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Our society often perceives grief as a debilitating and pitiful condition,
but my grief has taught me that the most vulnerable people are in the greatest need of
empathy and understanding.
I have grown to accept that I am different and that I will never be able to alter
my family history to resemble that of my friends. Instead of seeking acceptance from society,
instead of demanding to be seen as more than just a broken person,
I have come to terms with how my grief has made me more sensitive to different shades o
 human suffering. Instead of comparing my past with my friends’ past as an excuse to
explain why my inner life has felt so different, I have learnt to acknowledge
that suffering cannot be measured by any metric standards.
My suffering has taught me to be open to other people’s suffering,
to not shun their weaknesses or look the other way when their pain gets too unbearable. 

My Faceless Grief
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I should have remembered the morning of February 24, 2014, as just another one of those inconse-

quential mornings my fourteen-year-old former self would have spent writing my eighth-grade final 

examinations. 

I should have woken up early to revise trigonometric identities for my mathematics final due that 

morning, taken a quick shower, double-checked my school bag to ensure I had packed my geometry 

box, eaten a spoonful of cereal, and headed to school with my younger sister, a seventh-grader, who 

had to write her biology final that morning. Instead, that fateful day will forever represent a fork in the 

road - an incorrigible chasm - that exists between my past and present. I remember being violently 

shaken out of slumber by an alarmingly painful howl, one that I recognized as my father’s, and leaping 

out of bed as soon as my body’s fight or flight response kicked in. 

I have hazy memories of how long it took me to reach my sister’s room, but, try as hard as I might, I can 

never forget witnessing my father steadfastly holding my sister’s limp body, her neck trapped within 

the confines of a noose. Somebody had rushed to the kitchen to fetch a knife, and somebody had cut 

the noose. Somebody had to set my sister free. My father made arrangements in haste to take her to 

the hospital, while my mother kept on reassuring me that everything was still O.K., that my sister was 

alive because her body was still warm. I remember rushing back to my room and presenting God with a 

wager: I would relinquish everything good my future had to offer in exchange for my sister’s life. The 

twenty minutes I spent waiting to hear news from the hospital were filled with hope because I knew 

that God could not possibly wrong an innocent child.

God failed me that day. The doctors tried to resuscitate my sister, but nothing could be done. She had 

already been dead when my father had found her. At the age of fourteen, I felt ruthlessly betrayed and 

abandoned by my sister. 

Eight years later, I am still only beginning to understand how the profound loss of her life has distorted, 

and in many ways defined, my reality.
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The only way I knew how to cope with the aftermath of my sister’s suicide was to get away from my 

parents. I could not bear to live in the same apartment with my parents where my sister had taken her 

own life and where each of us was helplessly marooned in our islands of grief. I moved to a boarding 

school in a different Indian state to finish my secondary education and tried hard to forget that my 

family history had been marred by any account of unnatural deaths. For the first two years after her 

suicide, I had convinced myself that my sister, a prankster who could fool me effortlessly, was playing a 

cruel prank on me and I’d find her at my doorstep any day now, grinning and quipping, “Gotcha sis.” 

Many years later, my therapist had explained that this state of constant delusion was my teenage 

brain’s freeze response - mother nature’s way of ensuring that my developing brain could protect itself 

after suffering immeasurable trauma. 

The anger and guilt I had been internalizing could not be contained forever. Every once in a while, it 

reared its ugly head and made me break out in violent sobs in quiet classrooms and act out physically 

whenever I felt any threatening emotions. I felt as if I wasn’t a person but a vessel of rage, wreaking 

havoc and hurting people wherever I went. In that regard, after matriculating, I was overjoyed to learn 

that I had been selected through a scholarship program to study at a high school in Singapore. As long 

as I could escape to new places and new opportunities, I would never have to think about where I had 

come from and how I was fundamentally different from everyone. 

In high school, my singular goal in life was to find a boy who could love me so deeply that the internal 

chaos would settle permanently. I did not want a boyfriend, I wanted a saviour. My fear of abandonment 

was so intense that I could never make friends with anyone of either gender. All my relationships were 

inherently turbulent, short-lived, and transactional in nature. In retrospect, choosing unavailable people 

was an ingenious solution to build a facade of external chaos that I could point toward as the source of 

all my misery, thereby effectively masking the tsunami of emotions I was desperately trying to cleanse 

my consciousness of.

I got even luckier the next time when I got admitted to the Physics undergraduate program at the 

University of Oxford. I felt honoured to have been given the opportunity to study at such a prestigious 

university and believed wholeheartedly that I could erase my past and start anew yet again. 

02



몇 해 전 처음 들은 뒤 오래도록 기억에 남는 속담이 있다. “운이 따를 때까지 열심히 노력하라(Work 

hard until you get lucky)”라는 속담인데, 나의 지난 10년의 세월을 이보다 더 잘 표현한 속담은 없을 

것이다. 12세의 나이에 부모님 곁을 떠나 학업을 위해 400마일 떨어진 수도로 이사했던 날, 인생의 힘든 

시기를 보낼 때 지침이 되어줄 수 있는 실용적이고 올바른 삶의 철학을 찾기 위한 나의 여정도 함께 

시작되었다. 나는 역사 속 위인들과 본받을 만한 주변인으로부터 배움을 얻고자 했고, 더 넓은 세계관을 

갖고 싶다는 마음에 지침이 되어줄 올바른 삶에 대한 태도가 무엇일지 고민하고, 그것을 실천해보고, 

피드백을 수렴하고, 다시 고민하는 과정을 반복했다.

 

그렇지만 내 앞에 펼쳐진 무한한 가능성의 세계와 그것을 통해 얻게 될 경험에 대해서는 전혀 예상하지 

못했었다. 나의 멘토였던 분은 학생들에게 “실험을 하면 할수록 실패할 확률이 높아진다”라는 말을 자주 

하셨는데, 난관에 부딪혔을 때 도움이 되어줄 삶의 철학을 찾기 위한 지난 10년에 걸친 나의 ‘실험’은 셀 

수 없는 실패로 이어졌다. 그렇게 실패를 겪을 때마다 실패에 대응하기 위한 일종의 메커니즘을 구축 

하고 지속해서 보완해왔다. 

나에겐 많은 단점이 있지만, 그중에서도 특히 나로 하여금 목표 달성에서 멀어지게 만들고 그로 인한 

실패에 대응하기 어렵게 했던 마음가짐이 있다. 나는 이것을 노력으로 인한 자격 의식의 함정(Entitle-

ment trap through hard work), 줄여서 ‘노력의 함정’이라 부른다. 이 노력의 함정에 대해 주변의 멘토 

및 친구들과 오랜 대화를 나눈 끝에, 이것이 비단 나에게만 해당하는 이야기는 아니라는 확신을 얻게 

되었다. 그런 연유로, 이 에세이를 통해 내 인생의 두 가지 큰 실패에 관해 이야기하고 그로부터 얻은 

교훈을 공유하고자 한다. 두 가지 실패 모두 공교롭게도 이곳 KAIST에서 겪었는데, 그 이유는 아마도 

앞서 공유했던 멘토의 이야기처럼 KAIST에서 내 인생 그 어떤 순간보다 많은 실험을 했기 때문일 

것이다. 그리고 그렇게 수많은 실험을 할 수 있었던 이유는 바로 KAIST에서 내게 엄청나게 많은 기회가 

주어졌기 때문이다.

아마 소소한 도전을 하기로 결심한 그 순간, 즉 과거 당신의 의지는 불타올랐을 것이다. 지금은 침까지 

흘리며 자고 있는 B도 분명 어젯밤에는, ‘아~ 내일은 일찍 일어나서 숙제를 미리 다 끝내 놓고, 밤에 푹 

쉬어야지!’라는 의지를 가지고 알람을 맞췄을 것이다. 그러나 어젯밤의 B와 오늘 아침의 B의 상태는 전혀 

다르다. 어쩌면, 오늘 아침의 B의 상태가 평상시 B의 일상이자 습관일 수도 있다. 다만, 어젯밤의 B가 

열정을 주체하지 못하고 너무 무리한 목표를 설정한 나머지, 본의 아니게 오늘 아침의 B가 작은 실패를 

경험한 사람이 되어 버린 것일지도 모른다. 뭐, 일단 결과적으로 보면, B는 현재 작은 실패를 경험했다. 

그리고 그와 함께, 실패 바이러스 입자 하나가 B의 중추 신경계로 들어간다. 우리 몸은 이 실패 

바이러스에 대응하는 면역 반응을 일으킨다. 당신의 정신이 자괴감이나 실망감으로 점철되는 걸 막기 

위하여, 면역 세포들은 자기 방어기제에 입각한 ‘자기합리화'라는 면역 반응을 일으킨다. 이 반응 덕분에, 

당신이 설정한 소소한 목표를 달성하지 못해도 특별히 고통받지 않는 것이다. 

그러나, 이러한 작은 실패가 쌓이고 쌓이면 돌이킬 수 없는 결과를 초래한다. 실패 바이러스는 끊임없이 

중추신경계에서 증식하고, 특별한 변이를 일으켜 오히려 면역 반응 자체를 악용할 것이다. 그 과정은 

크게 ‘습관형성’과 ‘붕괴’ 순서로 진행된다.

당신이 계획한 일을 미루고, 스스로를 합리화하는 과정을 반복하다 보면, 어느 순간 충분히 증식된 실패 

바이러스는 당신의 자기합리화 기제를 아예 지배해버린다. 즉, 더 이상 자기합리화는 면역 반응의 

일부로서 발생하는 반응이 아닌, 당신이 더 많은 바이러스를 수용할 수 있게 만드는 일종의 양분원으로 

전락한다. 그때가 되면, 자기합리화 하는 당신의 면역 반응 자체가 ‘습관’으로 자리잡게 되면서, 더 이상 

당신은 반성이나 원인 분석 자체를 하지 않게 된다. 그저 자기 합리화가 주는 ‘순간의 달콤함’에 탐닉 된 

채, 실패 바이러스에게 모든 도전 의지나 열정 따위를 내주고 마는 것이다. 당신은 점차 ‘게으른 사람’이 

되어간다. 때가 되어, 실패 바이러스가 충분히 증식하여 당신의 몸을 떠났을 때, 당신은 그제서야 사태를 

파악한다. 하지만, 너무 늦었다. 이미 도전 의지와 열정을 모두 빼앗긴 당신은 껍데기에 불가하다. 이미 

중추 신경계가 많이 파괴된 상태여서, 나쁜 습관(끊임없는 합리화와 게으른 태도)를 고치려 해도 그 일이 

쉽지 않다. 파괴된 생태계가 자연적으로 치유되는데 긴 시간이 소요되는 것처럼, 당신의 체내 생태계도 

복구되려면 많은 시간이 필요하다. 물론, 그 시간을 단축할 수 있는, 즉 당신에게 다시 도전 의지와 열정을 

불어넣어주는 상담이나 심리치료와 같은 외부의 물적 자원은 많이 있다. 그것들을 잘 이용하다 보면, 

조금은 더 빨리 이전 당신의 모습을 되찾을 수 있을 것이다. 물론, 핵심은 당신 스스로의 깨달음이겠지만 

말이다. 어찌되었든, 이 단계까지 이르면 당신은 자아는 붕괴될 위험에 처한다. 그만큼 작은 실패의 

누적은 당신에게 치명적이고, 절대악이다.

I studied at St. Catherine’s College, Oxford for a trimester but ended up withdrawing from my degree 

program because of the financial burden I was all too aware I was putting my family through. I had 

learnt about KAIST from my high school seniors and had been informed that at KAIST, I would be 

supported with academic scholarships and enjoy more academic freedom. 

After moving to Korea, I became sexually "liberated", which further exacerbated my vulnerable mental 

health. My teenage self saw my sister's suicide as an act of abandonment, and henceforth, it had 

become my goal in life to escape abandonment by all means. Cocooned within a lover’s embrace, 

swimming in an ethereal ocean of warmth and connection, however temporarily, I felt seen, protected, 

and loved.

Even though these feelings were addictive and all-consuming, physical intimacy never satiated my 

deepest emotional needs, which I had carefully bottled up and safely hidden from view in a dimly-lit, 

moss-infected part of my soul.

At KAIST, the shape of my body or the colour of my skin made me feel like an unsightly presence. My 

feelings of guilt and shame had deeply corroded my self-esteem, which made it incredibly hard for me to 

be honest about my trauma as I feared being treated like an outcast. Ideas, principles, and ambitions 

which were once the guiding forces of my life had been sealed and exiled into a nameless corner of my 

memory, and a completely new philosophy of hedonism without any semblance of morality began to 

dominate my worldview. I had started to view people as objects, whom I could freely use without paying 

any regard to whether I was actively hurting them through my actions. I felt that the trauma I had 

suffered at such an impressionable age entitled me to act impulsively without any regard for conse-

quences. Not surprisingly, I ended up losing most of my friendships and my room became a prison where 

I would lock myself for multiple days. 

03



By making it my life’s goal to fill the emotional void existing within me with another person’s love, I 

spiralled further out of control and eventually lost my sense of self completely. Little by little, important 

parts of my undergraduate life such as the satisfaction I felt while learning neuroscience in my courses, 

the curiosity and passion I engendered for my lab research work, the self-sufficiency I earned through 

part-time jobs, and the feeling of belonging I craved in a vibrant circle of friends dropped away like a 

house of cards blown away by a powerful gust of wind. I failed to be punctual and consistent at my 

part-time jobs and frequently quit them prematurely because of the shame of having to face up to my 

failures. 

Even the cut-throat academic environment at KAIST could not motivate me to strive harder in my 

courses, and I often missed classes and assignments. In my sophomore year, I ended up failing two 

courses and got C and D grades in the other courses. I quit working in my neuroscience lab after 

spending several months devoted to my research project. During my first semester at KAIST, I recall 

being a passionate student of science who wanted to learn about the neural underpinnings in the brain 

so I could invent better mental health diagnostic tools with the ultimate goal of reducing suicides. 

Within a span of four semesters, I had transformed myself into someone who was failing at every 

single domain in her life. I couldn’t get decent grades no matter how hard I tried to concentrate or put 

in the consistent hours it takes to conduct research in a lab. I couldn’t even find a boyfriend who was 

willing to love and support me through the hardest times. I felt the kind of loneliness that made me 

want to disappear, to retreat into a dark corner and never be found. Depression had entered my life 

when I could not delude myself anymore that my sister was really, truly dead and it had since become 

my constant companion. With every passing day, I found myself agreeing more with Van Gogh’s alleged 

last words - ‘The sadness will last forever.’

But help came, slowly, and then suddenly. My best friend came across a support group for bereaving 

family members of suicide victims known as Grief Anonymous and encouraged me to attend one of 

their virtual zoom meetings. It’s based on the model of Alcoholics Anonymous but for people who are 

grappling with the aftermath of a family member’s untimely death. 

I have been going to the online meetings since August 2021, and I am finally making some progress 

after so much recovery work. I passed all my courses last semester and started minoring in Science 

Technology and Policymaking. I apologised and made amends with many of my former friends, and I 

am able to speak to people without feeling pangs of shame pulse through my body. I am able to 

manage my course workload better now and am proud of how far I have come within the last year.  
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Coming to terms with my sister’s suicide has often felt like I was playing Catch 22 with my own grief. It 

can be hard to let go of the past, and sometimes I may have even clung to my pain as a crutch, as the 

only evidence I had to validate the reality of my sister’s death. 

Grieving somebody’s loss is fundamentally different from most other activities humans have been 

designed to partake in, like doing laundry or cooking food. There’s no handbook or recipe manual 

accompanying the heart-breaking news of somebody’s death. Even though I have spent thousands of 

hours trying to process my grief using various avenues such as crying and talking to friends and thera-

pists, it can still hit me like a ton of bricks even when it’s inconvenient for me to break down. 

Our society often perceives grief as a debilitating and pitiful condition, but my grief has taught me that 

the most vulnerable people are in the greatest need of empathy and understanding. I have grown to 

accept that I am different and that I will never be able to alter my family history to resemble that of my 

friends. Instead of seeking acceptance from society, instead of demanding to be seen as more than 

just a broken person, I have come to terms with how my grief has made me more sensitive to different 

shades of human suffering. Instead of comparing my past with my friends’ past as an excuse to explain 

why my inner life has felt so different, I have learnt to acknowledge that suffering cannot be measured 

by any metric standards. My suffering has taught me to be open to other people’s suffering, to not 

shun their weaknesses or look the other way when their pain gets too unbearable. 

I had spent most of my teenage and early adulthood years desperately trying to avoid getting 

abandoned by other people, but this adventure down the rabbit hole has taught me the most import-

ant lesson I could have possibly learnt at twenty-two: to never abandon myself.
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