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When a family 
emergency upends 
her world, Vanessa 

becomes paralyzed by
a shameful reluctance
to share her fears with 
her friends and family.
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Realizing that many in her Asian American 
community often suffer in silence, she sets 
out to ask her friends how they grapple with 
their their own traumas.

Stirred by the high 
rates of Asian American 
suicide and depression, 
The Laundromat 
urgently questions the 
cultural imperative — 
“Don’t air your dirty 
laundry”—and along the 
way, asks, “Why are we 
like this and how can we 
change it?”

Unload your dirty laundry. Open for discussion 24/7, 365.



Short Synopsis
 
In order to confront an entire culture’s dirty laundry, Vanessa embarks on 
a journey to understand why something as simple as her mother’s first 
emergency room visit was clouded by secrets and an inexplicable silence. 
Convinced that the silence is cultural, Vanessa asks her friends to share 
about their own painful experiences and even investigates her hunches with 
leaders in the Asian American community. Encouraged by her friends’ candor 
and new knowledge, Vanessa does what was previously impossible and 
holds intimate conversations with her friends’ families. At the same time, it 
is also their candor that leads Vanessa to confront her own secret—a past 
depression that she’s never discussed.  

Vanessa asks hard questions of her friends and the API community but must 
turn the hard questions on herself. While watching her mother heal in the 
hospital, Vanessa wonders if she will find a way to talk to her parents about 
the depression—how will she move past years of entrenched silence? 
What will she learn by watching her friends interact with their families? 

Vanessa navigates the generational conflict, the familial expectations, and the 
cyclical behaviors, because she knows what’s at stake—Asian Americans 
suffer high rates of suicide and depression and are less likely to ask for 
help. Thus, The Laundromat strives to air a culture’s dirty laundry, and in 
so doing, create a space for the filmmakers’ friends and families to open up. 
Here they initiate a dialogue about understanding your past, knowing you’re 
not alone, and learning to heal.
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Synopsis
 
When her mother is rushed to the emergency room in 2009, Vanessa is filled 
with a shameful reluctance to share her fears with anyone around her. She 
finds it almost impossible to tell others about her mother’s cut and dry case 
of pancreatitis; and most of all, she cannot tell them how worried sick she 
is. Meanwhile, Vanessa begins to hear about the family drama of others in 
her community. The stories are always spoken in the hushed tones of gossip 
and disgrace. As she goes to and from the hospital, Vanessa wonders if her 
strange constrictive silence is somehow related to these stories of losing 
face. Yet, as a third-generation Chinese American, she is baffled. Many of 
her connections to her ethnic heritage seem mostly superficial. Still, if this is 

something prevalent in the Asian American community, 
Vanessa feels compelled to ask, “Why are we like this and 
how can we change it?”

Laden with these questions, Vanessa sets out to talk with 
her friends who are learning to speak about their personal 
pain and family trauma—

A woman in Torrance talks about the emotional scars 
left by her abortion and wonders what it would mean to 
discuss this with her conservative parents. An old friend 
explores her self-inflicted physical and emotional wounds, 
pondering why they happened and where she is now. 
And a man from Stockton struggles to hold his family 
together in spite of his controlling father and two tragic 
deaths in the family. 

After listening to her friends’ stories, Vanessa realizes that 
she is brave enough to delve into her friends’ issues, but will she be able to 
confront her own? She quietly acknowledges her own bouts of depression 
that she’s locked away from many of those whom she loves. Of course, why 
would it matter now that it’s in the past?

So she returns to the original questions of why and how. And some other 
troubling questions arise: Is the act of airing your dirty laundry inherently 
selfish? Is the solution as simple as abandoning silence? What does it mean 
to go against your upbringing and an entire culture?
 
Without easy answers, Vanessa asks three Asian American professionals in 
the fields of the Arts, Academia, and Community Services to answer these 
questions with insight from their respective careers. The professionals bring 
fascinating clarification and complexity to issues such as therapy, the Eastern-
Western cultural dichotomy, and what it means to deal with silence.
 
But pondering these larger issues, Vanessa is brought back to her own 
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problematic family dynamics and how risky it is to stay silent OR to speak 
up. These questions of culture become personal crises about whether she 
should seek therapy for herself and if it is time to discuss her past depression 
with her parents. But she is not ready. Instead, she revisits her friends, 
so they can speak to their families on camera. Two of them take bold steps 
to have intimate conversations with their parents and loved ones, and the 
filmmaker is allowed to witness all the nuances and consequences of what 
it means to break your silence. But just as her friends take leaps and strides 
in their family dynamics, Vanessa’s mother is rushed to the ER again and the 
cycle of silence threatens to reassert itself. 
 
Using honesty, humor, and hope, The Laundromat uncovers how Asian 
Americans must struggle to take care of their “dirty laundry”. All too conscious 
of the high numbers of suicide and depression in the API community, this 
film endeavors to create a symbolic “Laundromat”—a third party that hosts 
a safe space to come clean about the secrets and shame that many in the 
community insist on hiding.

Director’s Statement / About the Film
“Don’t air your dirty laundry.”

Keep private those things that happen within our 
household. Don’t share your family’s shame or secrets.

I don’t remember ever hearing those things stated so 
explicitly, but many of the rules of family and culture are 
not so obvious.

Without rulebooks to reference, young Asian Americans 
go through life not knowing when to speak and when 
to remain quiet. It becomes even more challenging 
when those messages are paradoxical. At the same 
dinner table, shameful news could be spoken in hushed 
tones or in the dialect of a language only the adults 
understand; or conversely, the news is loudly delivered 
as parables and morality tales of how to properly 
behave.

Because most Asian Americans are trying to live out 
the rule never to air their dirty laundry, they often lack 
the tools to process their emotional pain and turmoil. Frequently a crisis must 
interrupt their lives before they decide they need help in dealing with any 
shame or secrets.
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The Laundromat is a documentary about many of these issues of silence, 
shame, and cyclical family dynamics, but just as important, The Laundromat 
is a name for the safe space I hope to create with this movie. I hope the film 
can be used as a jumping off point for reflection on one’s upbringing and the 
culture of the community you live in. Sometimes all one needs to begin this 
process is some breathing room, some emotional safety and a push in the 
right direction.

For me The Laundromat documentary became a place to process what I 
was feeling in the past and the present, as well as a place to examine what 
was happening in my community. The conversations I hold with my friends 
and leaders in the API community are what helped fuel this process. In the 
shared act of speaking and listening, we fostered trust and an environment 
of openness.

The film is no substitute for a professionally-created environment of therapy 
and The Laundromat doesn’t promise cures or solutions, but maybe it’s a 
start—a start towards a different kind of relationship between Asian American 
families or a healthier understanding of how one was raised or insight into 
what is going on in the vast range of experiences we call the Asian American 
Pacific Islander culture.

So welcome to The Laundromat. Unload your dirty laundry. 
Open for discussion 24/7, 365.

Biographies of the Main Interviewees

ANN
Ann is a friend I met in college who found both freedom 
and the beauty of creative expression when she left 
for school. As she began to form an identity away from 
her conservative Japanese American community, some 
of her exciting new relationships left her questioning 
her worth and life goals. Around this time she became 
desperately lonely during an unwanted pregnancy 
and decided to have an abortion. For many years she 
enveloped herself in silence and isolation and eventually 
shares with me what it would mean to speak to her 
parents about those life-changing events.
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APRIL
April is one of my closest friends from high school, but even when I first met one 
of the funniest, wisest girls in school, she had hidden a great secret. In college 
she found it impossible to bear this burden and finally sought out professional 
counseling for her depression and self-mutilation. Strangely enough, I knew that 
she wasn’t allowed to keep sharp objects in her dorm room or how she had 
begun taking medication; but she had no idea that I was also struggling with 
depression. With great candor she discusses the familial expectations that made 
her realize that she would never able to fulfill “the contract”, and for a moment, 
flips the tables and asks me some questions of her own.

CHRIS
Until elementary school, Chris lived an extremely idyllic childhood. But as he 
grew up, his best friend and older brother, Ken, began to defy their domineering 
father. Chris looked up to Ken who acted as the family’s protector; but in Chris’ 

third year of college, Ken passed away in a fatal car 
accident. Now the oldest child, Chris grapples with the 
desire to be an obedient son or to carry on Ken’s legacy 
of rebellion and independence. I conversed with both 
Chris and his wife, Julie, before his mom’s passing. And 
during the journey, we discuss what it means to come to 
our own conclusions about how to live our life and raise 
our own families and what it costs to speak up about 
them. 

LARRY LUE     Non-Profit Consultant
Lawrence J. (“Larry”) Lue has more than 35 years’ 
experience in community work addressing the needs 
of Chinese and other Asian Pacific Islander immigrant 
families, children and youth transitioning into American 
society. He was formerly the chief executive officer for 
the Chinatown Service Center in Los Angeles, the oldest 
and largest Chinese American health and human service 
and community economic development organization in 
Southern California. 

For many years Larry also served and actively participated 
in the Los Angeles County Children’s Planning Council 
and the Asian & Pacific Islander Children, Youth and 
Families Council (Los Angeles County), engaging and 
organizing communities to action on behalf of children 
and families. He continues to be active in the Asian 
Pacific Policy and Planning Council (Los Angeles 
County) and most recently has been appointed to the Los 
Angeles County Mental Health Commission.

As a nonprofit management consultant, Larry continues to work in the areas 
where he has been particularly instrumental: advocating for and developing 
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school-based health and mental health services for youth and their families 
as well as community-based child abuse and neglect prevention and early 
intervention programs and collaborative networks specifically to serve L.A. 
County’s rapidly growing Asian and Pacific Islander communities.As a nonprofit 
management consultant, Larry has been particularly instrumental in advocating 
for and building school-based health and mental health services for youth 
and their families and community-based child abuse, neglect prevention and 
early intervention programs and services with the L.A. County Department of 
Children and Family Services, helping form collaborative networks specifically 
to serve L.A. County’s rapidly growing Asian and Pacific Islander communities. 

KRISTINA WONG     Writer, Actress, Performance Artist
Kristina Wong is a solo performer, writer and cultural commentator named 
“One of the Seven Funniest Eco-Comedians” by Mother Nature Network. 
She’s created five solo shows and one ensemble play that have toured all over 
the world at places that include the Edinburgh Fringe Festival in Scotland, 

Contact Theater in Manchester, UK, BGWMC in London, 
the Public Theater, REDCAT, Center Theater Group, 
La MaMa ETC,  the Comedy Central Stage among 
dozens of others.  Her most notable touring show, 
Wong Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, looked at 
the high rates of depression and suicide among Asian 
American women and toured to over 40 venues since 
2006. It’s now a broadcast quality film that has been 
acquired for worldwide distribution by documentary 
juggernaut, Cinema Libre Studios. (More on the film 
at www.flyingwong.com).  Her new show The Wong 
Street Journal looks at global poverty and premieres in 
2015.  She recently spent a month in Northern Uganda 
researching that show and recording Mzungu Price 
a rap album with local rappers. And right now she is 

holed away in the woods for an artist-in-residency program from the City of 
Los Angeles Department of Cultural Affairs to do a theater project with the 
residents at the Midnight Mission on Skid Row.

RUSSELL JEUNG     Professor of Asian American Studies
at San Francisco State
Dr. Russell Jeung received a BA in Human Biology and a MA in Education from 
Stanford University. After working in China and in the Mayor’s Office of San 
Francisco, he obtained his PhD in Sociology from the University of California, 
Berkeley in 2000. After teaching at Foothill College for two years, he came to 
San Francisco State University’s Asian American Studies Department in 2002. 
Dr. Jeung is extensively engaged with his students in conducting community-
based, participatory research with Asian American communities.
 
Dr. Jeung is author of Sustaining Faith Traditions: Race, Ethnicity and 
Religion Among the Latino and Asian American Second Generation 
(New York University Press, 2012) and Faithful Generations: Race and 
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New Asian American Churches (Rutgers University Press, 2004). 
In addition, he has co-produced with Valerie Soe the documentary, The Oak 
Park Story (2010), about a landmark housing lawsuit involving his fellow 
Cambodian and Latino tenants. He is writing a spiritual memoir about his family 
history, his Hakka Chinese American background, and his experiences in East 
Oakland for the last two decades.
 
His research interests include the Sociology of Race, the Sociology of 
Religion, and Social Movements. His current research project examines the 
worldview of Chinese Americans, who are the most non-religious ethnic 
group in the United States.

About the Filmmakers

VANESSA     Director/Producer
Vanessa A. Yee was born in Philadelphia, PA and raised in Los Angeles, CA. 
She is a third-generation Chinese American who loves to work within fiction 
and non-fiction, especially when those lines are blurred. While double majoring 
in Communications and History at UC San Diego, Vanessa discovered 
filmmaking as the perfect medium for pursuing three passions: to challenge 
stereotypes of the underrepresented; to tell stories 
that inform and inspire; and to aid the oppressed, 
poor, neglected and the needy. Since then, she has 
had tremendous opportunities to work with veteran 
documentarians, Film Independent’s Project:Involve, 
urban youth and transitional housing for the 
homeless.
 
During her time at UCLA’s MFA Directing program, 
she has directed two narrative shorts and several 
documentary shorts. Most notably, she created 
documentary shorts with funding from the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation [Greater Expectations 
(2010) and Celebrate (2010)] and commissioned 
by Documentary Voices Film Festival in Dubai. 
Along the way, she has received the Edie and Lew 
Wasserman Production Fellowship and the Mary 
Pickford awards, given to UCLA MFA candidates 
for artistic merit and achievement in the field of 
documentary. As a recent graduate she is hoping to 
continue producing documentary ideas for both herself and others. 
She recently consulted for and crewed on the documentary Even Me, a film 
about the AIDS epidemic amongst the elderly, specifically in African American 
populations. 
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The Laundromat is her first feature-length documentary that she hopes will 
spark discussions of shame, silence and mental health well-being in the Asian 
American community nationwide.

FRANCES E. CHANG     Producer
FRANCES E. CHANG is a Chinese- Vietnamese  American freelance film 
& video producer and screenwriter raised and currently based in Southern 
California. She has worked on multiple media projects, ranging from music 
videos to short films to documentaries to narrative films. Frances strives to 
champion underrepresented voices in her projects, both on and off screen.
She entered filmmaking in her senior semester at the University of California, 
at Berkeley, while studying Mass Communications in 2008. Since moving 
back to Los Angeles in 2009, Frances has gained extensive experience in film 
production, specializing in low budget independent films. She has produced 
four independent narrative feature films and is currently working on her fifth. 
Frances is also currently developing two feature -length screenplays based off 
of her family’s bicultural experience as Asian Americans.

In her five years of being a filmmaker, Frances’ credits have spread throughout 
over 40 projects. She is recently attending the University of Southern 
California’s Peter Stark Producing Program, Class of 2015.

JUDY PHU     Cinematographer
Judy is a filmmaker currently based in Los Angeles via Boston and Oakland. 
Her time at UC Berkeley gave her a background in rhetoric, the visual arts, and 
theater, which informs her filmmaking. As a cinematographer, she loves camera 
operating, natural lighting and mixed color temperatures. Most of all, she loves 
collaborating with talented directors on great, complex stories. This has helped 
her easily move through the independent and the commercial, and the narrative 
and documentary worlds, with credits that include Nike, Joan Churchill, 
CurrentTV, and more. 

ESTHER JULIE-ANNE     Editor
Esther Shubinski grew up in Southern France and moved to the U.S at age 
16. She studied Film at UC Berkeley and UCLA. She currently works as a 
freelance camera woman and editor for French TV networks such as TF1, 
France 3, Arte, M6, LCP, TV 5 Monde, and France 24.

Shubinski co-edited the documentary Something’s Gonna Live, by 
Oscar-nominated director Daniel Raim. She edited Una Chanza Mas, a 
feature-length documentary about Pedro Mata, a gang member who tries to 
become a firefighter. This documentary premiered at Telluride Film Festival 
2013 alongside Esther’s recently completed 1st feature film Out of Love, a 
personal documentary which explores love, marriage and family.

Most recently Esther edited The Art of Observing Life for Marina 
Goldovskaya, one of Russia’s best-known documentary filmmakers. The film 
had its premiere at IDFA 2013, the world’s largest documentary film festival. 
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At the moment, she is currently working on Abby Epstein and Ricki Lake’s new 
documentary Weed the People.

CHRISTINA SUN KIM     Story Consultant
Writer/Director Christina Sun Kim has called Minnesota, Korea and Texas home 
before settling in Los Angeles. Christina’s brother, who was born with special 
needs, inspired her to become a visual storyteller. Her voice formed out of the 
many challenging and touching moments she shared with him.
 
While studying at University of Texas at Austin, she directed a documentary 
film called, Dreams in All Sizes, about an eight-year-old boy’s baseball 
dream and his immigrant parents who gave up everything for a little burger 
shop. The film aired nationally on the Documentary Channel. Christina solidified 
her passion as a storyteller while editing Tattooed Under Fire, a PBS 
documentary about Iraq veterans and their emotional scars.

Christina recently graduated from UCLA with the MFA degree in Directing. 
She further developed her voice by writing and directing films in the surreal, 
magical and absurdist realm. In 2014, she participated in Film Independent’s 
Project Involve and directed a short comedy called, Alice. She is currently in 
post with her thesis film, Chicken Soup for the Dead Soul—a supernatural 
drama with a hungry ghost.
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Contact 

 

VANESSA A. YEE
(626) 215-8178
vanessa.a.yee@gmail.com
www.atthelaundromat.com

Statistics on Asian American
Mental Health 
 
From the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
Office of Minority Health: 

•	 Suicide was the 10th leading cause of death for Asian Americans 

•	 Older Asian American women have the highest suicide rate of all women 
over age 65 in the United States. 

•	 Southeast Asian refugees are at risk for post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) associated with trauma experienced before and after immigration 
to the U.S. One study found that 70% of Southeast Asian refugees 
receiving mental health care were diagnosed with PTSD. 

(http://minorityhealth.hhs.gov/templates/content.aspx?lvl=3&lvlID=9&ID=6476#sthash.m0LGjQ1k.dpuf)

From the Center for Disease Control and Prevention: 

•	 Among women aged 15 – 24, Asian American girls have the highest 
suicide mortality rates across all racial/ethnic groups.  

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, Health, United States 
2001. Hyattsville, MD: US Public Health Service, 2001.)


