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A girl stands in the middle of an asphalt blacktop, eyes crinkling in the September sun. It’s her first day of middle school, and she is waiting for her name to be called off a roster. Her name is Patience, but no one knows that. On paper, her Korean name is her middle name ― In-Nae. It means patience. She waits.
When the teacher gets to her name, he pauses, smiles, and calls her Nae-nae. For a moment, she stands there, confused, until she realizes it’s a joke. She tells herself this as the other students laugh with him. It’s a joke, but she doesn’t get it. Her cheeks flush and her head hangs low as she walks to her assigned number on the pavement. It’s a joke, she reminds herself forcefully, and she wonders why she feels more shame than anything.
“That wasn’t funny to you, was it?” the teacher says.
She doesn’t know how to respond. How can she? She is fighting back tears, desperately hoping no one notices. For a moment, she hates her name. How can she not? It isn’t the heat that burns her cheeks with shame, and it isn’t laughter that brings tears to her eyes. Her name is Patience, but it isn’t forbearance that keeps her silent. She is just an 11-year-old girl on her first day of middle school, understanding for the first time that to the rest of the world, In-Nae does not sound like patience. It is a mess of foreign sounds best suited to set up a joke.
She stands on her number in the heat of late summer. There is nowhere to hide on the blacktop. It’s just a moment, a single frame in a continuum, but it is the first time she wishes her name was forgettable. Memories fade and go stale, but she carries her name with her into every moment after, unable to shed it or forget.
A few years later, it follows her to taekwondo, where she stands on the red and blue mat, barefoot, one of few girls in her class. Her master asks for her Korean name, and when she tells him In-Nae, he pauses for a moment. “Are you sure?”
It’s her name. Of course she’s sure. But she runs to her father anyway to ask him what her Korean name is, as if she needs a reminder. Later, when she gets home, her mother explains that In-Nae is an odd Korean name ― a word, never used as a name.
“Maybe I should have named you Ji-Hye,” her mother says. Perhaps then her name would at least be common in Korean. Instead, it belongs nowhere, turned away at both shores, searching for some place to call home in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. 
When her friend calls her In-Nae, she cannot help but get angry. Her name is a reminder of the strange limbo she occupies in between Korea and America, unable to escape either or fit in anywhere. Her friend’s Korean name is Ji-Hye, and she wonders what it is like to have one people to belong to.
Her name is Patience. The angry part of her dislikes how patience seems too much like helpless silence, but sometimes, she forgets that forgiveness is harder than frustration. Her father was punched in the face and blamed for the Vietnam War. Her mother was called “chink.” They named her Patience, perhaps as a reminder that there will always be wrongs to endure, perhaps as a call to forgive those wrongs.
She has hated her name because it has brought her pain, but sometimes, she forgets that unity is painful to achieve. That patience is painful to practice. She is caught between two cultures, tired of searching for a place to call home, unable to choose a side, and ready, finally, to offer patience.
