline. After the holiday, the mother would
never bake again, prompting the author to step into the role of baker to
preserve her mother's legacy and confront the themes of worthlessness that

had plagued her mother’slife.

In explorations of cultural identity, ambition, and familial bonds, the author
weaves a compelling narrative that emphasizes the significance of the
kitchen—a place of both creation and conflict—highlighting how food
serves as a metaphor for the complexities of love, loss, and the search for

belonging. The chapter concludes with a poignant reflection on the kitchen
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table as a site of existential meaning, areminder of how food and shared

experiences shape familial connections across generations.
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chapter 11 Summary: One Time, No Love

### Chapter 11: One Time, No Love

In avivid depiction of everyday family life in Chehalis, Washington, during
1980, the author introduces us to their mother, who embodies nurturing
through food. Each evening at six, she expertly prepares lavish
meals—mushrooms, sirloins, rice—while encouraging her family to indulge
with her mantra, "Onetime, no love." This phrase reflects her belief that a
single serving equates to inadequacy; thus, she will always provide ample

food, asserting her love through cooking.

The mealtime rituals reveal a somewhat dysfunctional yet familiar family
dynamic. Conversations are minimal, dominated by gratitude for the meals
rather than discussing each other’ s lives. Each dinner signifiesareturn to
tradition and the complexity of familial love, where food serves as a bridge

connecting past hardships and present comforts.

The father, who grew up facing hunger during the Great Depression,
appreciates the bounty prepared by his wife. He shares traumatic stories
from his youth, instilling an understanding of the gravity of nourishment.
The mother's cooking allows him to relive joyful memoriestied to travel and

culture, thereby painting their shared history with delicacies from his travels,
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including histastes for his native Korean foods alongside American

comforts.

However, as the chapter progresses, a stark transformation occurs. The
author recounts how over the years, as the family structure shifted with the
departure of the brother for college and the father’ s frequent absences at sea,
the mother’ s once vibrant culinary spirit waned. By the time the narrator
comes home from college, the home' s atmosphere has changed
drastically—the kitchen is devoid of food, and their mother appears

disconnected and withdrawn, a shadow of her former salf.

After the parental roles reverse following their mother’s mental health
deterioration, the son finds himself cooking for the family, trying to fill the
void left by her absence in the kitchen. Each meal he prepares evokes a
bittersweet nostalgia yet lacks her warmth and zest for life. The haunting
emptiness at the table serves as a reminder that maternal love, once palpable
and abundant, has now faded into silence marked only by the sounds of

clinking cutlery and distant memories.

The mother, who once delighted in nurturing through food, struggles with
depression and engages in untraditional behaviors. Specifically, after her
second suicide attempt and moving back to Chehalis, her connection to
reality begins to blur; her becoming attached to an imagined pet mouse

signifies her quiet descent.
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The narrative intensifies as the author learns of the mother’ s bond with her
therapist, which ultimately devolvesinto yet another disappointment due to
the father’ s inappropriate advances toward the therapist. The family’s
existing fractures deepen as trust erodes, forcing the mother to retreat further

into her isolated world, preferring imaginary companions over her family.

L ater on, the author confronts their mother's delusion about the
mouse—whom she names Bol-jwi, resonating with her childhood. This
moment prompts reflections on her past and the human desire for
companionship, paralleling her relationship with food. The mouse
symbolizes her quest for nurture, mirroring a hunger for love and connection

that she desperately seeks yet struggles to articulate.

Asthe narrative closes, the complex web of love and loss interweaves with
the themes of survival and unfulfilled need for affection. The mother's
involuntary retreat into areality populated by hallucinations contrasts starkly
with the father's dysfunctional escapism through transactional relationships,
each firmly encased in their separate struggles. This heartbreaking
juxtaposition leaves the author questioning the essence of care and the pain
of unaddressed hunger—both in the stomach and the heart.

The chapter ultimately culminatesin atender exploration of familial bonds,

confronting tragedies invisible in the daily rituals of life, and sets the stage
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for the author’ s ongoing journey of understanding their mother—a
relationship still marred by silence and unexpressed need.
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chapter 12: Oakie

#i# Chapter 12 Summary: Oakie

In September 1998, the narrator's mother rel ocates to New Jersey, just afew
blocks from her son, while the narrator embarks on her doctoral studies. This
chapter delvesinto themes of family history, social justice, and the
complexity of relationships. The narrator previously sought to fulfill her
mother's dream of attending Harvard, but her educational journey reveals
deeper connections to her family's past, particularly her mother's history as a

sex worker for the U.S. military.

Asthe narrator begins her PhD program in sociology, focusing on her
mother's life, her father passes away unexpectedly. Thislossis accompanied
by a dream where elements of her father's essence and the narrator's past
mingle, foreshadowing the complicated emotions that will arise. Despite the
grief, which is muted by years of estrangement and the father's
preoccupation with the idea of mortality, the narrator struggles to process

her father's death.
When the narrator visits her mother for the first time after the death, arare

moment of maternal warmth is overshadowed by a misunderstanding: the

mother believes her daughter thinks of her as"dirty." The mother’s voices,
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referred to as"Oakie," play asignificant role in her perception of redlity.
Having grown from the trees on their property, these voices influence her

decisions and torments her, yet they also offer comfort.

Asthe narrator beginsto visit her mother more frequently and cook meals
for her, she learns more about Oakie and the complexities of her mother's
mental health, including her diagnosis of schizophrenia. Over just afew
visits and meals, their relationship grows, with cooking becoming a bridge
between them. The act of preparing and sharing meals |eads to moments of
vulnerability where the narrator is able to engage her mother about her

experiences with Oakie, revealing her mother’ s fears and desires.

The deeper understanding culminates during aintimate moment where the
mother, after enjoying a shared meal, acknowledges her daughter’s love for
her, contrasting the years of conflict and misunderstanding. Family
dynamics shift as the mother moves in with the narrator's brother,

highlighting a newfound interest in the outside world.

The chapter emphasizes the complexity of familial love and forgiveness
against a backdrop of social and psychological challenges. The narrator’s
academic inquiries intertwine with personal revelations about schizophrenia,
revealing that while difficult, dialogue about these experiences can foster
understanding and healing. The bond between the narrator and her mother

evolves as they navigate their past and each other's struggles, with Oakie
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standing as both a barrier and a bridge in their relationship.

Ultimately, the chapter concludes on a note of hope, suggesting that
awareness, communication, and shared experiences may illuminate

pathways toward acceptance and closeness, despite the shadows cast by past
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chapter 13 Summary: Queens

Chapter 13 Summary: Queens

In 2001, Gracie finds herself at a major crossroads as she begins her doctoral
program, copes with her father's death, and prepares for her mother's move
to New Jersey. During thistime, her partner, Cesar, is on tour but manages
to save money for their future while also being supportive remotely. Gracie
and Cesar move into a spacious apartment in Queens, hoping it will provide

afresh start and a more manageable living situation.

The transition begins when Gracie hosts her mother and her friend's visit to
their new home, which leads to an invitation for her mother to stay with
them temporarily due to her brother's financial struggles. Gracie is both
excited and apprehensive about caring for her mother full-time, especialy as
her mother's mental state has declined. In preparation, Cesar maintains a
calm demeanor, willingly sacrificing his music space to accommodate her

mother.

Meeting Cesar becomes a significant event, marking a step forward in
Gracie's attempts to integrate her family with her life. However, her mother's
intense anxiety about strangers rears its head during their initial meeting,

making interaction awkward. Y et, surprisingly, she engages with Cesar
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during their encounter, demonstrating small signs of comfort.

Gracie moves her mother in, but it soon becomes clear that her mother's
agoraphobia has worsened, as she frequently retreats to her bedroom and
refuses to eat. Gracie tries to bond with her mother through cooking, a
comforting connection to their shared culture. They prepare traditional
dishes, and Gracie is encouraged when her mother shows interest in old

recipes.

As Gracie grapples with her mother's refusal to eat and emotional distance,
her frustration builds. Her mother exhibits erratic behaviors reminiscent of
her trauma during the Korean War, scavenging for food and showing alack
of concern for proper meals. The tension escalates, particularly after 9/11,
when Graci€e's attempts to coax her mother into eating lead to explosive

confrontations of frayed emotions interspersed with tears.

Throughout, Cesar remains a patient observer, providing quiet support while
Gracie shoulders the emotional weight of caring for her mother. The
struggles with food become symbolic of deegper familial ties, obligations,
and the complexities of nurturing a parent who feels imprisoned by her fears
and trauma. Gracie learns that this caregiving journey is both taxing and
revealing, pushing her to confront the lasting impacts of her mother's past on

their present lives together.
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chapter 14 Summary: Counting Ghosts

In Chapter 14, titled "Counting Ghosts," set in Princeton, New Jersey, in
2002, the author reflects on a poignant moment in her life two months after
relocating to a small space above her brother's garage. Her mother has been
admitted to Princeton House, a psychiatric facility, due to severe depression
and refusal to eat. While the author feels gratitude that her mother is
receiving treatment, she also grapples with jealousy over not being the one

providing care.

On abitterly cold February evening, the scene unfolds with the author's
mother being transported to the hospital. She modestly requeststo remain
with her children, revealing arare moment of vulnerability. Itis
heartbreaking to see her fear and disorientation as she interacts with the

paramedics, clinging to the fleeting assurance of her children's presence.

Throughout her week-long stay, the author faithfully visits her mother,
witnessing a remarkable transformation. The mother embraces her role
within the facility, engaging in activities like beading necklaces and
connecting with other residents, a stark contrast to the isolation she often
endured. The author takes great delight in discovering that her mother
speaks proudly of her and has forged bonds with those around her, reflecting
newfound self-esteem and social skills perhaps aided by a new medication

regimen.
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As the author prepares for her dissertation defense, she confronts her own
vulnerabilities. The defense, held in a small room at the CUNY Graduate
Center, becomes tumultuous, highlighting her struggles as an
unconventional student in a department favoring traditional sociology. The
tension escal ates when faculty members challenge her approach to using
metaphorical "ghosts" in her analysis, with some questioning her mental
stability. Amidst the hostility, one supportive professor defends the author's
innovative approach, emphasizing the value of creativity in sociological
studly.

Despite the defensive environment, the author finds resilience in Patricia, her
adviser, who has always encouraged her to explore non-conventional
avenues in sociology. Reflecting on her long-standing struggles with her
mother's mental illness, Patricia articulates a painful realization—that the

relationship dynamics might be perpetuating her mother's stagnation.

Following her defense, the author retrieves her mother from the psychiatric
facility, optimistic about the progress witnessed during her stay. However,
upon returning home, the mother quickly retreats back to her old ways of
isolation, leading to frustrations. Despite this, the author recognizes subtle
shiftsin her mother's mood and self-perception, capturing a glimmer of

hope.
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Astheir relationship deepens, culinary memories resurface, revealing
glimpses of the mother’ s past and intertwining their cultural heritage with
the author’ s academic work. Through cooking Korean dishes together, the
author gainsinsights into her mother’s early life and the emotional scars
from the Korean War, sparking reflections on the ghosts of trauma that haunt

their family lineage.

Ghosts serve as a significant metaphor throughout the chapter, representing
unexpressed memories, traumas, and the lingering effects of history on both
the author and her mother. The author contemplates the often overlooked
narratives of those who suffered during wartime, drawing parallels between
her research and the haunting legacy of war survivors. Memories,
particularly those involving violence and loss, resurface and intertwine with

her understanding of mental illness and familial trauma.

The narrative culminates in an exploration of identity and memory,
underlined by the symbolic appearances of ghosts—both literal and
metaphorical. The author ponders her childhood encounters with a ghostly
figure, linking it to her mother’ s traumatic experiences and the cultural
haunting of diasporic Koreans, encapsulating the delicate interplay between
personal history, heritage, and the pursuit of academic inquiry. Through
confronting and articulating these intertwined narratives, the author hopes to
break the cycles of silence and invisibility that haunt both her and her
mother, ultimately striving to make the unspeakable trauma audible.
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Description

Counting Ghosts

Princeton, New Jersey, 2002

Author's mother is admitted to a psychiatric facility for severe
depression. Author visits mother during her stay.

Initially isolated and disoriented; later engages in social activities,
showing improvement.

Feels gratitude for mother’s treatment but struggles with jealousy
over caregiving.

Author faces challenges due to her unconventional approach in
sociology, supported by one professor.

Author reflects on her mother's mental illness impacting their
relationship, with hope for change.

Cooking Korean dishes together prompts exploration of mother's
past and cultural heritage.

Ghosts symbolize unexpressed memories and traumas from the
Korean War affecting both women.

Identity, memory, and the impacts of historical trauma on personal
and familial narratives.

To break cycles of silence surrounding trauma, making the
unspeakable audible.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of confronting and articulating personal
and historical trauma

Critical Interpretation: In this chapter, you are reminded that
encountering the 'ghosts' of your past—whether personal pain or
cultural legacy—can unlock pathways to healing and understanding.
Just as the author finds solace in cooking with her mother and
addressing their shared history, you too are inspired to face your own
unresolved traumas. By acknowledging and expressing these deeper
narratives, you can foster connections not only within yourself but
also with those around you, breaking the silence that often perpetuates
suffering. This realization propels you to take an active role in your
life, encouraging you to transform your ‘ghosts’ into stories of
resilience and strength, ultimately enriching your understanding of

who you are and where you come from.
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chapter 15 Summary: Cheeseburger Season

In the chapter titled " Cheeseburger Season," spanning from 2002 to 2008 in
Princeton, New Jersey, the author shares a poignant period in the life of
their mother, marked by aresurgence of her health and spirit after her
discharge from Princeton House. The author, immersed in dissertation work,
witnesses the revival of the vibrant, food-loving mother of their childhood,
notably evident during her sixtieth birthday celebrations. This milestone,
significant in Korean culture, prompts the author to prepare a lavish feast
that includes traditional Korean dishes and cheeseburgers—her favorite
American indulgence, which symbolizes both nostalgia and cultural

bridging.

During the birthday celebration, the mother surprises everyone with her
enthusiasm, setting the tone for a series of shared meals that transform their
relationship. Food becomes a medium through which memories and
emotions are relived, with dishes like saengtae jjigae (afish stew) evoking
her past and molding their present. As the author cooks for her, they
experience a deeper connection, simultaneously navigating the nostalgia

associated with the flavors and the complexities of their shared history.

The chapter also explores the mother's youthful memories, tracing her love
for cheeseburgers back to her experiences during the U.S. military

occupation of Korea, where, as abargirl at a naval base, she first tasted
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American cuisine. Thislove speaks to a profound relationship with survival,
aspiration, and the stark socio-political landscape shaped by colonialism.
Mealtimes, filled with laughter and gratitude, become a tender refuge,
offering her solace while also nourishing the author's spirit through the

rigors of graduate school.

Astheir culinary journey unfolds, the author gainsinsight into their mother's
unexpressed desires and aspirations. Through heartfelt moments and shared
laughter, they address a lifetime of unspoken struggles, with the mother’s
nostalgic cravings serving as a bridge to her past and a means of reclaiming
her identity. Their meals become symbolic exchanges, fostering deeper

understanding, love, and healing.

However, as the chapter progresses, the looming specter of illnessis
introduced, hinting at an impending loss. The author's final visit with their
mother, just before a significant absence, encapsulates the bittersweet nature
of their relationship. They share fond memories while feeling the pain of
impending separation, underscoring the urgency of appreciating the present
moments. The chapter culminates in the author's bittersweet realization that
every shared meal and cherished memory forms alasting connection amidst
the inevitability of change. It ultimately leaves a resonant message: to
embrace and treasure each fleeting moment, especially during the

" Cheeseburger Season" of life.
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