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Crying in H Mort

Ever since my mom died, I cry in H Mart.

H Mart is a supermarket chain that specializes in Asian food.

The llstands for han ah reum, a Korean phrase that roughly trans-

Iares to "one arm full of groceries." H Mart is where parachute kids

lock to find the brand of instant noodles that reminds them of
rome. It's where Korean families buy rice cakes to make tteokguk,

.he beef and rice cake soup that brings in the NewYear. It's the only

:lace where you can find a giant vat of peeled garlic, because it's

.he only place that truly understands how much garlic you'll need

rcr the kind of food your people eat. H Mart is freedom from the

.ingle-aisle "ethnic" section in regular grocery stores. They dont

::op Goya beans next to bottles of sriracha here. Instead, you'll

.seh' find me crying by the banchan refrigerators, remembering

-r- raste of my mom's soy-sauce eggs and cold radish soup. Or in
r; lieezer section, holding a stack of dumpling skins, thinking of
, . rhe hours that Mom and I spent at the kitchen table folding
-,nced pork and chives into the thin dough. Sobbing near the dr\-
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\::rr :1'.'more if there's no one

,.:-'.,,::j \,,'e used to buy?
-.---...,rri iither and a Korean

i.-::-, tr-r our Korean heritage.

: : , :tr cook (Korean people

I .*::-r only crvptic instruc-

i - ----:il ir rastes like Mom's"),

{ -.-.:-. epperite. This meant a
l-i: ..:,r-rn to emotional eating.

-_::: :- rr-hi had to be perfectly

:,;',,., ^.i ro be piping hot or
b.- - ... roncept of prepping
:.! :---,:ri ro oLrr lifesrvle. \7e
r::- :.r: kirnchi stew for three

r, - .' -r-:. inq emerged. Ve ate

-: r. ,l;ned. $'e'ci bring our
:r, -..sh pork belly on the
,:.1-. -,-.:. he arn. se aweed soup

I -. ..:- I tL) e :lt pOStpartum and

;.: - . -rJa, s ro celebrate their

:.:: r-r lor-e. No matter how

- ,: ., 1.rr.' pushing me to meet

- : . .-.'als fbel her affection

-l .r-'. :ne rrLeals she;rrepared

:- .r..:Jlr- speak Korean, but

- ::.: :hc produce and say the

:-... . nll mv shopping carr

r::... r Jccorated rvith a famil-

s\ 5 ,tb

iar cartoon. I think about the time Mom showed me how to fold

the litde plastic card that came inside bags of Jolly Pong, how to

use it as a spoon to shovel caramel puffed rice into my mouth, and

how it inevitably fell down my shirt and spread all over the car. I
remember the snacks Mom told me she ate when she was a kid and

how I tried to imagine her at my age.I wanted to like all the things

she did, to embody her completely.

My grief comes in waves and is usually triggered by something

arbitrary. I can tell you with a straight face what it was like watch-

irg -y momt hair fall out in the bathtub, or about the five \Meeks

I spent sleeping in hospitals, but catch me at H Mart when some

kid runs up double-fisting plastic sleeves of ppeongtwigi and I'll
just lose it. Those litde rice-cake Frisbees were my childhood, a

happier time when Mom was there and we'd crunch away on the

SryrofoamJike disks after school, splitting them like packingpea-

nuts that dissolved like sugar on our tongues.

I'll crywhen I see a Korean grandmother eating seafood noodles

in the food court, discarding shrimp heads and mussel shells onto

the lid of her daughter's tin rice bowl. Her gray hair frizzy, cheek-

bones protruding like the tops of two peaches, tattooed eyebrows

rusting as the ink fades out. I'11wonder what my mom would have

looked like in her seventies, if she'd have wound up with the same

perm that every Korean grandma gets, as.though it were a part of
our race's evolution. I'll imagine our arms linked, kt small frame

leaning against mine as we take the escalator up to the food court.

The two of us in all black, "New York style," she'd say, her image

of New York still rooted in the era of Brea.kfast at Tffiny\. She

would carry the quiltedJeather Chanel purse that she'd wanted

her whole life, instead of the fake ones that she bought on the back

sueets of Itaewon. Her hands and face would be slightly sdcky

ftom QVC anti-aging creams. She'd wear some strange high-top

meaker wedges that I'd disagree with. "Michelle, in Korea, every
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. :i= ..ri ofi n-Ly coat and pick
",i. : -.'.,. I needed new shoes,

:i-;.-,.i. rrearment she bought

rr ::-i-r. I'm angry at this old
r. :.:: ro live and my mother
: s :-.:-,'i'..al is at all related to
aS: :ruld still have a mother.

r .-:- rponq noodles and my
r:-i. .,-.'ar-. Life is unfair, and

Jl-.- . r:r.one fbr it.
-, i -.. :-rn lelt alone in a room

:b=: ::ar mr- mother is dead,

li :-..: \\'onr give. Theret no
, -::::lrnq into over and over,

l.r . ',', ill never see her again.

r -r::, rrS oi rhe ciw and serve

- - -.-.-:n srorefronts and res-

:: -.-! tound closer to town.

::: :.:k rhe table so full of
1 :- : .', a never-ending game

p :.:! oi stir-fried anchovies,
-,a;r., s. This isn't like the sad

:--:- ihev serve bell peppers

.:.:i er-e ti,hen you ask for
. .-l-. is rhe real deal.

- :-:ri ..'ay because there will
s- :.r:her into your pilgrim-
i','-'. ::qins to turn into sym-

ri- :,.', read. This is when my

$.7/z

elementary-grade Korean skills are put to the test-how fast can I
sound out the vowels in trafEc? I spent more than six years going to

Hangul Hakkyo eyery Friday, and this is all I have to show for it. I
can read the signs for churches, for an optometristt office, a bank.

A couple more blocks in, and we're in the heart of it. Suddenly, it's

another country. Everyone is Asian, a swarm of different dialects

crisscross like invisible telephone wires, the only English words are

Hor por and rIquoRS, and they're all buried beneath an assort-

ment of glyphs and graphemes, with an anime tiger or a hot dog

dancing next to them.

Inside an H Mart complex, there rvill be some kind of food

court, an appliance shop, and a pharmacy. Usually, there's a beaury

.ounter where you can buy Korean makeup and skin-care products
-.i irh snail mucin or caviar oil, or a face mask that vaguely boasts
'placenta." (Whose placenta? \7ho knows?)There will usually be a

-.se udo-French bakery with weak coffee, bubble tea, and at affay

.,iqlowing pastries that always look much better than they taste.

\Iy local H Mart these days is in Elkins Park, a town northeast
,: Philadelphia. My routine is to drive in for lunch on the week-

,rds, stock up on groceries for the week, and cook something for

.- nner with whatever fresh bounty inspires me. The H Mart in
: -kins Park has nvo stories; the grocery is on the first foor and the

od court is above it. Upstairs, there is an array of stalls serving

-.ttirent kinds of food. One is dedicated to sushi, one is strictly

,rinese. Another is for traditional Korean jjigaes, bubbling soups

-::.,'ed in traditional earthenware pots called ttukbaegis, which

.:: as mini cauldrons to ensure that your soup is still bubbling

. :ood ten minutes past arrival. There's a stall for Korean street

. .rd that serves up Korean ramen (basically just Shin Cup noodles

,.h an egg cracked in); giant steamed dumplings full of pork and

. ,:s noodles housed in a thick, cakelike dough; and tteokbokki,

- :',\r-. bite-sized cylindrical rice cakes boiled in a stock with fish

V
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; !',,. --r-and-spicv paste thatt
ei. -: rrern- much all Korean

, c :::.: Korean-Chinese fusion,

r,-. .. :-.nJ-sour orange pork-
F =-\ bean noodles.

:; :-r r-ople-rvatch while suck-

I :-r:k about my family who
li.. .lnd hou, Korean-Chinese
,h-:. :tr-mom and I arrived in
-.-::: \nrerica. Tkenty minutes

r r:r-:. rhe apartment ringer

rJ. *r ',,'ould come a helmeted

r . s:.nr sreel box. Hed slide

r.rr.rE bou'ls of noodles and

,.. ].---. on the side. The plas-

.:-: :'.-.:rlrir-rq. \7e'd peel it off
, . . -i rhe noodles and pour
, ::---: c,r'er the pork. \7e'd sit

r:. ,---:i.inq and reaching ol/er

r: - .:Jmother would labber
-:.-- . tnrbie to comprehend,
:::.- rt :. he r to translate.

J,1...: r.riss rheir families. Hou,
rr.-,: ineir travs back from the

-- : ..:r;cred, ro celebrate these
-.,, : :rr r el-.le to IL. back home

1.:: ,',le s are like me, missing

---' :: - JIe Ve Ii
f . .. ;sc srudents, alone u.ith-
. i... :..e banded toBether to
i-.: :h: cin,, into the suburbs

r-,:r. \r another table, there

rl,. 9 L

are three generations of Korean women eating three different rypes

of stew: daughter, mother, and grandmother dipping their spoons

into one another's bowls, reaching over one another's trays, arms

in one another's faces, pinching at their different banchan with
chopsticks. None of them pay any heed or give a second thought

ro the concept ofpersonal space.

There is a young rvhite man and his family. They giggle together

,s rhey try to pronounce the menu. The son explains to his parents

:he different dishes theyve ordered. Maybe he rvas stationed in
>:oul fbr military service or taught English abroad. Maybe he's

.ee only one in his family with a passport. Maybe this will be the

:Lrment his family decides it's time to travel and discover these

, - inqs themselves.

There is an Asian guy blorving his girlfriend's mind, introducing
, r ro a new world of favors and textures. He shorn s her how to eat

: -i[ naengmyeon, a cold noodle soup that tastes better if you add

iqar and hot mustard first. He tells her how his parents came
- :his country, how he watched his mom rnake this dish at home.

.,. r:n she made it, she didrit add zucchini; she subbed radishes
- ,,:ad. An old man hobbles over to a neighboring table to order

- :hicken-and-ginseng porridge that he probably eats here every

. Be lls go offfor people to collect their orders. Behind the coun-
- : \\ ome n in visors work r,vithout stopping.

-:. a beautiful, holy place. A cafbteria full of people from all

- .he ri'orld lvho have been displaced in a foreign country, each

.. different history. V/here did they come from and how far

,- . r-\' travel? tfi/hy are the1. 2ll here? To find the galangal no

- ---.i:an supermarket stocks to make the Indonesian curry that
' : -:rher loves?'Io buy the rice cakes to celebrare Jesa and honerr

: ...:rite rsary of their loved one's passing? To satis{1, a craving for

..:,kki on a rainy day', moved by a memory of some drunken,
'--. .ihr snack under a pojangmacha tent in Myeong-dong?

il ,/i
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ver so much as a knowing look.

nch. But I know we are all here

hing for a piece of home, or a
:e of it in the food we order and

parare. 'We bring the haul back

nn kirchens, and we re-create

*rour our journey. \7hat we're

er _'[oe-s. H Mart is where your
lof-. tull of faith that they'll find
:else.

nd mr self again, searching for
ro rell about my mother. I am

d her son, rvho have unknow-
en'ork. The kid dutifully gets

Lnd places it on paper napkins

d rice and his mom has seol-

be in hls early twenties, but his

ho.r' ro eat, just like my mom

-- 
*Don't 

add too much gochu-

ir'r-ou earing the mung beans?"

ruld annor. me. \(/oman, let me

r ir * as rhe ultimate display of
I cherished that love. A love IU

beef from her spoon onto his.

csn'r r'alk to her much. I want
o*rer. How he should be kind
ra€:ile and she could be gone at

Gcror and make sure there isnt
,o-

aunr and my mother to cancer.

iu-sr on the hunt for cuttlefish

:l'- II ,1E

and three bunches of scallions for a buck; I'm searching for memo-

ries. I'm collecting the evidence that the Korean half of my identity
didnt die when they did. H Mart is the bridge that guides me away

tiom the memories that haunt me, of chemo head and skeletal

'oodies and logging milligrams of hydrocodone. It reminds me of
'rho they were before, beautiful and full of life, wiggling Chang

Gu honey-cracker rings on all ten of their fingers, showing me how

,rr SUCk a Korean grape from its skin and spit out the seeds.
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