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For my parents, for halmoni, and for the millions of families that remain separated as a result of the Korean War





And at times I’m like the tree, ripe and rustling

standing above the dead boy’s grave,

gathering him in its warm roots,

fulfilling the dream he’d lost

in sorrow and songs.

—Rainer Maria Rilke, The Book of Hours
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WINTER






ONE

Thirty-nine days.

Oksoon uses the nub of her pencil to scratch another line onto the last page of her school notebook. She turns to the front and leafs through its coarse pages. Here is an impassioned argument for the education of girls, and here an essay swooning over the military genius of the sixteenth-century admiral Yi Sunshin. The notebook is from this past year, but already the writing blanketing each page seems unbearably earnest.

“Always scribbling, scribbling,” her brother Changho says, leaning in. “What are you writing now?”

Oksoon elbows him away, closes the notebook, and turns back to take her turn. They’re trying to distract themselves from worrying about the war by playing baduk, a man’s game her brother has taught her how to play. Changho sits cross-legged and hunched over the board. He loves baduk more than anything, and it was his idea to turn his sister into an opponent strong enough to challenge him. But he is restless. They both are.

“Are they alive?” he says. “For all we know, they could be dead in a ditch somewhere with their eyes gouged out. How would we know?” He’s still nursing a grievance at being left behind and seems to take a perverse pleasure in saying terrible things.

“What do you think of this move?” Oksoon asks. She’s setting up to attack and is confident about her strategy, but she asks anyway, wanting to change the subject. She feels a little sorry for Changho, knowing his pride’s been bruised at being left behind with the women of the family while their father and elder brother traveled to Seoul, enticed by the promise of a business opportunity. “Have I gotten myself into a bind?” she asks, biting her lip and trying to look befuddled. She raises her arm to wipe her runny nose, then hears her mother’s voice in her head. At fourteen, Oksoon should know better. She pulls out a handkerchief and uses that instead.

Changho looks down at the board and frowns as she puts down another stone. “What are you doing?” he says in his lecturing teacher voice. “You’re being reckless.”

“Do you think so?” she asks. “Maybe I’m being bold.” Her brother snorts and sets down a white stone to block her black one.

It’s midday, but the room is dim because the single window is shuttered, and every gap and crevice sealed up against winter. With wartime shortages, they’re out of lamp oil, and candles are precious, so they’ve opened the door a crack to let in a sliver of light. Oksoon feels a thin stream of bitter cold against her back.

When she first started to play baduk, she was clumsy. She pondered each move, desperately wanting to hold on to every territory won, not wanting to give anything up. Now she’s tapped into an instinct for the game. A peculiar, intoxicating stillness fills her as she concentrates. Her worries fade into the background as she imagines the baduk stones as battling dragons or as ships under the command of Admiral Yi Sunshin. Today she looks at the intersecting lines of the wooden board and imagines what it might be like to see their home from above. The entire board might be their city, Pyongyang. Over there is downtown, now occupied by the Americans. This territory is the northern edge of their city, and this little corner, surrounded by her stones, is their neighborhood. She touches a single black piece with her forefinger. This is the roof of their cozy home.

Thirty-nine days.

At first, there was no need to count. Oksoon hardly noticed how long her father and eldest brother had been gone. The fighting between the North and the South was effectively over, and traveling was safe again. Everyone said so. Two weeks passed without a word, then three, but Oksoon told herself that was to be expected. Without hitching a ride or some other stroke of luck, it would take her father and brother almost two weeks to get to Seoul from Pyongyang, and that was walking at a good clip. Being away for at least a month was to be expected.

In the meantime, life moved along as it always had, the crisp autumn days stringing together like bright red chili peppers drying in the sun. As she helped her mother and the neighborhood women with kimjang, putting up kimchi for the winter, Oksoon listened to the neighborhood gossip about the United Nations forces, which now occupied Pyongyang. These foreigners slid into the barracks built during the Japanese occupation, their dun-colored trucks and jeeps polluting the air with smelly exhaust. Downtown became a fortress surrounded by barbed wire–topped fencing as soldiers moved in and out of city hall, the mayor’s residence, and the provincial office.

“The new owners are making themselves right at home,” one lady said. “Endure it,” said another. “Cham-ah. Let’s hold on and hope this will all be over soon.”

The first sign that something was wrong came from a neighbor ahjussi, who heard something from the rag merchant, who heard a rumor from the lady who took in wash from the Americans. “It’s too quiet,” he said. “You know these Westerners. It’s in their nature to be loud. It’s not a good sign when they shut up.” The smiling and joking had stopped, people said. The soldiers moved with urgency, barking at each other in their strange, caustic language. Their nervousness felt palpable and contagious, crackling through the air like static electricity.

Then someone said China had joined the fighting. China! Could that be true? American planes began menacing the horizon. At first, the terrifying sight sent people panicking for cover. Soon enough, though, they learned to interpret what they were seeing. As long as the plane wasn’t heading directly toward them, people stood and watched the sky, transfixed as bombs fell, eight at a time, tumbling out of its smooth silver belly.

Their mother had said little about any of this but went about her chores with her mouth set in a permanent frown. Worry made Oksoon’s stomach ache. She tried to read but couldn’t concentrate. At night, she tossed and turned, trying to make sense of the rumors, telling herself nothing was known for sure. So she began marking the days in her notebook. The counting soothed her nerves. Thirty-six since her father and eldest brother’s departure. Thirty-seven, thirty-eight.

Meanwhile, more and more people are getting out of Pyongyang. The fleeing had begun last summer, when the retreating People’s Army swept through the neighborhoods, conscripting young men. Many fled to the South then, while her brothers had been sent to hide in the mountains. Worried about informants, they told no one where they had gone. Weeks later, they returned gaunt but relieved. Now entire households are packing up, terrified that Pyongyang might be caught in the crossfire between China and America, two monsters clashing. If her father were here, he would know what to do. They should be home by now.

“If Appa and Hyeong have any sense, they’ll stay away,” Changho says. He has an uncanny knack for knowing what she’s thinking. “Meanwhile, I’m pinned here with the women.”

How close might the fighting get? Oksoon wonders. American strength is unbeatable, her father likes to say. American strength is unmatched. The war is over. She holds on to his words, even as more planes fly across the sky and the sound of explosions now punctuates their days.

“I’m taller than Hyeong and stronger, too,” Changho says. “And faster. Did I tell you about the last time we raced to the footbridge?” Yes, she’s heard the story. Several times. She marvels at her brother’s fixation on competition, even at a time like this.

“I was beating him by a full step,” he says. “When I rounded the last corner, he grabbed my shirt. Completely unfair.”

Oksoon wonders what Changho would say if she listed the things that feel unfair to her. Girls can’t go out alone. Girls wait to eat. The last egg, the last chestnut, the last anything is always saved for one of her brothers. It’s pointless to complain aloud, but sometimes her mother catches Oksoon’s expression and gently shakes her head. “Yang-bo hae,” she says. It’s a familiar refrain: step aside, yield.

Oksoon turns her attention back to baduk, glad to push these thoughts aside. The game has moved to the middle of the board. The choices are fewer now. Their stones zigzag across the board like battling dragons. Changho’s eyes flit back and forth. He’s been a bit careless, and she can tell he’s stumped and surprised. She’s already playing with just a two-stone handicap. It won’t be long before her brother finds in her a full and equal opponent.

“Look,” Oksoon says, setting her stone down for a decisive move, “I think I just killed your dragon.”

In her peripheral vision, she catches a flash of movement, then yells as Changho grabs one of her braids and yanks, hard.

“Ow, stop it.” She slaps his hand away.

Changho reaches out to pull her hair again, but Oksoon scuttles backward into the far corner of the room. He lunges toward her, upsetting the baduk board. Their meticulously arranged stones skitter across the floor. Oksoon smells the acrid tang of Changho’s sweat.

“It’s not my fault he left you behind,” she shouts. “Don’t take it out on me!”

Changho lurches forward to grab her feet, but Oksoon is fast. She dances around the small room, shrieking and laughing. She hops over their neatly stacked bedding and bangs her shin against the corner of the wooden chest, which sends the family Bible atop it flying.

If their mother comes home and finds them like this, a fourteen-year-old girl and her sixteen-year-old brother running at each other like animals, she will beat them both. But right now, Oksoon doesn’t care. These days of waiting and worry have ground them down, and they’re all wound too tight. It feels good to fight. It reminds her of when they were children: Changho’s size and strength against her agile dodging.

“Whaaaaa!” she screams and throws herself against him.

“What the—” She sees surprise on Changho’s face as they both crumple to the ground. They tussle, squirm, then both start laughing.

“Yah, Oksoon-ah,” her brother says. “Aren’t you too old to be acting so crazy?”

Oksoon smooths her hair, feeling a pinch of remorse. Changho’s right. She’s far too old for this. Girls just a few years older than Oksoon are getting married and having babies, bearing the responsibilities of serving entire households. Yet a familiar rebellion stirs.

“You baited me,” she says as she crawls around the room, gathering the baduk pieces.

Changho sits very still. “Why?” he whispers. “Why did he leave me behind?”

The answer is unspoken, but they both know it. Byungho is the firstborn, the natural favorite. He’s handsome, studious, and responsible. He’s just two years older than Changho and three years older than Oksoon, but the distance between them is vast. He belongs to the grown-up world, where he is consulted by their father and deferred to by their mother. Whereas Changho and Oksoon—even now, at sixteen and fourteen and on the cusp of adulthood—they’ll always be the children.

“I’m glad you’re here with us,” she says, moving next to him. He gives her a small smile.

From outside, someone shouts. Brother and sister look at each other, suddenly hopeful. Could it be? Changho hurries out to the porch, with Oksoon close behind. Their modest house sits surrounded by a low stone wall. Standing on the landing, they can see over that wall to the people passing by. Snow is falling, blanketing everything. The black branches of the persimmon tree are laced in white, the kimchi hut sits half buried in snow, and soft drifts smooth out the rough edges of the stone wall. The air thumps with two blasts, close together. Oksoon grabs her brother’s hand. She feels him trembling. There’s no sign of her father or brother. Instead, they hear more shouting and the crunch of wooden wheels.

“Pali wah! Hurry!” a passing man calls to someone behind him. He sways a little under the weight of the jige, the wooden carrier on his back, loaded with parcels bound with rope. Another explosion—the house shakes again.

“What’s happening?” Changho calls out.

“Are you stupid?” the man shouts back. “I don’t want to die, that’s what’s happening.” He stabs at the sky with both hands. “Haven’t you seen the pattern? It’s only a matter of time before they strike this neighborhood. I’m getting out. You should do the same.” A woman with a baby on her back catches up to him, and they all hurry past.

Changho scans the sky, but it’s too cloudy to see anything. He shudders. “Everyone is leaving. We’ve got to get out of here,” he says. “As soon as Omma gets back.”

“Father expects to find us here,” Oksoon says.

“He couldn’t know this would happen,” Changho says. “And why would anyone in their right mind come back now?”

“The Americans are still here,” she insists. “And Father wouldn’t abandon us.”

Her brother looks at her. “Not on purpose,” he says. Changho needs a haircut, and his cheeks are pitted with acne scars. He’s still young, Oksoon thinks. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. She pulls on her shoes and walks around to the side of the house, her brother following.

In the kitchen, small clay jars line the rough wooden shelves. Ropes of garlic and peppers hang from the rafter, alternating red and white. Round bricks of fermenting soybean paste dry on a string tied under the eaves. Look, the kitchen seems to say, everything is fine. Oksoon roughly stirs the ashes in the fireplace, sending up a flurry of sparks. From his home in the corner, her mother’s prized rooster appraises her with a cool eye.

Changho uses a small stick to poke at the coop. The rooster squawks an angry protest. He’s a handsome bird—brown body, yellow head, and bright orange feet—though he seems forlorn these days with no brood to bully. One by one, they’ve lost their hens: to the soup pot, to sickness, and the last one to an enterprising fox. “Never mind,” their mother said when the final hen was gone. “We’ll hold on to this kingpin through this winter and replenish the stock come spring.”

“Leave him alone,” Oksoon says.

Changho opens his mouth to reply, then stops. She hears it, too: a low whistle.

Changho drops the stick and hurries out with Oksoon close behind. Another whistle, their signal, more insistent this time.

“She’s not home,” Changho calls loudly. “You can stop fooling around.”

Taeil, a skinny twelve-year-old from the neighborhood, jumps up from where he was crouching on the other side of the wall. Changho opens the gate and lets him in. Taeil jumps from one foot to the other, as nervous as a rabbit, hands crammed into his pockets. Snow flecks his dark hair, and he wears no coat.

“Come with me,” Taeil says through chattering teeth. “You have to see it to believe it.”

Oksoon doesn’t know what he’s talking about, but she doesn’t like the sound of it. She grabs the edge of Changho’s shirt. “Don’t go,” she pleads.

“You gonna let your little sister tell you what to do?” Taeil taunts.

“Shut up,” Oksoon says. She tugs at Changho’s shirt. “Or take me with you.”

Changho pries her hand off him. He is impatient, but she catches a flash of pity. “I’ll be back before you know it,” he says. Then he runs after Taeil, who is already sprinting down the hill. Before he turns the corner, he looks back at her. “Don’t worry,” Changho says.

And then they are gone.

Dumbfounded, Oksoon pauses, caught in a moment of indecision, then runs after them. They’ve rounded the corner and are out of sight, but she’s sure she can catch up. Cold seeps into her shoes, and she thinks she should have brought her cloak, but it doesn’t matter. She won’t be out here long and will make sure she returns before her mother does—

Oksoon stops short, imagining her mother, already so bowed down with worry, coming home to an empty house. Duty yanks at her like a leash. Don’t go out alone. Don’t burden your mother. Yang-bo hae. Yield. She turns and trudges back home.

There, she sits on the edge of the landing and draws her knees up to her chest, feeling dampness seep into her skirt. She imagines a web of invisible threads going out from her to all the people she loves—to her mother on an errand, to Changho running around with Taeil, and to her father and Byungho oppa. More threads stretch to their home village, to her grandparents, uncles, aunts, even to her cousin Junho, who’s run away to the South.

For a moment, she indulges herself and imagines her father and eldest brother walking toward Pyongyang. They’ve been successful in Seoul, the business opportunities dripping like honey, just as her father predicted. To prove it, their satchels are stuffed, almost too heavy to carry on the long journey back. She sees them in her mind’s eye, bursting through the gate with a shout, laughing and stomping their feet. They exclaim at all they’ve brought back from the big city: dried persimmons, dates, yeot, sesame candy. Her father inspects Oksoon and Changho, commending them for being good. Byungho oppa tousles her hair; the brothers affectionately cuff one another. And just like that, all the waiting and anxiety of these last weeks are swept away.

Let it be so, she thinks, even as she senses something pitiless moving toward them.

Thirty-nine days. Oksoon is counting.





TWO

Junho doesn’t think of what he’s doing as lying.

Five finished letters sit in a stack before him, sealed and addressed. He lines up the edges, then rubs his hands together for warmth. The room is so drafty and cold he can see his breath hang in the air. He tightens the faded quilt around his shoulders and thinks of something his mother used to say: “In such cold, everybody ages.”

He turns to the piece of paper in front of him and runs a finger underneath what he’s written, feeling a quiet pleasure at the careful, inky loops unfurling across the page.


Dear Mrs. Kramer,

How are you? I am fine.



He begins all his letters the same way, remembering the recitation from the missionary school where he first heard the sound of English. He continues to read over what he’s written.


The war makes us very sad. We give thanks for brothers and sisters in Christ in U.S.A. Please pray for us.



His desk was made for a child, and though he’s small for his seventeen years, he has to fold his legs to fit. He feels the cold metal bar press into the tops of his knees. The room has no heat, but when he writes, he warms a bit.

At first, all his letters had been rather dull: expressions of gratitude, a sprinkling of groveling, and maybe a line or two he picked up from the director about America’s friendship with Korea or the need to fight the communist scourge. Even as he marveled at how these little pieces of paper could travel all the way to America, he also felt dissatisfied. The war had been dragging on for more than six months, and he hardly knew anything about it, except little bits of news he gleaned from Captain Chung. The letters were supposed to win sympathy for their cause, but Junho chafed at what felt like begging: It’s so cold, the children are hungry, please help, please help, please help.

One day, impulsively, he inserted a line about one of the children, a little girl named Minha. He’d noticed that whenever she cried, the orphanage helper, Hayan, would cheer her up by singing a song about a butterfly. So he’d written that Minha was a sweet-tempered child who loved chasing butterflies in the garden. He liked what his pen conjured: Minha laughing as her little legs carried her through a bright-green field dotted with pink and white cosmos. He could see it as clearly as if it had really happened, as if Minha had enough strength to run.

The American woman who received the letter wrote back almost immediately and asked about the little girl. More importantly, she sent money. Not much, but enough to convince the orphanage director that his efforts—that he—had merit. So he continued adding small details about the children. On a whim, he’d paired each child in the orphanage with one American benefactor, keeping track in his little brown notebook. The letter he was working on now was to Mrs. Kramer of Bakersfield, California, with whom he had linked a nine-year-old named Bumsoo.


Thank you for the hat.



In her last letter, Mrs. Kramer had mentioned sending a hat for Christmas, though how she’d sent it or where it might be now is a mystery to Junho.


Bumsoo likes the hat and it is good because today in Korea the weather is very cold.



Junho told Mrs. Kramer that Bumsoo is a heroic nine-year-old boy who saved his little sister by carrying her on his back out of Seoul after communists murdered their parents. This isn’t exactly true. Or, more to the point, he doesn’t know if it’s true or not. Like so many others here, Bumsoo rarely says anything about what happened before he came to the orphanage. Neither does Junho. It’s as though they’ve shed their past lives as a condition of their arrival. But the Americans don’t know that, and in the absence of other information, and given that Bumsoo is more or less a nice kid, Junho feels generous making him the hero of the invented story.


Bumsoo wears the hat when he rides on the sled in the snow.



In Junho’s home village, boys would build sleds from whittled branches and rope. He had built one once with his cousins Byungho and Changho, when they still lived near each other. They spent hours whittling and bending the hickory branches into sturdy runners and rode the sled, day after day, until little Oksoon smashed it with a rock for not being allowed to join in. She had been just eight or nine at the time, such a ferocious little thing. Her mother whipped the backs of Oksoon’s legs with a thin switch as punishment. He shakes his head, remembering the red welts on her calves and how she trembled but did not cry.

After Oksoon and her family left their village for Pyongyang, they often invited him to spend summers with them. His mouth waters at the memory of the crisp slices of summer melon and the jeolpyeon, steamed and pounded rice cakes, that his aunt used to serve them. She was a talented and generous cook and always made sure to send some home with him.

When he returned to his village, his mother would be waiting for him at the gate. She’d press her warm hands against his cheeks in greeting. Then the food parcels from his aunt would be opened, one by one, and his mother would pass judgment on each item. “Is this all? She could have sent more. Her mul kimchi is underseasoned. Her dduk is sound, though, I’ll give her that.” Then they would eat it all, relishing every bite.

He’s being an idiot. To think of home and his mother—there’s only heartbreak in that. With a shudder, Junho tries to clear his mind. Through the small rectangular window, he sees the bare branches of the apricot tree crisscross the pane like a map to some unknown country. He stands up and lays his palm against the icy glass. Outside, the sky is stone gray. In the courtyard below, he sees Hayan leading five small children across the frozen yard. They follow her like ragtag ducklings. Little Minha is last in line, holding on to Kyeongjin’s shirt. The two of them fall behind, and Hayan calls to them to hurry.

Hayan looks up and sees Junho in the window. She mistakes his flattened palm for a wave, and smiles awkwardly before turning to scoop Minha up onto her hip and leading the children inside.

“So then, how do you say ‘jongyi’ in English?” Kwondo bursts in without knocking.

After Junho, Kwondo is the oldest boy here. His closely cropped hair accentuates his large ears, which might have made him the butt of jokes if everyone wasn’t a little afraid of his temper.

“Since when do you care about English?” Junho frowns at the interruption.

“I heard Americans have special paper for ass wiping,” Kwondo says. “If that’s true, that’s really funny.” He flops into Junho’s chair and picks up the letter to Mrs. Kramer. “What does this say?”

Junho snatches the page back, and the corner of the paper tears. “Look what you did!” he cries. “That was a lot of work!”

“You’re the one who grabbed it out of my hand.” Kwondo is unapologetic. “And who cares? It’s just a small tear.”

“Get out of my chair,” Junho says, giving Kwondo a push. “Because of you, I’ll have to rewrite this.”

Kwondo doesn’t budge. “What about my question?” he says.

Junho sighs and closes his eyes. “ ‘Paper’ is the word you want. It means jongyi, but also shinmoon. As in, ‘Have you read the paper today?’ ”

“And what about the ass-wiping part?” Kwondo asks.

“Is everything a joke to you?”

“Isn’t everything a joke?” Kwondo slowly relinquishes the seat and gives Junho a long look. “What are you up to, Hyeong?”

“You know what I’m doing,” Junho stammers. He’s suddenly, irrationally nervous about the fibs he’s creating. “I’m writing to Americans to ask for help.”

“You scribble away all day in a room so cold, it could freeze your nuts off,” Kwondo says. “All just to do the director’s bidding?” He looks skeptical. “I’m just saying, let me in on the joke.” Junho notices patches of scaly skin around the younger boy’s eyes and neck. His clothes hang loosely from his wiry frame. Like so many of them, he’s malnourished, perpetually hungry. But where the hunger makes most of them weaker, slower, it seems to make Kwondo sharper, as though some essential element has become concentrated.

“There’s no joke,” Junho says. He steadies his voice. “And I’m not up to anything except having to rewrite this letter, thanks to you. So, could you give me some peace?”

“You really think the letters will do anything?” Kwondo asks.

“Sure they will,” Junho says, trying to sound upbeat. “It’s only a matter of time.” He’s actually not sure what the director expects will happen. What he does know is that she’s always worried about money and is willing to try anything to keep the orphans fed and clothed.

“Glad you think so,” Kwondo says. He takes one more look around and leaves, slapping the loose sliding door behind him. “Have fun writing to the paper ass-wipers,” he says.

Junho looks after him and takes a deep breath. He takes out a fresh sheet of paper and carefully rewrites the letter to Mrs. Kramer. In his mind, he calls up the image of Bumsoo wearing a brand-new hat. The world is covered with dazzling, powdery snow that crunches underfoot as the boy climbs a nearby hill, dragging the sled behind him. At the top, Bumsoo looks out over a peaceful landscape dotted with trees. In a distant village, smoke is rising from little chimneys, promising a warm dinner and a cozy bed. Bumsoo gets on the sled and barrels down a snowy hill, screaming with joy.

Junho nods to himself and finishes the letter:

When Bumsoo rides the sled, he feels free.

He blows on the page to dry the ink, then turns to the letter he’s saved for last. On the envelope, he recognizes Mrs. Hope Longfield’s distinctive handwriting, the letters all slanting sharply to the right. When he opens it, a small gray square flutters onto the desk. A photograph. Mrs. Hope Longfield stands against a fence. One arm leans along the top rail, while the other presses a hat to her head on what must have been a windy day. The sun shines behind her, so that her face is in shadow. The corner of the photograph is defective; a blank splotch cuts into the picture like a second sun.

With his dictionary within reach, Junho turns to the page of dense script and begins to read.


Dear Junho,

You should know how much your stories about the beautiful children at the orphanage lift my spirits. Those precious ones have endured such difficulties. Yet they laugh, do their lessons, play, and do all the things that children always do. For their sake and yours, I pray that the war will end soon and peace will come to Korea. From what I’ve read, victory isn’t far off. The communists are no match for the courage of our side, and is it any surprise? They are godless while we have the Lord with us.



In many ways, Mrs. Hope Longfield of Lansing, Michigan, is just like the other Americans. She asks after the children and opines about the war. But once in a while, a strain of melancholy bleeds through. It resonates with something Junho feels but never talks about, a well of loneliness that is always with him.


I read your account of escaping the North with my heart in my throat. I could almost hear the bullets whizzing past you. It was so brave of you to risk your life to save that woman from drowning. You are a true hero.



Junho feels a stab of guilt. In his last letter to her, he’d written about himself, rather than one of the children. As he did so, an exciting story spooled out of him, almost of its own accord, involving a daring escape from communist soldiers, sprinting to jump onto a moving train, and, yes, he had described pulling a drowning woman out of the Han River. This wasn’t true, of course. He can barely swim. But Mrs. Hope Longfield doesn’t have to know that.


I draw strength from your courage. It has been over a year since my husband passed away, and the widow’s life is an adjustment for me. So, I devote myself to good causes, stay involved with my church, and sing in the choir. Music brings me such consolation. Still, the days feel long, and I often spend hours staring out the window. I live on a quiet street lined with oaks. The trees shade the lane in summer and stand as sentinels in winter. Now their bare arms reach out to me.



It takes Junho a long time to work through those short sentences. He realizes with the pleasure of recognition that she isn’t using “sentinel” to mean, as it said in his dictionary, “a soldier standing guard.” It’s meant to be poetic. He continues to read.


It’s a good life, though I regret that the Lord never blessed us with a child. I want, most of all, to be a mother. Alas, that was not to be. Still, I often think of how the sound of a child laughing would lift my spirits and add color to an otherwise drab life.



Junho reads and rereads the lines, making sure he understands all the words. He’s honored that this American would share such personal thoughts with him. He’s also baffled. He thinks of his own mother and tries to imagine her using Mrs. Hope Longfield’s words, saying, “I want.” It’s impossible. Yet it’s the very reason these letters delight him so. Americans! Throwing about their hopes and desires so casually, as if they are entitled to shape their destiny. He begins to write.


Hello, how are you? I am fine. In Korea, it is wintertime. The branches of the trees look so beautiful.



His limitations with English vex him. He knows how to say “I did this” and “I went here,” but to describe what he loves best about his homeland is beyond him. Had he the words, he would answer Mrs. Hope Longfield’s poetic sentiments with his own. He would describe the true beauty of his country, each of the four seasons articulating itself on the slopes of the foothills, the dogwood in spring, the maples in autumn. He’d talk about the farmers who still plant and harvest as they have for generations. He stops writing to check the spelling of “beautiful.”

Because Mrs. Hope Longfield mentioned the church choir, Junho now writes:


My father loved singing. Just like you, he sang in the choir. Each week, my mother and I sat in the front row of the church and listened to the sweet music. My mother was not in the choir because she was too humble, but she also sang songs to God at home. I heard her when I was falling asleep. Then they both became ill. I tried my best to take care of them. We did not have money for a doctor. They were lying on the bed and holding hands. My mother was singing softly when my father went to heaven. Soon after, my mother went to heaven, too. It was very sad. After that, I came to the orphanage to serve God and help children.



Junho’s so engrossed in the story he’s making up that he tears up. He can almost imagine his father and mother lying side by side on their bedrolls, with him bent over each of them, blotting their foreheads with a damp towel. He wonders if he’s overdone it, but he tells himself that it’s better than telling the truth, that he was sent away to avoid conscription, and that his widowed mother is now alone, vulnerable, and likely destitute, trading her welfare for his.

He looks over what he’s written, then picks up Mrs. Hope Longfield’s picture again.


Thank you for the photograph. It is good.



Junho runs his thumb over the photo’s defective corner. For the first time, it occurs to him that she might have been unwilling to part with anything better. He frowns but dismisses the thought. Mrs. Hope Longfield is not, he feels, that kind of person.






THREE

Oksoon sits in the middle of the empty room. The explosions have quieted, and the air is charged with a strange stillness. Even here, on the outskirts of Pyongyang, they can usually hear the clanging bells of the streetcars or this or that hawker shouting enticements about soybeans or cabbage. Everything is silent now as if each one of the city’s four hundred thousand residents is holding their collective breath.

This room is insulated with old newspapers, layered from floor to ceiling in no particular order, so that stories are chopped in half or covered over. In the dim light, Oksoon runs her finger along the wall, finding a partial sentence denouncing the South’s president, Ri Seungman, as an imperialist puppet. She drags her finger until it lands on her favorite words, a few lines from a poem about the migration of swallows. There’s so much she doesn’t understand about the world: why the North and South are really fighting, why Korea constantly ricochets from one bully to another—the Japanese, the Soviets, the Americans, and now China—why they can’t just be left alone.

She would have liked to talk all this over with her cousin, who took the things she said seriously. But Junho’s gone, too—they’ve heard he’s looking for his former teacher, a missionary, somewhere near Jinju.

Oksoon decides to circle the room ten times, heel-to-toe. Surely by then someone will come back. Each step marks a step her family is taking toward home, she tells herself. She walks painstakingly, drawing a ring of protection around their house and each of her family members, wherever they are.

“Come home to me,” she whispers.

She thinks back to the night before her father and Byungho oppa departed. Her mother had tried for weeks to dissuade them from going, and she was trying still. They live in a small two-room house, and Oksoon lay awake next to her mother, listening to her parents’ furtive whispers. In the other room, she heard Byungho oppa’s light snoring, but sensed Changho oppa was awake and straining to hear.

“What’s the rush?” her mother said.

“A business opportunity like this can’t sit idle for long. And besides, we need to go and return before winter. If prospects look as promising as they seem, we can all move to Seoul next spring,” he said.

“But the war—”

“Is all but over. A formality.” Her father didn’t bother to hide his impatience. “The Americans have seen to that. We need to seize on this idea while we still can.” He sounded so sure. Oksoon desperately wanted it to be true.

“You’ve had many ideas,” her mother said. She left the second part unspoken, that these schemes—selling his share of the family land to finance a run for county office, the move to Pyongyang, a job at the lumber mill—had come to nothing.

In the silence that followed, Oksoon felt the crackling current of two adults refusing to yield. There was no question of her mother prevailing, of course. Giving in would be a defeat her father would never countenance.

“Then take both boys with you,” her mother said. “Boys should be with their father.”

Oksoon wondered what it would be like to be a boy, to be encouraged to have adventures and go to school. She, on the other hand, like all girls, was expected to stay home and behave. The world was spacious and broad and interesting if you were a boy.

“I won’t bring Changho,” her father said, dismissing the suggestion in one breath. “He’ll slow us down.”

Oksoon makes another turn around the room and looks again at the empty baduk board. She picks up a few stray stones, folds the blankets, returns the family Bible to its place, and sets the room right so there is no hint of their fight. She thinks of the game she and Changho were playing. The shapes made by her stones had been quite strong. Had they finished their game and tallied the score, she might have finally beaten her brother. For all Changho’s eye-rolling, had he seen it, too?

Midway through her eighth turn around the room, she hears her mother call out. Oksoon hurls herself out the door and down the steps into her mother’s arms. She buries her face in her bony shoulder, letting herself feel small again. She breathes in a clean, familiar smell.

“Where were you?” Oksoon’s voice sounds plaintive and accusatory, but she doesn’t care. “What took you so long?” She expects a scolding for whining like a baby, but her mother says nothing. Instead, she hugs her back. The unexpected reciprocity makes Oksoon hold on even tighter. After a moment, her mother shudders and pulls away. She’s flushed and winded. Her usually neatly pinned hair is coming loose, and her cloak is askew. She and Byungho oppa share the same fine, angular features—narrow noses and sharp chins—while Oksoon and Changho take after their father’s broad, flat features. Oksoon has always thought her mother beautiful.

“Where’s your brother?” she asks.

“He just went out for a minute,” Oksoon says.

“Out? Where?”

Oksoon is caught between feeling loyal to Changho and wanting him to get in trouble for abandoning her. “I’m not sure,” she says.

“You should have known better than to let him go.”

As if anyone ever listens to me, Oksoon thinks but dares not say. Instead, she takes the coal bucket from her mother, registering its lightness. “It’s cold,” Oksoon says, “please go inside.” Her mother stomps her feet and shakes the snow off her shawl. She peels off her wet, mud-caked shoes before going in. Oksoon takes the empty pail into the kitchen and stirs the fire again, trying to coax more heat from the dying embers. She warms a small pot of watery broth and brings it to her mother, whose face is lined with worry.

“You shouldn’t have let him leave,” she says.

Oksoon is about to reply when they hear yelling from the street.

“Bbalgengyi! The Reds!”

They rush out in time to see Changho sprinting up the path. He stumbles through the gate and collapses onto the porch.

“They’re gone!” The word explodes from Changho’s mouth, knocking them back.

“Which family is gone now?” their mother asks. “I suspected the Hans were planning—”

“The fighting—the communists—” He gasps, trying to speak.

“Slow down,” their mother commands. She helps him take off his shoes and tries to wrap an arm around his shoulders. “You’re thoroughly chilled. Come inside.”

Changho shakes her off. “They’re all gone,” he says.

“Everyone?” Oksoon asks. “How could that be?”

Changho bends over as if in pain. “Not the n-neighbors,” he stutters. “The Americans. The United Nations. They’ve abandoned Pyongyang. They’re all gone.”

The blood drains from her mother’s face. The Americans had come into Pyongyang with such a show of force; there was an inevitability to their presence and the imposition of their will. It had been easy to believe Father when he said they were here to stay. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have had the confidence to leave. “The war is over,” he had announced.

“Father said he’d be back—” Oksoon says.

Changho scrubs his hands through his bristly black hair. “He couldn’t have known this would happen.” He turns to their mother, who sits motionless, her face unreadable. “Everyone is getting out of here. We should, too.”

“But Father said—”

“ ‘Father said, Father said,’ ” Changho singsongs. “Well, Father’s not here, is he?”

“You weren’t even supposed to go downtown,” Oksoon shouts at him. She can’t escape the irrational feeling that his thoughtlessness is to blame.

“Stop it,” their mother says, silencing them both. “Let me think.” She is a tiny woman with a diminutive manner, but her children know to respect her. She squeezes her eyes and grimaces, bowing her head as though enduring a great pain.

“He should have taken you,” she says, and Oksoon knows she’s talking to Changho.

Their mother opens her eyes and stares at her second-born. Oksoon sees her brother as their mother does: the fuzz above his lips and his too-short pants.

Changho’s been agitated and riled up, trying to argue his case. Meeting no resistance now, he seems chastened. “Well, he didn’t take me, so I’m the man of the family now. No one in their right mind would try to come back to Pyongyang right now,” he says.

“My God, where is he? Hello?” The voice outside their gate makes them jump. Oksoon’s heart leaps in hope and then sinks like a stone. It’s only their neighbor, Mrs. Yoon, Taeil’s mother.

“Thank God you’re all still here!” Mrs. Yoon lets herself in through the gate. “Haven’t you heard what’s happening?” Her voice is shrill.

“My goodness, you’re not wearing your coat,” Oksoon’s mother says. Though she’d been fretting just moments before, she approaches her friend with matter-of-fact calm. “Of course we’re here. Where else would we be? Come inside immediately. Your lips are blue. Oksoon-ah, fetch some tea.”

Their neighbor is originally from the same northern province as their family. When the two women spend any time together, their provincial accents run thick with familiar ease.

“I can’t find Taeil,” Mrs. Yoon says, panicked. “Have you seen him?”

Oksoon glances at Changho, who shakes his head.

“He came by here a few hours ago,” she says, crossing her arms.

“You were with him?” Mrs. Yoon shouts at Changho. “Where did you go? Why did you leave him? He’s younger than you!”

“Is this true?” Their mother frowns. “Were you together?” The implied responsibility makes her unhappy.

“We got separated downtown,” Changho says. “It’s a madhouse—I couldn’t keep track of him.”

“Changho will go and find Taeil,” their mother says decisively. “He’ll bring him home.”

Relief lights up Mrs. Yoon’s face. “Would you? Oh, you’re such a good boy. No wonder Taeil looks up to you. It would be a different matter altogether if his father were home.”

“No need to explain,” her mother says. “Our men are away. The least we can do is look after one another. Go home and look after your children. It will be fine.”

Her mother’s assurance and generosity calm Oksoon, too.

Mrs. Yoon stands and smooths her hair. Oksoon bows to her as she leaves, and Changho begins to put on his shoes. Their mother waits to make sure her friend is out of earshot. Then she walks over and snatches the shoe out of Changho’s hand. “You’re not going anywhere,” she says.

“I thought you said—”

“That boy will come home on his own,” she says. “Or he won’t.” Her mouth is set in a grim line. “Now get inside, both of you.”

There is nothing to do except obey. They hear their mother rattling around in the kitchen. Oksoon should get up and help, but she feels rooted to the floor. Soon a steadying, delicious warmth radiates up from the ondol flues. Their mother must be feeling sorry for them. She’s burning the last of the coal. Oksoon lies down and presses her cheek to the smooth, warming surface. With her eyes closed, she thinks about the migration of swallows. They will not return to Korea until the summer. That seems a long way away.

A blood-curdling screech rips through the air. Oksoon and Changho jump up and run out. Before they even turn the corner, they know. Their mother holds the squawking, flapping rooster by his bright orange feet. Oksoon feels him resisting the disorientation and inevitable paralysis. The fire is burning hot with the last of the coal and firewood, and a big pot of water is boiling briskly. Her mother takes hold of the rooster’s neck in her strong brown hands and twists in one motion. The body spasms, and the wings flap wildly. She holds the broken neck firmly against the edge of the table until the twitching stops. Then she dunks the bird in the boiling water. The hot water will loosen the feathers, and she’ll make quick work of plucking and butchering. Still, night has fallen, and the moon has risen by the time the soup is ready. She brings in a small table laden with soup, rice, and kimchi and surprises them by lighting a precious candle. The candlelight makes their shadows dance wildly against the newspaper-covered walls. Changho begins to eat, but Oksoon waits.

“If she won’t eat it, I will,” Changho says, enthusiastically slurping his soup. “Bring her bowl this way.”

“We’ll leave in the morning,” their mother says, with a decisiveness that surprises them both. “We’ll stay away until the fighting passes, then come back and meet your father and brother here. It should just take a few days.”

They sit in the dark, pretending to believe her. “That’s what I’ve been saying,” says Changho, then trails off. Her mother has killed her prized rooster, her hope for spring. Oksoon has waited for thirty-nine days for her father and eldest brother to come home. They can’t—won’t—wait any longer. Something inside her shifts. A good baduk player doesn’t just read one move ahead, but all the way to the end of the sequence. She can’t see every move, but at least now she understands where they’ll have to place the first stone.

She picks up a spoon and starts eating. The soup is rich and flavorful—she silently apologizes to her father and eldest brother for enjoying its taste at a time like this. She finishes the whole bowl.





FOUR

Junho glides along the long hallway, clutching the stack of completed letters. He’s worked diligently, writing late the previous night to finish his letter to Mrs. Hope Longfield. Fatigue and a crick in his neck make him move slowly, but he’s satisfied with the work he’s done. Captain Chung, a chaplain and the director’s friend, is visiting, and though he can’t make out the words through the closed door, the low murmuring tells him they’re deep in conversation and may not welcome the interruption. He knocks anyway and is called in.

A large mahogany desk sits in the center of the small room. Though the director is a petite woman, always tidily and humbly dressed in a plain gray hanbok, she looks perfectly at ease behind the grand piece of furniture that might have dwarfed a less formidable person. The desk has the opposite effect on Captain Chung, who sits across from her. The chaplain is a tall man with broad shoulders, but he somehow seems smaller than the director. He’s leaning forward, hands stopped in midair. Those hands slowly drift to his knees now as he turns to Junho.

“Ah, the letter writer,” Captain Chung says, a little flustered. Though he drives a truck up a dirt road, alternately dusty or muddy, he manages to arrive looking freshly scrubbed, every button on his uniform polished. “The director and I were just discussing your fine capabilities.”

Junho doubts that, but bows and puts the stack of completed letters on her desk respectfully, using both hands. Mrs. Hope Longfield’s letter sits in the middle of the stack, safe from prying eyes, emitting a low-grade hum only he can hear.

It was the director’s idea to transform what was once the summer home of a wealthy family into the Lord’s Home for Beloved Children. Sloping roofs, fitted cedar joints, and burnished walkways grace the estate. Colorful dancheong flowers and flourishes decorate the estate’s posts and beams. Even now, put to a completely utilitarian purpose, it retains echoes of its former glory. It was the director’s idea, but it’s Captain Chung’s cooperation and connections that sustain them. He drives a truck filled with supplies for the orphanage up from the small seaside town of Jinju each month, along with any letters from America. Visiting orphanages is part of his duties, but he pays extra attention to this one because the director is his childhood friend.

Junho takes a seat on the floor, in a patch of sunlight. It’s a role he plays whenever Captain Chung visits, a halfhearted nod to propriety, though the director and Captain Chung spend quite a bit of time alone. Junho thinks he understands why. The director is always tough-minded, toward herself and everyone else. Only with her old friend does she occasionally lower her guard.

Captain Chung and the director often walk around the estate together. Junho once saw them near the pavilion at the back of the estate. Something in how intently the captain leaned in to listen to the director made Junho draw back so as not to be seen. A sudden breeze lofted a swirl of autumn leaves around them. The two looked up, delighted, holding their palms to the sky. In that moment, Junho could easily imagine them as the children they’d once been, the daughter of a wealthy family and the son of the maid who served them. Captain Chung looked down at the director and brushed a stray leaf from her shoulder. She, in turn, looked up at him and smiled. Junho felt hot and nervous witnessing their intimacy. The director has made it clear that she never intends to marry, but it’s obvious that Captain Chung is waiting for her to change her mind.

He feels jumpy even now, though the two friends make a point of speaking politely and properly in front of him. The supplies the captain has brought with him are stacked neatly against the wall, making the room even more cramped. Crates of preserved meat, cans of fruit, barley, salt, and iodine, along with donated clothes and blankets, will be counted and sorted before being stored in the pantry, a large cabinet with brass hinges and a heavy padlock.

“I’m afraid I come with bad news,” Captain Chung says, clearing his throat. He looks regretful, as though he would rather not change the subject from whatever he and the director had been discussing. “China has entered the war.”

His words hang in the air.

“I thought the war was over,” the director says.

“We all did.” He bows his head as if in apology. “Now China’s involved, and the Americans won’t let that stand. And who knows if the Soviets will send troops, too?”

“It’s bad, then?”

“The communists are pushing south, and the UN forces are burning everything as they retreat. Pyongyang has been reduced to ashes. Thousands of civilians are caught in the crossfire. It’s pandemonium.”

“To think it’s come to this,” the director says. She turns to Junho. “Did you know the missionaries used to call Pyongyang ‘the Jerusalem of the East’ because of how fervently people responded to the Gospel? I’ve never been there, but I used to hear so many stories, I imagined it as holy ground. How tragic.”

She looks at him expectantly, but he doesn’t know what to say. He remembers going to church in Pyongyang, of course. When his father was alive, and they briefly lived in the city, they went to services every day, every spare moment, or at least that’s what it felt like to him. But that was years ago. How could such a great city be destroyed? Junho can’t imagine it. He thinks of his relatives still living there and remembers his uncle’s idea to go to Seoul. He planned to start a shoelace factory—or was it buttons? So there was a chance his family had gotten out of Pyongyang to safety. He hopes so.

“They expel the missionaries, terrorize the believers, and now this,” the director says, looking away. “Lord, have mercy.” She sits up and addresses Captain Chung. “What does this mean for your assignment? They wouldn’t send you elsewhere, would they?”

“Would that displease you?”

The director looks embarrassed but manages to answer quickly. “Of course, who else would bring our supplies to us?”

“Is that all I am to you?” Captain Chung teases. “A pack mule to haul bags and boxes?”

“I’m just being practical,” she says, smiling. “Who else could I rely on?”

“Speaking of practicalities, I’ve been praying about whether it’s time to move the children to town,” he says. “It takes me two or three days to deliver supplies here. In that time, I could be visiting several other orphanages. When we thought the war would end soon, it was easier to justify than it is now.”

“Are you tiring of us?”

“Of course not,” he says. “I’m devoted now and will always be.” And Junho doesn’t know if Captain Chung is referring to the orphanage work, his friendship with the director, or both.

The director leans forward and lowers her voice. “The cities are dangerous, too, we both know that.”

“It’s pointless to listen to rumors,” Captain Chung says, a little too quickly.

“Yet you don’t deny it.”

“This is war. And communists don’t walk around carrying signs announcing who they are. It’s dangerous for everyone, but if you were in the city, at least I could check on you more often.”

Junho is still trying to understand what they’re talking about when Old Cook knocks and brings in a tray of tea and slices of peach swimming in syrup. Junho’s stomach growls as he watches the captain receive his cup with two hands and a slight bow. The director once said, Junho recalls now, that the captain, despite his rank, did not know how to behave with servants.

“Thank you. What delicacies,” he says. He wraps his large hands around the porcelain cup. “You make me forget the cold.” He then trades the teacup for the dish of peaches and spoons the fruit into his mouth, gulping down the exotic treat and then slurping the syrup. He doesn’t seem to notice Junho watching.

The director waits for him to put the dish back on the tray. “I must impose upon you to take me to Jinju,” she says, straightening a paper on her desk. “My brother has asked me to attend to some family business. He is sending his daughter to stay with me. So you see, I’m not the only one confident about our safety.”

This is news indeed. Why would the director’s brother send his daughter here? Junho wonders if there is some danger that means the child needs to be sheltered in this remote place. What did Hayan and Old Cook know about the care of a child of privilege? It would only mean more work for them. Would she do her lessons along with the rest of the children? He can’t imagine her fitting in with orphanage life: crowded dormitories, the drone of long lessons, rows of cropped heads bowed over bowls of bland porridge.

“I remember her, of course. The last time I saw her must have been when you and I were starting high school. Didn’t she come to school with us once?”

“When she was five,” the director says. “She sneaked out of the house to follow us. She got all the way to the middle bridge, and guess who had to take her back home and then was punished by the teacher for being late?”

“She loved running after you like a stray puppy,” Captain Chung says.

“Headstrong, even then.”

“She must be grown by now.”

“Eighteen this year,” says the director. “To be quite honest, I’m not sure what to expect, having not seen her for so long. In general, I am all for a girl being educated, but in her case, my brother overdid it. Private tutors and such—he’s even taken her on his travels around the world. Tokyo, Manila, and even New York. What good has that done? Just bred an unruly girl who is now being sent for me to deal with.”

Junho’s head spins. The director’s niece is not a little girl but someone old enough to have traveled around the world.

“Then it will undoubtedly do her great good to be guided by you,” Captain Chung says. They change the subject, but Junho can’t concentrate. Though he has only just heard of the director’s niece, he’s already worried. No one else here, including the director herself, knows a word of English. Now someone is coming who has been to America.



The week without the director passes with an order and decorum that would have pleased her. Junho leads the morning devotional and helps the children with their lessons. They eat the food the director portioned out for them before departing. Hayan and Old Cook keep everything sorted and in its proper place.

Sitting in the letter-writing room, Junho considers the stories he’s written, carried away by Captain Chung, and somehow making their way to America. He feels a pang, thinking of the ease with which they cross the ocean. If only he could tuck himself into an envelope or two or three. Then he could mail himself in pieces—an eye, an earlobe, a knee—to be assembled later.

A sharp rap makes him jump. Hayan comes in and sets a cup of tea in front of him without a word. She’s a girl of seventeen, plain in looks and manners. A damp rag is always in her hand, with which she wipes anything that needs wiping, whether tables or noses. For the first weeks after his arrival, she treated him with the same annoyance she showed the other children. Lately, though, she’s started to show her preference for him in small ways. She sets the tea down and smooths her skirt.

“Any word from the director, Nuna?” he asks. He’s lied about his age in order to be admitted to the orphanage, so he addresses her as an older sister, though they both know better.

“She’ll return sometime today, I suppose,” Hayan says. “And she’s bringing back her niece, which will just mean more work for me and Old Cook.”

“She’s been to America,” Junho says.

Hayan frowns. “And that impresses you, I suppose?”

“If I had made it to America, I wouldn’t come back,” Junho says.

“What’s so wonderful about America?” Hayan asks.

“It’s called the land of plenty,” he says. “It has whatever you need—food, money, houses. Plenty of books. Plenty of time to read them.”

“That does sound nice.” Hayan sighs. “Well, if you go, I hope you’ll take me with you.”

Junho chokes and nearly spits out his tea. He stares intently at his cup, mortified. Hayan freezes as if she can’t believe the words that have fallen out of her mouth. Pink blotches bloom across her cheeks, and Junho feels his own face grow hot. She bangs into the door as she flees from the room. Junho uses the edge of his sleeve to blot a bit of spilled tea. His mind wanders to her kindness: an extra scoop of porridge, compliments about his letter writing, a sideways glance—his face burns hotter.

Suddenly impatient with Hayan, with himself, with everything, he heads out into the cold, to his favorite spot, a small stone pavilion set atop a small hill at the back of the property. From there, he can look down at the whole estate, now covered in snow. Winding stone steps lead up to a stone bench. There was once a small pond below, though it’s dry, having been drained for winter. The director had told him this place had been built to echo the high-minded ideals of the yangban class, with the express purpose of facilitating the contemplation of nature and the writing of poetry.

A group of boys appears from around the corner, marching in two lines.

“We’re playing war,” Kwondo calls up to Junho. “We need a second captain. How about you?”

When Junho looks dubious, Kwondo says, “It’s just an excuse to throw snowballs. Have a little fun for once.”

Bumsoo, Chul, and Rat, along with several smaller boys, look up at him. Little Lucky, the youngest boy and Junho’s favorite, stands in the back and sucks his thumb.

Junho shrugs as he bounds down the steps. The director isn’t here; it might feel good to throw a snowball or two. They decide to choose teams. Junho tries to be sly and outthink Kwondo, but when he takes stock of his “men,” he has the distinct feeling of being hoodwinked. Bumsoo is big for his age, and stocky. Junho hoped that his height would give them an advantage, but the boy’s pasty, anxious face tells him Bumsoo is no fighter. The rest—nine- and ten-year-olds and a few little ones—stare at him with such nervous expressions that Junho feels sure that they’ve already lost. Only Rat is ready for the fight. He’s on Junho’s team because Kwondo pushed him away, calling him a runt. Junho suspects Kwondo was trying to even out the teams, but Rat probably doesn’t see it that way. He scowls as Kwondo leads his team away to prepare.

“We should build a fort,” Bumsoo says as soon as they’re out of sight. “We need to protect ourselves.”

“With what? We have no time.”

“We should sneak around and get them from the back.”

“We need to stay together!”

“Split up!”

“We’re going to get smashed,” Lucky wails. “I don’t want to play this game.”

“Kwondo hyeong only sees what is right in front of his nose,” Rat says. “He’ll send his forces in straight-on.” He points up to the branches above them. “We can fight from up there.”

“You’re not the captain,” Junho says, but already the other boys are dashing around. They compact dirty, icy snowballs with their bare hands and load them into the fronts of their shirts before scampering into the trees. Junho clumsily struggles up a nearby oak. Only when he has finally climbed up and is straddling a cold branch does he realize he has nothing to throw. He isn’t up very high, but it’s too late to jump down now. He is wet and cold and regrets letting Kwondo pester him into joining this stupid game. The brittle winter air carries the sound of Old Cook singing in the kitchen.

Kwondo and the others come around the corner in a tight formation. Rat is right; they are expecting a fight on the ground. The ice melting off the trees sounds like light rain.

Suddenly, a flat gray stone—not a snowball—shoots out of one of the trees and hits Kwondo on the forehead. He looks around as though he wants to ask a question, before he crumples to the ground. Kwondo’s team stops altogether, unsure of what to do. In that half second, the boys in the trees begin to pelt them with snowballs.

“Stop! Stop!” Junho cries. He slides down the tree trunk, scraping his stomach against the rough bark. He bends over Kwondo, who lies on his back. An egg-sized bump is already growing out of his forehead.

“Yah, Rat, what did you do?” Junho asks.

“Look at that,” Rat says, his voice soft with wonder. “He’s growing a horn.”

Kwondo opens his eyes. “Thank goodness,” Junho says. “I thought you were—”

Kwondo leaps up and punches Junho in the chest. His breath whooshes out of him and he falls back, struggling to breathe. He tries to protest, but he can’t choke out any words. An angry foot flies toward him, which he manages to dodge.

“Kill him!” the boys yell.

“At his face, at his face!”

Hayan and Old Cook rush toward them, responding to the commotion with astonished expressions. Then Kwondo tackles him. The snow soaks the back of his shirt as they struggle. Junho fights back in earnest. The two boys wrestle as the other children egg them on, and Old Cook and Hayan scream for them to stop. Junho manages to land one solid blow, but he’s outmatched. In a moment, he’s crouched down with his arms over his head, and Kwondo is on top of him, pounding him.

“Stop this at once!” At the sound of the director’s voice, the children, both boys and girls, scatter. In the commotion, no one heard the bell that signals the opening of the front gate.

“I tried to stop them,” Old Cook says. “Hoodlums! Barbarians!”

Junho looks up from where he’s crouched. Kwondo stands up, gingerly touching the bump on his forehead with the tips of his fingers.

“I didn’t hear the truck arrive,” Junho says lamely as he stands. It’s only then that he notices the director isn’t alone. The young woman is Korean, of course, but she’s dressed just as Junho’s imagined American ladies would dress, in a dark green coat with a matching scarf and a hat that frames her face. With two gloved hands, she holds a leather suitcase in front of her.

“This is Miss Kim, a new helper,” the director says. “See to it that she is respected.” Children peek out from behind the main house. A few, made braver by curiosity, trickle back into the yard.

Miss Kim stands quietly and respectfully as the director introduces her, but her quick sidelong glances tell Junho she’s as curious about them as they are about her. She resembles her aunt in the round arch of her eyebrows and the set of her mouth, but there the similarities end. She is taller, with a long, graceful neck. Her skin is startlingly pale, almost like parchment, and he will soon learn how every emotion, be it anger or grief, paints itself across her cheeks. Two pink spots appear there now.

Old Cook clasps her hands to her chest. “This is a surprise,” she exclaims. “A wonderful surprise indeed!” She’s more flustered than Junho has ever seen her. There is no sign of her characteristic irritability. Something in the way Old Cook and the newcomer look at each other makes Junho think they’ve met before.

“Anyeong ha seyo!” The children greet her in unison and bow. Hayan stands a little apart from them, not even trying to hide her scowl.

Miss Kim’s eyes dart from the house to the yard to the children and back to the house again, and in that moment, Junho sees things as she must. They are all too thin. Half the children have runny noses, and the other half are plagued with discolored, scaly patches on their skin. The estate has fallen far from its former glory. He sees that now. He thinks of things that never bothered him before, the tears in the paper paneling and the once-groomed shrubs growing wild. Designed as a summer residence, the whole place is drafty. The rain, and then snow and ice, seeps into the wood, bloating the joints, and warping the doorjambs. Many things are on the verge of ruin. Indeed, much is ruined already.

Miss Kim covers her mouth.

“Please come this way.” Kwondo steps up and takes her suitcase. “May I show you to your quarters?” He speaks in a charming, careless manner, unashamed of the large red welt on his forehead. Junho’s insides roil. With a grand sweep of his arms—looking like a goose, Junho thinks—Kwondo ushers her toward the house. Though he has been watching them intently, Junho averts his eyes at her approach. She passes by without a word.






FIVE

It’s barely dawn when Oksoon, Changho, and their mother lock their house, bolt their front gate, and join a rush of people pouring out of Pyongyang. They head out the main road toward the Taedong River bridge. At each turn, the number of people increases, as does the chaos. They pass a small child, then another, crying by the side of the road, already lost.

The two-story provincial offices, most recently occupied by the United Nations, sit empty. Not long ago, they housed the North Korean government, and before that the Japanese, each regime convinced its authority would stand forever. Everything is abandoned now, all windows dark. They weave through the crowd, passing in the shadow of City Hall, a two-story building with a wide balcony where officials stood and made speeches. The public auditorium, painted bright yellow, is hollowed out. Tens of thousands choke the road, clutching their most precious possessions. They fight not to be trampled—stumbling, pushing, crying. Families strain to pull household wagons piled high, and desperate owners drag terrified donkeys and oxen down the narrow streets. An explosion.

“That was close!” “Where are you?” “This way!”

The crowd pushes harder.

They join the river of people roiling, splitting, rejoining, taking the most direct route out of the city through downtown Pyongyang. They rush past small fires and smoldering buildings, the parting act from the UN soldiers who want to leave nothing for the enemy. The exhibition hall is on fire. Every light is on in the grand Taedong River Hotel and, through its plate glass windows, Oksoon sees silhouettes of frantic people running back and forth.

“Stay together!” Changho yells as they’re pressed on all sides. Shoulders, knees, and elbows jab them. Oksoon gags and coughs. Their mother pants and strains next to her. The suffocating pressure of the crowd eases as they reach the river, and people spread out to the left and right. The river flows wide and calm, its deep water reflecting the slate gray of the winter sky. Along its shore, smoldering warehouses and factories send plumes of black smoke into the air.

Then they see it. A distressed moan ripples through the crowd.

Taedong Bridge, that hulking modern structure of girders and beams, has crumpled. The half closest to them remains intact, but the far side has collapsed into the water, a chaos of twisted metal. The whole thing looks like a great wounded beast, brought to its knees. And all along that terrible beast’s back, they make out the stomach-churning sight of hundreds of people crawling like ants across the mangled girders in their desperation to get to the other side. They hear a distant scream, then watch, horrified, as a body flails its arms and falls from the broken bridge into the freezing waters below. A large piece of ice creaks and snaps, then drifts downstream. On shore, hundreds of others wait their turn.

Their mother grimaces and turns away, refusing to look anymore. Oksoon tries to shift her large schoolbag from one arm to the other. Her hands shake. She’s just cold, she tells herself. She’s not afraid. But fear moves through her shivering body and squeezes her heart.

Changho, on the other hand, jumps up and down, clapping his hands against the chill. “We must choose,” he says. “We could wait in that line”—he jerks his head toward the waiting crowd—“or we could look for a boat. Or we could try upriver for a place that might be frozen enough to walk across.” He surveys the scene, hands on his hips. “Can we risk that? I don’t know. We could spend half the day walking for nothing. And then, of course, it’s in the wrong direction…”

More people and carts and mules and cows crest over the ridge and down to the shore. Large flakes of feathery ash float down and catch in their hair and eyebrows, making them appear as if they’ve aged more in these fraught hours than in all their previous days. They watch a man fill his small boat with people and start to ferry them across.

A man crashes past them, nearly knocking their mother down.

“Watch it,” Changho yells. The man doesn’t hear or doesn’t care, probably both.

They struggle and shove through the crowd. The glare of yellow morning light dazzles across the water. They shield their eyes, almost despite themselves, squinting again at the massive, broken bridge silhouetted against the sky.

“I could climb it.” Changho eyes the slumped bridge.

“I could too,” Oksoon says, though her mouth puckers at the thought of scaling that terrible height. Her satchel is heavy with the naval history book she’s insisted on bringing, and she wonders how much harder it would be to climb carrying it. She’ll have to be brave.

The man in the boat returns to their side of the river. The line of people waiting for him thickens and pulses. They panic, but the boatman is calm. He balances, half standing, half squatting, and uses a heavy oar to jab at the ones allowed aboard, making sure each person pays what is owed. The rest shout their complaints as he pushes away from the shore. A squat man with muscular arms charges into the icy water, hunched with determination. The oar flashes like an extension of the boatman’s arm and hits the man in the chest. He totters and loses his balance, falling into the shallows. No one helps him up.

A shout goes up from the crowd. An ox lumbers toward the bank, snorting and straining as it pulls an overloaded cart. The old man in the cart sits erect, his white beard quivering beneath his bamboo hat. Oksoon feels heat thrumming off the animal as they pass by. With a shock, she realizes what he means to do.

“Fool! Crazy idiot!” someone yells.

“Let him try; I’d like to see it!”

With a hard blow from his switch and a sharp “heya!” the man drives the animal into the water. The ox takes a few steps and balks, lowing loudly, scrambling back, but the forward momentum of the cart as it slides down the bank is too much. It sinks on its front legs, resembling the mangled bridge above them.

“You’re not going to make it,” Oksoon screams, but the wind tosses her voice away. To her relief, three men start into the water to guide the animal back to shore. A switch slices through the air to strike them, and they fall back, cursing. The tortured beast struggles up, water shearing off its back. It strains forward, stumbles, then finds its footing. The cuts on the animal’s back weep blood. People shout warnings. The crazed man, his ox, and his cart groan forward together. Taedong River laps at the ox’s belly, then haunches, then neck. It’s stopped lowing now as it swims for its life, eyes wild, its fat pink tongue darting in and out. The cart sways, and then, remarkably, it straightens. Its owner sits aloft in his seat, the mad king surveying his kingdom.

Everyone knows what’s about to happen, but they can’t turn away.

The inevitable starts with a gentle lean to the right, a wobble, a shudder. Then the cart, piled high with all this man’s possessions, falls slowly, almost deliberately, twisting and sinking. Suddenly, there’s a stew of boxes, chairs, and dishes, all bobbing in the water. The river sweeps the man and the contents of his life downstream. He floats along, his white hair plastered against his skull, bamboo hat now gone. He clings to a wooden box and looks more surprised than afraid as the icy current pulls them under.

A loud wind pours over them, and Changho shouts to be heard above its roaring.

“This is madness,” he says. “We’ll freeze waiting to get to the front of that line.”

Their mother puts her bundle on the ground and sits on it. The rag she’s used to tie her hair is coming undone. They’ve hardly left home, and already she looks so small and vulnerable. She trembles visibly, looking up at them, helpless, and Oksoon can’t imagine how her mother could go much farther.

Changho takes Oksoon’s hands between his. “I’ll go alone. It’s the men the communists want, not you.”

Oksoon shakes her head vehemently. Everything in her—her body, her mind, her heart—tells her this is wrong.

Changho leans and whispers, “Think of Omma. She’s not going to survive this.”

Oksoon worries he’s right, but she’s not thinking straight. All she knows is she mustn’t let her brother go. They’ve already been separated from Father and Byungho oppa. The thought of parting from Changho, too, is unbearable.

“Let me go alone,” Changho addresses their mother. “You two go back and hunker down. I’ll see if I can meet Father and Byungho hyeong on the road and bring them back.”

Oksoon sees her mother thinking, considering.

“I had a nightmare last night,” Oksoon says suddenly, not meeting Changho’s eyes.

“Don’t you dare,” he says, sensing what she’s up to.

Oksoon presses on. “Changho oppa is walking alone down a dark tunnel. Then he falls down into this horrible pit, and there’s no one to help him up.”

“She’s pretending!” Changho yells to their mother.

“I’m scared of what will happen if we separate,” Oksoon says to make sure her mother understands her meaning. The dream was a lie, but the fear is real.

“Yes, we should stay together,” their mother says, standing up. “Let’s all go home and wait for your father and brother.”

“The war is coming to Pyongyang,” Changho says.

“The war is already here,” their mother says. “If we are to die, let us die at home.”

But Changho is distracted.

They hear the plane before they see it. A deep, vibrating hum. The crowd looks up as one person, old and young, man and woman.

“Americans,” Changho says. “Maybe on their way to fight the Chinese.”

The plane speeds toward them like an enormous bird of prey. The crowd watches, suspended. Changho raises his hand in a half salute. Someone sneezes.

Oksoon hears sharp popping noises, and the crowd stirs uneasily.

“It’s all right. They’re only firing warning shots,” Changho says, though his voice comes out as a squeak. Then everyone is screaming and running. Oksoon falls back and lands hard against rocks. She struggles up but is pushed down again. Her mother is on top of her, her knees digging into Oksoon’s belly. The river has erupted, Oksoon thinks. The earth is swallowing us. She staggers up, clutching for her mother. Someone pushes her from behind, and she falls to her knees. She tries again to get up. Not quite knowing how, she staggers up and pulls her mother up with her. A young man lurches past, blood pouring down from his forehead into his eyes. They stumble over a woman lying face-down on the ground. Her baby cries next to her. Where is Changho?

“Changho-yah!” Her mother is screaming, but the sound is muted because Oksoon can’t hear past the ringing in her ears. Overturned carts, braying and broken animals, and everywhere stunned people collapsed, lost, crying. Oksoon looks at the wide-open sky above them and thinks it’s the scariest thing she’s ever seen.

“Changho-yah!”

The banks of Taedong River have turned upside down. To Oksoon, it looks like everything—the people, the carts, the animals, and the ice—has been lifted up and hurled down again. A terrible, sharp smell burns their noses. People pull themselves up, underwater movements that quickly speed into panic. Oksoon is sorry, so sorry, for being cross with Changho oppa. She silently begs him to come back.

A loud buzz vibrates through the air. This time, everyone reacts faster, trying to find cover. People crouch down and cover their heads like children in the dark. Oksoon swallows the blood in her mouth and looks up just in time to see the winter sun blocked out once more.

Something yanks at her from behind. She fights it off, afraid of falling. Something pulls again, and Changho materializes before her as though her mind has summoned him. In the distance, Oksoon sees the boatman hurrying back to shore. The line of waiting people has scattered. She pushes her hand against her brother’s mouth to stop him from talking and turns his head. When he still doesn’t get it, she grabs her mother and brother and pulls them toward the water. Halfway there, Changho understands and helps drag their mother toward the water. Others have the same idea. The little boat is almost full already. The boatman raises an oar to ward them off. Her mother lurches forward and presses something into the boatman’s hands. “Just one,” he barks. “We’re too full already.”

Oksoon’s eyes lock on her mother. It happens so fast. She sees her mother’s determination and Changho’s panicked, confused expression. Then he and her mother are shoving her into the boat, pushing her onto strangers.

“No!” she screams.

“We’ll cross right over on the next turn,” Changho says, his voice shaking.

“Yes, we’ll be there soon,” her mother says. She’s using the there, there voice she used with Taeil’s mother.

“See you in just a little while.” Changho waves, looking pale. Her mother turns and buries her face into his shoulder.

The boat rocks and dips in the water. Oksoon lunges forward, but strangers’ hands hold her back. All she can do is stare at her mother and brother—her precious family—waving to her from the already-distant shore.





SIX

Miss Kim is unlike anyone they’ve ever met. Boys eagerly offer to fetch water and become clowns in her presence. The older girls hover about, hoping her gentle manners will rub off on them. Fancy words like “tutor” and “boarding school” buzz around her. There are reports that she rubs greasy cream on her face just to go to sleep. They might have laughed at her, yet they dare not. Her arrival and the somber care with which she treats each one of them makes them feel unaccountably injured, as though pressing on a forgotten bruise.

The director assigns Miss Kim some of Hayan’s chores, and, to her credit, Miss Kim does as she’s told without complaint. It’s obvious she’s not used to hard work, but she tries to make up for it with goodwill. She volunteers to wake at dawn and sweep out the yard, though by the time she pulls on her long underwear, rubs her lips with special medicine, roots in the dark for her mittens, and winds her woolen scarf around her head, Hayan has usually finished the job. Many of the children have colds or stomach trouble, so Miss Kim dutifully tries to wipe noses and bottoms, though her peculiar sensitivities, especially to smells, make it so these tasks, too, are often left to Hayan. If her thoroughness is not quite what it should be, there is no real harm done. She enlivens their gray days by telling stories and singing songs that rise in the cold air like bits of silk ribbon.

Junho expects Miss Kim to receive special favors, but he soon realizes the director is not altogether pleased with her niece’s presence. Always devoted to prayer, the director doubles the time she spends on her knees. They can’t make out the words, but the sound of her intercession filters out through the door. It’s obvious to everyone that she has a great deal on her mind.

Miss Kim and her aunt don’t fight openly. The elder is in charge, and the younger is her subordinate. Yet some unhappy current flows between them. He often sees them speaking to one another in low, urgent voices, but he has no idea what they might be discussing.

Old Cook, on the other hand, thrills at Miss Kim’s presence. The grumpiness that everyone thought was a fixed aspect of her personality melts away with the young woman. She dotes on her, smiling and laughing. There’s a familiarity between them that makes Junho wonder whether Old Cook has been waiting for someone truly worthy of this once-noble place and her service.

There are rumors, of course—lots of them. Miss Kim is secretly married to a rich man from a far-off land. She’s fleeing scandal. A terrible disease will kill her soon. Forbidden love has banished her to this remote place. There is a bounty on her head. Junho hears it all and understands little. The nervousness he felt upon her arrival has transformed into intense curiosity. She seems refined, educated, and worldly. Everything about her interests him.

For the first time since arriving at the orphanage, he’s thinking about something other than the letters the director brought with her. It’s only been a few days since he sent the most recent letters to America, but in the meantime, responses to letters he wrote months ago have arrived. He imagines his messages and the Americans’ replies passing each other across the ocean. The story lines are moving at their own pace, backtracking and then catching up. He notes much of this in his notebook, making sure he’s keeping the stories straight.

A tinkle of laughter floats up to him from the yard. From the window of the letter-writing room, Junho sees Miss Kim and a group of little girls standing in a ring of dappled sunlight. Her back is to him, but he can see the upturned faces of the children listening intently. How eager they look!

He hurries down to join them.

“What charming young ladies,” Miss Kim is saying to the children who stand around her, jostling for her attention.

“What does ‘charming’ mean?” asks Kyeongjin, the boldest of the three.

“It means you’re nice,” Junho says. “What should you say to your teacher?”

Kyeongjin and Sunni dutifully mumble their thanks. Junho nudges Minha, the littlest.

“You know she doesn’t talk,” Kyeongjin says, then tilts her head at Miss Kim to explain. “I talk for her.” She gives them an appraising look, then touches her own closely cropped hair. “The director insists we must have short hair. I don’t like short hair.”

“It will grow back,” Miss Kim reassures. She gathers up a small section of Kyeongjin’s uneven locks between two fingers. “I’ll bet we could pin this and add a little ribbon. Would you like that?”

“Can I have yours?” Kyeongjin asks, pointing.

“You mustn’t,” Junho warns. “It will only cause a fight.”

Miss Kim takes the ribbon from her hair and pins it to Kyeongjin’s with expert fingers. The little girl stands still until Miss Kim finishes, then sprints away. Sunni quickly follows, leaving Minha to toddle after them both.

“You’re the letter writer,” Miss Kim says.

“The director tolerates my clumsy efforts,” Junho says, pleased that she knows who he is. Miss Kim wears a plain white blouse, a navy skirt, and a brown coat. The green muffler around her neck matches the ribbon she’s just given Kyeongjin. Her skin has a pale softness he’s never seen up close. Beneath eyebrows shaped like delicate half-moons, her eyes are curious and perhaps a little amused. “I’m sure you are quite indispensable,” Miss Kim says, and her smile seems to change the very quality of the air around them. He watches her as she walks away, a gaggle of children hovering around her.

Almost despite himself, Junho lets Miss Kim make a home in his mind. He listens for the sound of her slippered steps down the hallway or the melody of her singing through the walls. He notes how her fragrance remains in a room even after she’s left it. A year ago, he was living with his mother in their home village, having returned there from Pyongyang after his father’s death. Compared to life in the city, village life felt small and predictable, which was why his mother wanted to come back. She understood the ancient rhythms of planting, tending, and harvest, and felt comforted by their steadiness.

He remembers feeling the same way. If someone had told him then where he would be today, and what kind of people he would meet, he wouldn’t have believed them.



Junho had first heard about this home for children from a family friend, Pastor Shin, who came through their village on his way to the South. The last of the American missionaries had left Japanese-occupied Korea in 1942, after America joined the war. Now, with the United States poised for victory, Miss Craig, a former teacher at the Pyongyang Foreign School, had returned to open something called an “orphanage.” Junho hadn’t heard Miss Craig’s name in years, and his mind flooded with memories of being a little boy and listening to the hollow tapping on the wood floor as she stepped up and down the aisles in her stiff, square-heeled shoes.

This is an ap-ple. This is an au-to-mo-bile.

He didn’t know what an orphanage was then, but he knew Miss Craig would remember him. His mother thought so, too, and pushed him to go. She had no doubt about the rightness of the decision. There were too many ugly stories of forced conscription not to jump at a chance for her son to find refuge.

It had been a clear autumn day when Junho left home. A cloudless blue sky rose like a dome overhead, and dry leaves crunched underfoot. His mother tried to smile as she sent him off, but her hands shook. She gave him the best of what she had: a change of clothes, a small sack of rice, and a few won. The food only lasted a couple of days, and the money only a few days beyond that. The first time he begged, the humiliation of it nearly made him bawl, yet he was surprised at how quickly he got used to it. When he finally arrived at the orphanage’s forbidding gate, two months after he left his village, he was a changed person. Not having eaten for days, he felt half dead from hunger and exhaustion. He limped from open sores on both heels, and his clothes were in tatters, but when he reached out and touched the contours of the cool stone wall, the relief that surged through him brought tears to his eyes. It almost felt like happiness. A sign in careful block letters hung above the gate: THE LORD’S HOME FOR BELOVED CHILDREN.

He pulled a heavy cord hanging on the side of the gate, timidly at first, then more insistently, letting the bell’s loud clang echo across the hills. Finally, he heard steps and the scrape of the bolt sliding back. The gate swung open, and an old woman with white hair peered out at him. She had the sun-wrinkled face of a farmer, her skin brown like a potato peel. Her eyes were fierce as she sized him up.

“I’m here to see the director,” Junho stood as tall as he could.

“The director doesn’t see beggars,” the woman said and started to close the gate.

“I am a former student,” Junho blurted.

The woman just snorted.

“Please, I’ve come such a long way—” A wave of panic washed over him. After all he’d been through, would he be turned away now? He wanted to cry, and at the same time, he knew he didn’t have a moment to lose. “Wait, please.” He began to rifle through his knapsack. He pushed aside a grimy spare shirt, his dictionary, praying something would appear to save him. Then his fingers brushed against something he’d forgotten about. “I have an official invitation given to me by the director herself,” he said, straightening. He unfolded a piece of paper where he had scribbled a few lines of poetry. He was wagering the old woman couldn’t read, but his hands trembled as he held the paper out to her. She took it and squinted as her eyes moved across the page, her white eyebrows furrowed in displeasure at the complication. Junho’s heart sank, but then she stepped back and let him in.

The estate’s grandness took his breath away. The main house sat in the middle of a large courtyard. Its red-tiled roof swept across the building and ended in an upward flourish. The eaves were painted in swirling flowers of red, green, and gold, matching the colors of autumn leaves. A stone-lined path crisscrossed the courtyard, which was surrounded by large maple trees. Even the sunlight slanting down through the trees had a different quality. He heard sounds he hadn’t noticed outside the orphanage walls: birdsong and children’s laughter. In the far corner, behind the main house, he saw smoke from the kitchen fire. The light was golden, and the trees were stained with the season’s brightest colors. A few kids were playing in the yard, and they stopped to stare at him.

The old woman led him to large kimchi jars now used to hold water, handed him a rag, and told him to wash his feet. It had been years since Western missionaries had fled Pyongyang to escape the coming war with Japan. Would Miss Craig, who had once called him “precocious,” recognize him? He would have liked a moment to gather his thoughts and calm his thudding heart, but the old woman was already back. He followed her into the house, his stinging, damp feet leaving light prints on the hallway’s polished floor.

The person sitting behind the large desk was not Miss Craig but a Korean woman reading over the pages of a densely written letter. She looked up as he walked in. “How old are you?”

He was seventeen, old enough to be conscripted. He said nothing.

“How old are you?” she asked again. “Can you speak?”

“Why do you ask?” Junho said.

The director raised her eyebrows. “If it’s so hard for you to answer such a basic question, we’re going to be here a long time.”

“I just meant—” Junho said. “How old should I be?”

“We don’t take children older than fourteen,” she said.

“Then I’m fourteen,” he said.

The director laughed. “I see. And what if I told you the maximum age was twelve? What would you say then?”

“I was looking for the director,” he said. “I was looking for Miss Craig.”

“I am the director,” the woman said. “We have more than thirty children here. Even if you were—even if you are the age you say, how can I justify taking you in?”

Junho could feel himself on the verge of tears. If he fell to the ground, begging for mercy, would she let him stay? He didn’t think so.

“My father was one of the founding members of the Foreign School in Pyongyang,” he said. Actually, his father wasn’t so grand. He was the gardener, and his mother worked at the school laundering the missionaries’ clothes. But the director didn’t know that, and Miss Craig had paid special attention to him. He pointed to his glasses. “Miss Craig gave these to me.”

“Yes, Miss Craig had her way of choosing favorites, didn’t she?” the director said.

Junho felt a sliver of hope. “So you do know her?” he asked.

“I met her briefly some years ago,” the director said. “But we are not in her classroom now.”

Junho looked down at his filthy clothes and blistered and scarred feet. No wonder the director wanted to turn him away. He looked and smelled terrible; he had no credentials. A scrap of paper with poems on it wouldn’t work with her, of course. The director could read. Instead, he pulled out his most treasured possession: a large, water-damaged dictionary. The director’s room was lined with bookshelves and volumes of books—perhaps she would find this of interest.

“Did you carry your Bible all this way? That’s admirable, but—”

“It’s a dictionary,” he said. “Of English words.”

He sensed the change in her interest immediately. She reached out and took it, letting her arms yield to its weight. Her nose wrinkled as she sniffed for mildew.

“It fell into the river.” He spoke as if to himself, remembering. “I stumbled and fell. I should have been more careful, especially because it was a gift from Miss Craig.”

The director looked thoughtful. “So you have some proficiency in English?”

Junho felt something shift. What was required of him? Honesty? Humility? “Some,” he stammered.

“Are you proficient or not?”

Was she angry? What was the correct answer? Should he admit his love for English, or would that damn his chances? He drew a breath. His mother had found the dictionary among the things Miss Craig had left behind. It had been his daily companion for years.

“The dictionary was a prize for finishing at the top of my class,” he lied.

The director fingered a thin page of the open Bible on the desk and smoothed it out. “I’m not as unfeeling as you may believe,” she said. “I have thirty-two children here who rely on me for their survival. They have come to me from the streets, from refugee camps, after society has thrown them away.” She pulled a sealed envelope out of the top drawer.

“We are reliant on benefaction for our living,” she continued. “Just now, I was considering how to share our plight with churches in America that might be interested in supporting this work.” She looked at Junho as if expecting him to understand. “Then you walked in. Miss Craig did like to say God’s ways are mysterious.”

Junho watched as the frown smoothed out of the director’s face, replaced by a thin smile. She made a slight motion with her hands, and he stepped closer, thinking she wanted to tell him something. Instead, she led him down the hallway and opened the door to what would soon become the letter-writing room.






SEVEN

The old man in the boat smells like fish. His scaly hands grip the oars, and his thin shoulders sway as he rows. There are twelve of them crammed in a rowboat meant for eight. A man crouches in front of Oksoon, so his back presses against her knees. Oksoon holds on to her book bag, which sits wedged against her stomach. The noise from the shore recedes surprisingly quickly, and soon there is only the sound of their breathing and the quiet push of the oars against the water. Oksoon cranes her neck to look for her mother and Changho. She thinks she can make out their shapes, but she’s so far away now that she can’t be sure. She dips her hand into the icy current and touches her bleeding mouth.

The bottom of the boat scrapes against gravel as it slides ashore. The passengers leap from their places, heedless of their feet breaking through the thin ice to get soaked in the freezing water. They disappear into the trees without looking back. Oksoon stands up in the boat, steadying herself, and looks back to the other side, just in time to see the plane make another pass, swooping and scattering the crowd.

The boatman takes his time getting out. He hitches up his pants, spits, then succumbs to a fit of coughing. His face is weathered and thin, with a chin of uneven stubble. He starts to walk away.

Oksoon jumps out of the boat and grabs his sleeve.

“Ahjussi, what are you doing? You have to go back.”

“I’m done.” The boatman’s voice is gravelly. “Won’t stick around and be blown to bits. You shouldn’t, either.”

“No, uncle. Please don’t leave,” she pleads. “My mother and brother are back there.”

“Stop begging and get going yourself if you know what’s good for you,” he says.

“Uncle!” Oksoon stands up to her full height and yells. “You can’t leave them behind. Have you no shame?”

The old man keeps walking. He feels no guilt, his gait seems to say. The bombing of the bridge turned his little boat into quick money. He’s helped a few people; he’s done his part. He’ll move on without remorse.

Oksoon runs to the boat. With heaves and grunts, she tries to drag it toward the water, but it’s too unwieldy. It slides a little but then refuses to cooperate. It’s too heavy for her to manage alone. She stares at the boatman as he walks away, then moves by instinct. Charging at him with all her might, she tackles him from behind.

“Goddamn wench—” he says, collapsing.

He kicks, trying to throw her off. “Get off, you—crazy—”

Oksoon tightens her grip. “Omma!” she screams for her mother. “You have to go back!”

The boatman smacks the top of her head. He tries to scramble up and away but falls again. They scuffle without words, grunting. He’s wiry and strong, but Oksoon is stubborn and nimble. He stops moving, out of breath. Oksoon holds on.

“Please,” she begs. A strange quiet comes upon them. “Whatever we have is yours.”

“What are you offering?”

Her face is close to his thigh, and she feels queasy. Oksoon looks up and sees his expression flatten. Then he lifts his head and appraises her as if seeing her for the first time. His mouth twists into an ugly smile.

“I want my mother,” Oksoon says.

The boatman blanches. He sits up, shaking himself. “Yes, I suppose you do,” he says.

Oksoon loosens her grip, and the boatman dusts himself off.

“Well, this has been interesting,” he says. “I suggest you get moving before something bad happens to you…” His rheumy eyes flick over Oksoon. An unnameable feeling surges up inside her. Her satchel lies next to her. Without thinking, she jumps up, grabs the strap, and hurls it at the old man’s head. It misses but catches his shoulder.

“Little bitch!” The boatman jumps up.

“Help me,” Oksoon says, “or—I’ll kill you.” It’s a ridiculous thing to say, but in that moment, she means it.

The boatman rubs his shoulder and shakes his head. “What a bandit I’ve run into,” he says. “What a life.” Then he laughs.

Oksoon picks up her bag and readies for another swing, but the boatman keeps laughing and waves her off. He sits down again, chortling until she’s sure he’s lost his mind. Just when she’s ready to hit him again, he gets up and, without a word, stumbles to the boat. She watches him row back across the river, staring at the twisted girders of the wrecked bridge and the dark plumes of smoke rising from the city. The dark, frigid waters of Taedong River glide past.

Finally, the boatman makes his way back, the boat low in the water, filled with people. Only when she sees their faces—her mother and her brother, how lost and fragile they seem—only then does Oksoon allow herself to collapse, all her strength gone, such that when Changho comes out of the boat, it’s he who plays the part of helper, shouldering both his mother and sister and leading them away from the river.



Oksoon, Changho, and their mother are hurled into the powerful, irresistible current of people fleeing south. Each day, they walk hunched against the bitter cold. When they can’t walk anymore, they look for a bit of shelter where they might rest for a few hours. They sleep in barns and against trees and in abandoned houses that reek of urine. They evacuated out of Pyongyang to escape the threat of obliteration, but wonder if this is any better. They pass stragglers, and many others pass them. Oksoon looks into their tired, scared faces. That’s what we look like, she thinks, wrung out and afraid. They told one another they’d only be away for a day or two, but everyone else keeps moving, so they do, too. They’re afraid of the Chinese army, which they imagine pounds steadily after them. Days become weeks. Oksoon counts them with little marks in her notebook. One particularly bleak and cold afternoon, a man tells them that it’s now the new year, 1951. It has been sixty-nine days since her father and Byungho oppa left for Seoul.

The refugees pass through smoldering villages and abandoned rice fields, feeling like they’re following in the footsteps of some great plague, a swirl of fire and locusts. They walk by empty houses, and through unlatched front gates, they spot broken kimchi jars and clothes strewn about. They learn to sleep on their satchels, Oksoon wedged between her mother and Changho. The blisters on their feet weep and scab over; when they take off their shoes, the smell is terrible.

People struggle along with broken limbs, shattered teeth, or head wounds that bleed into the collars of their shirts. The first corpse Oksoon sees is just outside of Pyongyang, an old man whose body lies twisted and frozen where it fell. Then, and each time after, those in the crowd help each other, chorusing their warning: “Stay away.” “Don’t look.” “Poor soul.” Words of grief and outrage move up and down the line.

In the mornings, if they can manage to make or share a fire, their mother melts ice and cooks a tiny portion of the rice they’ve brought. It’s a meager, watery offering, yet each spoonful tastes sweeter than honey. They eat it hunched over their one pot, pushing away their ever-present hunger, with their backs huddled against those less fortunate. One day, they stumble upon a hidden cellar and a barrel of apples, which they eat until their shrunken stomachs cramp. This leads to two days of diarrhea, but they don’t care. Later, they remember the apples with great fondness.

Weeks into their journey, Oksoon, Changho, and their mother begin to hear rumors that they’re approaching Kaesong, a town near the border that separates the North from the South, a border that didn’t exist five years ago.

“Have we already come so far?” their mother asks.

In the distance, Oksoon sees the town of Soriwon. Billowing smoke turns the afternoon sun into an eerie orange orb. A small path veers to the east and over a low hill. Oksoon thinks she sees the outline of a temporary hut that farmers sometimes put up to store grain. Her brother sees it, too.

“What if we spend the night there?” Changho says, pointing to the shack. “We won’t make it to Soriwon before dark.” Oksoon follows her mother and brother as they turn from the main road. Dry brown weeds poke through the dirty ice. It hasn’t snowed for several days, and the dirt is quilted into uneven, muddy patches. Her arms and legs are heavy. It’ll be so good to sit, she thinks. She feels weaker each day, her stomach permanently knotted with hunger. Most days, she’s too tired to think of much beyond putting one foot in front of the other. But the prospect of rest is its own small relief, so she indulges in a shimmering memory of a happier time. She remembers when she was younger—maybe seven or eight—a time when she was still allowed to run about with her brothers. They’d all gone back to visit their hometown, and she’d followed her brothers and her cousin Junho oppa to gather chestnuts. They tried to bring home as many as they could collect, even as the spiky outer husks pricked their skin.

On the way home, they were ambushed by a group of boys from the village. Changho quickly pushed her behind him, and she took cover. There was no way to retaliate other than to use their precious bounty, so she joined the boys in throwing chestnuts and dodging rocks. It had been such a shame to lose what they’d harvested, but what she remembers most was how safe she felt, surrounded by three older boys fighting to protect her.

She doesn’t notice that her mother has stopped until Changho tugs on her sleeve. The first thing she sees is a green cloth flapping softly in the breeze. Then she sees him. A tiny figure lies in the middle of the narrow dirt path. It’s a little boy. He’s young, maybe five years old, and is lying on his back, arms and legs straight by his sides. Someone tried to cover him with the quilt, but the wind has lifted it off his body. Only a corner of it remains, caught on his foot. The dead boy’s eyes are closed, but his mouth is slightly agape. He wears a blue shirt buttoned to the neck. The setting sun lights the hills orange, and in the fading light, the corpse glows. The boy’s face is the color of clay. His hair is neatly parted and combed.

Their bodies cast long shadows over his little body.

“He looks like he’s sleeping,” Oksoon whispers. She steps back, feeling her stomach clench, and instinctively reaches for Changho’s hand.

“We’ve seen worse,” Changho says, trying to sound brave. It’s true. But there is something eerie about the little body before them, so precisely arranged. Even his fingers have been pressed against his legs, a little schoolboy at attention. “Let’s get out of here,” Changho says. “This place is giving me the creeps.”

Oksoon agrees. There’s something sinister about this deserted field. Soriwon would be better than this. She’s about to say so when their mother puts down her bundle and walks toward the body. Something in her posture, the way she bends forward, makes Oksoon think that her mother doesn’t understand that the child is dead. Changho must have had a similar thought because he says, “Don’t bother; he’s long gone.”

Instead, their mother picks up the bright green quilt. She takes a long look at his face before covering it. Oksoon sees the boy through her mother’s eyes. Someone went to the trouble of covering him up, and now he’s so exposed and forlorn. This is an omen of some kind, a warning. Of what they can’t yet say, but it must be respected.

Their mother looks up at them. “The ground is frozen.” It’s not a question, exactly, but they understand the request.

“We can at least make sure the blanket doesn’t fly away,” Oksoon says. She picks up a small stone and moves closer. Her legs quiver, and she presses her lips together to steady herself.

“Really? The next creep who comes along will just take the blanket and probably steal his shirt and pants, too,” says Changho, but as Oksoon starts picking up stones, he joins in. The rocks are frozen into the ground, and they have to pry at them with their aching hands. They weigh the blanket down, then stand back to survey their small accomplishment. The quilt is now a full rectangle of green on the country path, the body outlined in rocks and pebbles.

They walk up the next hill, turning often to look back at the smudge of green. “How do you think he died?” Changho asks. There’s no answer. All their mother says is, “What a pity.”

They come to the granary, which is clean, dry, and closed enough to shelter them for the night. For the first time since leaving Pyongyang, they don’t worry about being robbed or set upon by strangers looking to take their food. Yet Oksoon can’t sleep. She tells herself she’s too old to believe in ghosts.

In the morning, when they pass that way again, the body is gone. Had she imagined the whole thing? Oksoon wonders. She starts to ask her brother and mother, but their pale and fearful faces answer her without words.



They return to the main, muddy road, passing through more rice fields and up and through hilly passes. As they approach the border city of Kaesong, an agitated crowd surrounds them, seemingly out of nowhere.

“Watch out! What’s happening?” Sharp cries rise around them. A man uses his full weight to shoulder Oksoon aside. From a rise in the road, they see that the path ahead is choked with even more people. The crowd surges forward, threatening to crush them.

“Hold on!” their mother yells. She links arms with Oksoon and Changho. “No matter what, don’t let go.” They walk this way for hours, not daring to unclench their fists, though they ache from the effort. Once they pass into Kaesong, the crowds ease up again, spreading in this and that direction. At the end of the day, they find themselves in a downtown full of abandoned buildings. They’ve walked all day without food, without taking a moment to relieve themselves. Now dusk is falling, and all they want is sleep. They stumble into one building after another seeking a place for the night. The buildings must have all been built in the same era, for they have a similar appearance: red brick with dark, shingled roofs. A former post office. A deserted store. The first place they look is already packed with people, spreading out their bodies, their belongings, their smell. It’s the same with the second, then the third.

On the street and under eaves, people set up makeshift camps. The ones who have gotten here earlier have small fires, and the smell of cooking food afflicts those who pass by. Oksoon has nearly given up on finding a place indoors when Changho, who’s run ahead, leads them to a dank place under the stairs of what must have once been a business office. They don’t bother with food. Oksoon collapses next to her mother, and there, comforted by her presence, she falls asleep.

The sounds of many footsteps, creaking wood, and strange voices wake her out of a deep sleep. It’s not yet dawn, but the night is fading. The rest of the refugees in the building stir, but no one speaks. A rumbling reaches them from the outside, the grinding of metal, the crunch of gravel. Oksoon climbs over sleeping bodies and peers out into the street.

There, partially obscured by the morning mist, are hundreds of sleeping forms. At first, she thinks it’s another wave of refugees who have come in the night, dragging their carts with them. But no. Orders are being called out, words she doesn’t understand.

The Chinese army has overtaken them.






EIGHT

Winter entombs the orphanage. Icicles dangle daggerlike from the eaves, and the hillside rests under mounds of snow. Despite the weather, the orphans are cheered by the arrival of Captain Chung with another truckload of supplies and the accompanying rumors that a feast will be prepared in celebration of Seollal, the Lunar New Year.

In the kitchen, Junho finds Miss Kim standing over a vat of boiling diapers. Thick steam plasters her hair against her head. On the ground, more diapers soak in a row of buckets. On the second fire, a pot of thick barley porridge puckers and hisses. The pungent smell of cooking grain mingles with the odor of disinfectant and wet cloth.

Miss Kim dips a large wooden stick into the vat and stirs. Beads of water roll from her cheek, down her neck, and into her muffler.

“May I help you?” Junho says, approaching.

“Would you? I’d be grateful,” Miss Kim says. In the hot water, the diapers rise and sink like dumplings. Junho uses the stick to fish them out and drop them into a waiting bucket. Through his fogged glasses, he notes the shape of her head and the long line of her neck.

Miss Kim dabs her face with a white handkerchief. “I’m not used to this kind of work, I’m afraid,” she apologizes.

Junho wants to say something intelligent, something to show that, despite his shabby appearance, he, too, is a person of good breeding. He can read and write in English, after all, and knows a thing or two about the world, but all words have abandoned him.

“Will you tell us a story?” Kyeongjin asks. The little girls appear to cling to Miss Kim at any available moment.

“I should be doing my chores, don’t you think?” Miss Kim says.

“Junho oppa is doing it for you,” Kyeongjin says. “Just one story.”

Junho peers into the pot at the hot eddy of water and the remaining diapers. How long should they cook? He has no idea.

The girls gather close, jostling one another.

“Once there was a poor woodcutter,” Miss Kim begins. She pushes a damp piece of hair away from her face and tucks it behind her ear. “Though he was lonely, he was too poor to marry.

“One day, as he walked through the woods, he heard a rustling in the bushes. It was a deer with its hind foot caught in the bramble. ‘Help me,’ the deer said. ‘The King’s hunters will soon be here.’ The woodcutter felt pity for the poor creature, and so, though the King’s hunters were mighty and to be feared, he drew his knife and cut the branches away. ‘Thank you,’ the deer said as she leapt away. ‘You will be rewarded for your kindness.’

“That night, the deer came to the woodcutter in a dream. ‘What is your greatest wish?’ she asked him. ‘I need a wife,’ he said. So the deer told him to go to a hidden mountain lake where the daughters of heaven came down to bathe. ‘When they undress, take one of the garments and hide it,’ the deer instructed. ‘No matter how she begs, do not return it to her.’ The woodcutter awoke, found the mountain lake, and saw the daughters of heaven bathing there, just as the deer had said. He took away a sparkling robe and hid it under a rock. When it was time for the daughters to return to heaven, one remained in the water. ‘Give me my clothes,’ she said to him. ‘I cannot,’ he said. ‘For I am lonely, and I want you to be my wife.’ He wrapped her in his coat and took her home. She was dutiful and faithful, but every day she begged for her heavenly clothes. The woodcutter remembered what the deer had told him and resolutely refused.

“The woodcutter and his wife lived together for years. She bore him two children, a boy and a girl. She had not asked about her heavenly clothes for a long time. But when she brought them up again, she spoke with such longing that the woodcutter felt pity and relented. His wife was now a mother. Surely she would not run away? But as soon as he showed her where her clothes were hidden, she put them on and made her escape. ‘Farewell,’ she called to her distraught husband as she flew up into the sky.”

“What a stupid woodcutter,” Sunni says. “I would have never given the clothes back.”

“I would have burned them,” says Kyeongjin.

“Perhaps it couldn’t be helped,” Miss Kim says. “She may have been destined to fly away.”

Old Cook and the director cross the yard, deep in conversation. They stop at the sight of the crowded kitchen but continue their discussion, occasionally glancing toward them. Old Cook waves her hands, pleading about something, and the director nods without expression. Sensing her displeasure, the children silently melt away.

“Have you nothing better to do?” the director asks Junho as he fishes the last of the diapers out of the vat. “We have plenty of other work to do if you have leisure time on your hands.”

“It was me,” Miss Kim says. “I’m still getting accustomed to things.”

“When I assign a task, I expect you to do it,” the director says.

“I volunteered,” Junho says. Miss Kim’s courage makes him bold, too.

“Let’s get you inside.” Old Cook puts her arms around Miss Kim and ushers her away.

The director turns her ire on him. “The crayfish sides with the crab—do you know this saying?” she asks. When Junho shakes his head, she continues, “Miss Kim comes from a very different world. People like her do not easily move from the place to which they’ve been assigned.”

She waits for his response. When there is none, she simply says, “Finish this,” pointing to the buckets of unwashed diapers before walking away.

“Didn’t expect to get stuck with the wash, did you?” Hayan pops her head around the corner, making him jump. Things between them have returned to normal as they’ve silently agreed to pretend there is no awkwardness between them.

Junho gestures for her to come closer. “How long do you think Miss Kim will stay with us?”

“Are you planning to court her?” she asks. “If you are, I hope you’ll be rich enough for servants since she is terrible at chores.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Junho says. There is an aloofness to Miss Kim, which is understandable given her station. But beneath that, there is something else Junho can’t name. Her presence troubles the balance of orphanage life, as a tossed stone disturbs a pond.

Hayan nudges him aside. “I’ll do this,” she says, adding more diapers to the boiling pot. “The rich never do their own work. Remember that.”

Junho leaves Hayan with the diapers and Miss Kim with the little girls and returns to the letter-writing room. Captain Chung has brought another set of letters, including a reply from Mrs. Hope Longfield.


Dear Junho,

This winter has brought record-low temperatures to Michigan. Everything around here is frozen solid, and there are days when one feels that spring will never arrive. It’s hard not to let it affect one’s disposition when everything is gray. Morning, afternoon, and evening feel indistinguishable in their monochromatic bleakness. Which made me appreciate your letter all the more. What a precious gift to know a bit about your remarkable parents and how blessed you are to descend from such a faithful and musical lineage. The story of their passing broke my heart.

As for me, I’m trying to stay busy. I read and follow any bit of news I can about the war. I’ve come to realize that Koreans are truly special. Your people are patient, resilient, and never complain. And your letters only serve to confirm my good opinion. I can’t wait to see the extraordinary things you’ll do with your life when all this is over. You will, I’m sure, continue your studies and someday be a great credit to your nation.

Strangely and sadly, others do not seem to share my interest. Indeed, we didn’t expect the war to drag on this long, but that’s no excuse not to support our boys who are bravely fighting overseas. Most Americans don’t even know where Korea is on the map, which I find unconscionable. I recently came across a quote from General Ridgway about why we are fighting in Korea. I share it with you: “The real issues are whether the power of Western civilization, as God has permitted it to flower in our own beloved land, shall defy and defeat communism.” I couldn’t agree more. We must stand up against the communist bullies at all costs, especially for the sake of the children. Those precious children! And for your sake!

I’ve looked over what I’ve written and see that I sound quite passionate. Well, I’m not sorry about it. The United States will remain Korea’s devoted friend, as I remain yours.



Junho wonders if all Americans are as confident in their opinions as Mrs. Hope Longfield sounds. Would the power of Western civilization defeat communism? He’s not even sure he understands what that means. He thinks of the letters he’s written, a dozen envelopes carrying his words across the sea, far from this place, far from the war. The Korean word for America is Miguk—beautiful country. He wishes his letters could be smooth white stepping stones, leading him away from the war and across the water to that beautiful country.



That night, the director brings five mysterious square cans down to Old Cook. Five tins for thirty-two children. They watch Old Cook slice the meat just so. When it’s time to eat, she places a salty strip on top of the porridge as each child walks by. The impulsive ones gobble it quickly—Rat swallows his piece in one gulp—but most of the children take small bites, savoring the salt and fat with their tongues. Lucky chews with his eyes closed, a satisfied smile on his face.

Junho notices how Miss Kim waits, showing her good manners.

“Not eating yet?” she asks him.

“I thought I would wait until the children are finished,” he says, thrilled she’s noticed. He feels tongue-tied and childish. “It looks strange, anyway. The food, I mean.”

She nods. “I had a chance to have some when…” She trails off. “I’ve tasted it before.”

“Nothing special then?”

“On the contrary, it’s quite something.”

He forgets his shyness as a new thought flashes through his mind. “I’ve heard that you’ve been to America. What’s it like?”

She smiles at his enthusiasm. “America is diverting,” she says. “The people are so different. I was quite terrified, but I learned that Americans are good and bad, like all people.”

“What is their opinion of Korea?”

“Apart from the war, what Americans know about Korea is what a tiger knows about the fleas on its back,” she says.

“He took my share!” Chul screams at Rat. “I was saving it, and he stole it right out of my bowl!”

Hayan calls out from the girls’ side of the dining hall, “Yah, Rat, did you really?”

“What’s it to you if some people aren’t smart enough to eat what’s in front of them?”

“Quiet,” Old Cook says, banging her wooden spoon on the table. “Or I’ll call the director down here.”

The children simmer down to an uneasy peace. Those with remaining food eat quickly, hunched protectively over their bowls. Chul is still crying. “I was saving it,” he stammers. “It’s not fair.”

“Here, you can have a bit of mine,” Miss Kim says, taking a small dish from Old Cook and giving it to the little boy as Rat glares.

Junho is about to say something when Captain Chung, imposing in his fancy uniform, enters the dining room.

“Aren’t you ashamed to be squabbling like this?” he asks. “You should count your blessings. Conduct yourself with pride…. Remember that the fruits of the spirit are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness… and what’s the last one? Does anyone remember?”

“Self-control!” the children chime together.

“Thank you,” Miss Kim says. “It was all getting rather out of hand.”

“Nothing a little discipline can’t remedy.”

The captain’s speech about self-control has subdued the children for now, but Junho knows that Chul, despite Miss Kim’s charity, won’t soon forget the injury. The director enters the dining room, and in a flash takes in the scene before her, including Miss Kim’s head, which is tilted coquettishly toward Captain Chung.

“Does your military training include kindergarten management?” the director says, frowning.

“I was just trying to hold things in place until the real boss arrived,” Captain Chung says. He smiles as he takes a half step away from Miss Kim.

“As long as you never forget who that is,” the director says, and Junho can’t tell if she’s joking or not.

Soon order is restored, and the children resume eating. Junho stands next to Captain Chung, watching the director move from table to table, child to child. Miss Kim sits with the littlest children, spooning food into their mouths and wiping away the dribbles. Old Cook clangs around the kitchen, boiling water to wash the dishes.

“Look at her,” Captain Chung says to himself. He stares at the director with unabashed admiration, and Junho remembers the expression on his face as he brushed a leaf from the director’s shoulder and how she smiled up at him.

“You’ve known each other for a long time,” he says.

“I’ve known the director since she was little enough to sneak away from her nanny to run around, climbing trees like a wild creature,” he says. “Her family is prominent and wealthy, and she received the best life had to offer. Watching from the outside, I’ll admit I often wondered what my life would be like if I could enjoy even half the privileges she possessed. Even so, no one could tame her unruly nature.”

“That’s hard for me to imagine,” Junho says.

“She once insisted on scampering up the tallest chestnut tree in the neighborhood. She got herself way up high.” Captain Chung points up to the ceiling as if picturing the moment. “Then she fell and broke her arm.”

“You were there?”

“I put her on my back and carried her home. Even then, she refused to admit she’d make a mistake. She’s always been stubborn.”

“She was lucky you were there to rescue her.” How nice it must be to have such a devoted friend, Junho thinks.

“I hope she’ll always be able to count on me,” Captain Chung says. “I want her to think of me as family.” Then, perhaps embarrassed by his candor, he turns and leaves the dining room. Junho watches him go.

“Hey.” Kwondo sidles up to him. “Follow me.” Junho almost brushes him off, but the glint in Kwondo’s eyes makes him obey, albeit reluctantly.

“That was a good meal,” Kwondo says.

“Maybe for you. I only had a few bites,” Junho says. Then he thinks of his conversation with Miss Kim. “But, yes, it was a good meal.”

They walk to the back of the estate, near the water cisterns. A huge moon shines bright, and the trees cast shadows on the ground. Kwondo reaches behind a large rock and holds something out in the palm of his hand, triumphant.

“Where did you get this?”

Kwondo wiggles his fingers in front of Junho’s face. “Take it before she counts, and she won’t miss it.” He pulls out a small pocketknife, deftly cuts the top of the can, and holds it out. Junho smells the salty meat.

“Take some,” Kwondo says.

Junho hesitates for only a moment. He takes the can, then uses two fingers to scoop out a piece of soft coolness. He reads the can before passing it back to Kwondo. S-P-A-M. They use their fingers to dig into the cold, smooth brick. His mouth fills with saliva as he savors each bite, letting salt and fat coat the inside of his mouth. He doesn’t know what Spam is, but he marvels at the sorcery of American-made things. The two boys stand in the cold, enjoying the last bits, when they hear voices across the yard. They look at each other and quickly duck behind the cisterns.

The gravel crunches as footsteps approach. Junho draws his breath, and Kwondo pinches his arm to warn him to be quiet.

“… not a game,” the director says. “You must conduct yourself properly.”

“I wouldn’t think of doing otherwise,” Miss Kim answers. A bolt of nervousness shoots through Junho.

“You’re audacious,” the director says. “I’ll give you that.”

“Say your full meaning, Aunt,” Miss Kim says.

“I thought it was your father’s presumption to foist you upon me,” the director says. “But then, he doesn’t know the full story, does he? You came under false pretenses.”

“You don’t give me enough credit.” Miss Kim pauses, but when she speaks again, her voice is as defiant as ever. “The one who endures to the end will be saved.”

“Don’t you dare cite the Scriptures to me.” The director’s voice is harsh. “You think you’ve endured hardship, do you? You think you deserve anything other than to be thrown off a cliff?”

“I respect you,” Miss Kim says. “I’ve admired you since I was a child—”

Junho hears the slap and a sharp intake of breath.

“Do you dare try to flatter me?” the director demands. “After what you’ve done?”

They hear the director’s brisk steps retreating. Junho peeks out. Miss Kim has her back to him, but he can tell she is crying. He stands and speaks without thinking. “Miss Kim, the director won’t be angry for long.”

She starts at his voice. “Are you spying on me?” She wipes her tears with the back of her hand.

“Oh no,” he says. “I—was just out for a walk.” Junho feels Kwondo glowering in the dark, but when he glances behind him, his friend has made himself so small that even Junho has a hard time seeing where he’s crouched.

Snow begins to fall. The flakes come down in a light flurry, getting caught in the wind and half swirling, half drifting to the ground. Junho bites his lip to steady his nerves.

“I dream of seeing America someday,” he blurts.

Miss Kim takes out a handkerchief and wipes her face. “Good for you,” she says. She tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“It’s only a dream for me,” he says. “You have already been there and back. You have seen the world.”

“ ‘Knowledge comes in three parts,’ ” Miss Kim begins. “ ‘Wonder of the world, a teacher’s wisdom, and an understanding of suffering.’ ”

“Is that why you are here?” Junho asks, recognizing the Confucian quote. “To understand our suffering?”

She looks at the falling snow and the dark-limbed maples. She turns her face up to the sky and closes her eyes.


“Frozen boughs hung with icicles / Are pierced by the sagging sky.”



“Is that a poem?” His amazement must be obvious because she laughs, making his heart soar.

“Do you like it?”

“Very much,” he manages to stutter. “But I’m so ignorant.”

“Listen,” she says. She recites the poem in a clear, strong voice:


“Snow is falling.

In empty hills under a darkening sky

the woods are desolate

no regrets for past days

and no fear for the future.”



In the glow of the full moon, Miss Kim seems lit from within. The moment feels haunted and intimate. He doesn’t want it to end.
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NINE

From inside the room where she’s been sleeping, Oksoon hears the creaking sounds of the neighborhood waking. She pulls the thin blanket up to her neck and shivers. In the weak light, she sees Changho’s sleeping form. Their mother is already up and gone. The heavy odor of mud and sewage hangs over them like a musty blanket. Outside, buckets clank and children cry. She rolls to her side and pulls her knees up to her chest, then rolls over again and tries to warm her other side with the heat from her body’s imprint.

They’ve been living in this filthy, tiny room since January, when the Chinese army—so dreaded, so feared—surged past them and on toward Seoul. It’s a small village in an area called Gimpo, west of Seoul, where thousands of others who’ve fled the war huddle in deserted barns and sleep under flimsy tarps. They watch planes fly overhead and hear shelling in the distance, sometimes closer, sometimes farther. The air smells acrid because something, somewhere, is always burning. At least they’re living in an actual house, having convinced an old lady to share her home in exchange for caring for her ailing husband. In that sense, they’re lucky, if luck was what you called it, Oksoon thinks, hearing the old man’s raspy breathing from the other side of the curtain. He’s close to dying, her mother had told her, so Oksoon wakes each morning wondering if she’ll be lying next to a corpse, separated only by flimsy fabric.

Hearing something, she lifts her face from the blanket. Yes, there it is—birdsong. It’s spring. She sits up, suddenly remembering. Her notebook is next to her, right where she left it. She shuffles to the last page and adds a hash mark, then counts the days since they’ve last seen her father and eldest brother: one hundred and forty-five. She misses her father and Byungho oppa terribly. Byungho oppa was so kind and earnest. He had an endearing habit of bowing his head when their mother offered him seconds at a meal as if apologizing for the hunger of his adolescent body. And her tall and handsome father, with his easy laugh, was a favorite in the neighborhood. He loved to tell stories and, in turn, could get anyone talking. He could even draw out her cousin Junho, who was usually very quiet. Her father didn’t care that it was considered unseemly for a man to show too much affection for his children or to praise his wife’s cooking. “How lucky you are, Byungho’s mother,” the neighbor ladies would say when the men weren’t around. “To have a husband so generous with praise. Whoever heard of such a thing?” Her mother never seemed quite as pleased at the compliments as Oksoon would have thought. She assumed it had something to do with her mother’s innate sense of modesty.

“Yobo!” the old man groans from the inner room, calling for his wife.

Oksoon sniffs and then understands. That horrible smell isn’t coming from outside. She gags and buries her nose in her blanket as she simultaneously nudges Changho with her foot.

He starts awake and sits up, rubbing his eyes as he contorts his face.

“It’s happened again,” Oksoon says.

Changho grimaces and wraps his hands around his own neck in mock strangulation.

“Changho’s mother,” Mrs. Chung calls. “We need you! Changho’s mother!”

Oksoon and Changho look at each other, knowing what they must do but hesitating in the hope that the problem might simply disappear.

“Save me,” Mr. Chung moans.

Changho sighs; then brother and sister hurriedly put on their outer clothes.

“We’re here,” Oksoon calls.

“Where’s your mother?” Mrs. Chung asks.

“Back soon, I’m sure,” Oksoon says. “In the meantime, we can help.” She pulls back the curtain and meets Mrs. Chung’s angry eyes. She’s bent over and gnarled, too weak to care for her husband alone but feisty enough to be demanding. Mr. Chung lies on a dirty mat, moaning, staring at the ceiling.

“Yobo, where are you?” For an old man on the verge of dying, his voice is strong and insistent.

They ignore Mrs. Chung’s unhappy frown at being left in the hands of less competent helpers and step outside. Oksoon blinks. The sun is out, but she feels the chill down to her bones as she surveys the makeshift tents and hastily built shelters around her. Smoke stings her nose. An open trench of sewage and trash oozes down the hill. Oksoon thinks of their cozy house in Pyongyang, so clean and carefully kept, and wonders if they did the right thing by coming this far. On the other hand, she’s also heard rumors that the entire city has been flattened. Their house might not even be standing at all.

She leaves Changho in front of the house and hurries around the corner to the outhouse to pee, being careful not to let the urine splash her shoes. When she emerges, three dark heads peer over a wall, tittering. “Get out of here!” she yells, straightening her clothes. The children squeal and run away.

Oksoon hears the clang of the bucket, followed by the swoosh of water being drawn from the cistern. She walks over and helps Changho carry it toward the house. He grabs a rag from the clothesline, then takes the bucket and heads inside. He’ll help change and clean the old man, and then Oksoon will wash the soiled sheet. If they work quickly enough, they might be able to finish before their mother returns. She sits on the stoop and cradles her head in her hands. It wasn’t so long ago that her father had promised that their future was now broad and full of possibility. The nation, divided since Japan’s defeat, would be whole again.

She thinks back to a day, just last fall, when the United Nations and South Korean troops entered Pyongyang, the air filled with the ringing of church bells. Despite her mother’s protests, her father allowed Oksoon to join him and her brothers as they welcomed the troops into the city. It was a crisp autumn day, and her father, who hated the communists, was jubilant. Old people and young crammed along the main road, cheering and waving the Taegeukgi, the flag now being used by the Republic of Korea. Her father called it the most potent symbol of their future. Oksoon couldn’t see past the crowd, so her brothers—laughing all the while—lifted her up onto their shoulders.

Truck after truck passed by as foreign and Korean troops filled the streets, the rumble of engines mixing with the shouts of the people. Oksoon had seen foreigners before, some Russians and missionaries from America. Yet she couldn’t get over the strangeness of their appearance: the bulging eyes and enormous noses, hair the color of dry straw. As they passed by, one pale man looked out at the crowd and saw her. The direct gaze sent a bolt of panic through her, and she almost cried out. Then the stranger waved and smiled, showing his large teeth. Without knowing quite how or why, she waved back.

In that moment, something shook loose in her.

“Long live our country!”

“Korea forever!”

Oksoon yelled until her voice was stripped raw and her cheeks wet with tears. The city was in turmoil, but deep hope stirred. This is a new day for Korea, her father told her. A bright new day. They came home tired and hoarse. Her mother fretted over them and made them drink ginseng extract. Her father held court, explaining why this was the turning point that would bring an end to the war. The communists were subdued, and the war, the horror of brother divided against brother, was finally over.

Oksoon looks up and is surprised to see the unni from down the hill walking toward her. She doesn’t know her, but she’s heard the rumors. Everyone has. People shake their heads, recounting the story of how she left her two children in the care of a friend in Seoul while she went off doing who-knows-what. Prevented by the fighting from returning, she spends her days walking through the neighborhood, agitated, asking for news of the war and pleading her case to whoever will listen.

“It was only meant to be for a few weeks,” she says, approaching Oksoon as if continuing a conversation. The unni wears a blue Western-style dress—what everyone refers to as a “one-piece”—and a dark coat. Her clothes might have been nice once. Now they’re dirty and askew, with her coat sitting crooked on her shoulders and her dress tight across her stomach. Oksoon wonders at her persistence in dressing this way, as if still asserting her importance. Then again, she may have nothing else to wear.

“My mother isn’t here,” Oksoon says.

“I hear the fighting has stopped in Seoul,” the unni says. “Have you heard this, too?”

Oksoon shakes her head. Changho reappears from inside the house, holding the dirty sheet in a bundle before him. He sees the unni and stops short, casting a sideways glance at Oksoon. She jumps up and takes the bundle from her brother, then grabs the bucket and the washboard and heads down the hill to the nearby stream. The unni follows her, still chattering.

“It was only meant to be a few weeks. How could I know Seoul would be cut off? I left the children with a good friend, reliable. I shouldn’t fret. This will get sorted, surely.”

Smoke rises from the makeshift tents and shelters. Everything—the children running, the half-built house of planks and blankets, the women bent over with the heavy baskets on their hips—looks coated in mud.

“It must have been too dangerous to stay in Seoul. But where would they go?” The unni keeps talking, even as they get to the stream, where water runs murky with runoff from the encampment. Oksoon finds purchase on a rock and then plunges the soiled sheet into the icy water. She begins scrubbing and soon her hands are red with cold. The unni sits down nearby and picks at the hem of her dress. Stringy, loose hair falls forward, covering her face.

“What if they’re gone,” she mumbles to herself. “What will I do then?”

“You’ll find them,” Oksoon says, trying to sound reassuring.

The unni’s head snaps up. “What do you know?” she asks, leaning forward. Oksoon instantly regrets having said anything. Then she remembers something. “My cousin Junho told me about places where they collect lost children. He called them ‘orphanages.’ He was trying to get to one in Jinju.”

“Lost children?” The unni frowns. “What kind of place is that?”

“I don’t know,” Oksoon admits. She’s tried to imagine such a place, a repository of lost children, but can only conjure up thoughts of ghosts wandering in the mist.

“My children aren’t lost.” The unni raises her voice. She leans forward and bares her teeth. “They aren’t orphans.”

Oksoon recoils. “Of course not,” she says. “They have you.” She turns back to the wash, grunting loudly as she hefts the sheet from the water so the unni might take the hint that Oksoon has work to do. She wrings the water out of the sheet, then stands up to hurry back to the house. To her relief, the unni doesn’t follow.

Oksoon hangs the sheet on the clothesline, then sits on a low stone. To her left is a little patch of ground her mother has been using to grow lettuce, teasing tiny plants out of the cold ground and covering them at night to protect them from frost. The sprightly little nubs feel like the only green, fresh thing in this entire place. Oksoon leans down and picks a few pebbles out of the garden and throws them aside. From inside the house, the old man strikes up a conversation with the creatures inhabiting his dreams.

That unni goes on and on about her children, Oksoon thinks. Doesn’t she understand she isn’t the only one separated from family? Somewhere in this war, perhaps even as close as Seoul, her father and brother are waiting to be found, just like this unni’s children. They aren’t babies, of course. They’re grown men. But Oksoon has the sense of them calling for her, just as children alone in the city long for their mother. She glances at the sheet fluttering on the clothesline, content that she and Changho were able to spare her mother from this one chore, at least.

Oksoon looks up to see her mother hurrying toward them. Her mother, even here, even now, moves constantly. She helps Mrs. Chung care for her husband. She cleans, she plants. Somehow she manages to wring out meals—meager and watery though they may be—for them all. Does she ever stop to wonder about their lost family?

“I was bargaining with the lady down the street,” their mother says. “My greens for some of their salt when… I heard something.”

Changho comes out of the house.

“They’re saying the battle in Seoul is finally over,” she says. So the unni was right, Oksoon thinks. She can almost feel the news spreading, shack to shack, rippling in and out until the entire place is humming with the latest reports: Seoul has been liberated by the United Nations, and the fighting has moved away from the city and is concentrated in the North.

For months, they’ve been caught in this place, unable to move forward or backward. In some ways, this helplessness was a kind of relief. All they had to do was live day to day. Find things to eat, stay dry, stay alive, one day at a time. No decision needed to be made; no decision could be made. Who knows how long they would have gone on like this? Now their mother tells them that the war has shifted again. “We’re lucky to have a place to live,” her mother says.

Oksoon nods. “A roof over our heads, such as it is.”

“The Chungs need us.”

Yet Seoul rises up in their minds, the city that pulled their father and Byungho from home.

“It’s not far to Seoul,” Changho says. “A day’s walk at most.”

They don’t speak it aloud, yet they understand what they must do.





TEN

Spring arrives at the orphanage. Drops of water cascade from tree branches, and tiny green shoots peek from the still-cold ground. The scent of mud and the first hint of apricot blossoms lace the air. Captain Chung brings news that Seoul is back in the hands of the South Koreans and the United Nations. He also tells the director that Bishop Lew, the new leader of the Korean Methodist Church, is staying in Busan, the port city three hours from Jinju. Though she’s a Presbyterian, the director has heard that the Methodists might be friendlier toward women leaders. So, after spending three days fasting and praying, she leaves to seek a meeting in the hopes of securing support for the orphanage.

Before leaving, she measures out five days’ worth of barley. She padlocks the pantry door and tucks the key inside her blouse. Old Cook watches in silence. She’s been with the estate since the old family lived here and bristles at the young director’s insistence on bells and padlocks. The director has changed out of her hanbok and is wearing a blue jacket and skirt, with black patent leather shoes, reminding Junho of what Miss Kim wore when she first arrived. Captain Chung is already waiting outside the gate.

“I expect to hear a good report about all of you when I return,” she says to the children.

“Yes, Omonim,” they say in unison.

As soon as the bell signals the director’s departure, a breeze stirs, lofting up the smell of wet grass. The wind sighs through the trees as if nature itself had been bound up by the director’s iron will and could now catch its breath. A group of younger boys runs up and down the yard with a half-deflated ball, making a new indentation with each kick. Several girls loudly argue over a jump rope while two little ones make a meal out of mud. No one scolds them for getting dirty.

Old Cook sits on a woven mat in front of the outdoor kitchen, grinding soybeans. Her legs splay out in front of her, and she rocks her body in rhythm with the pounding of the mortar and pestle.

“Doraji, doraji, white doraji.”

Her voice is strong, with a pleasant twang that suits the folk song. The running stops, as does the argument, as everyone stops to listen. The music catches them, pulling them this way and that.

“By the deepest mountain stream, I fill my basket with sweet doraji.”

Each spring since childhood, Junho had followed his mother into the hills behind their village to dig doraji out of the ground. Boiled, then seasoned with sea salt, green onion, and ground chili, there is nothing on earth to match its taste.

“Hey-ya, hey-ya. I think of you, and my heart melts from happiness.”

Junho looks around at the attentive faces. They might have been the people of a thousand neighborhoods, sharing common life in the village square. The workers would be expected back from the fields any moment now. Then everyone would scurry home to take up the needs of the evening meal, the kitchen fire, the sweeping of the front step. The vision is lovely, a distraction from thoughts of the war. They’ve heard the United Nations has retaken Seoul, but for how long? How much time do they have before the war reaches them here, the splintering, the scattering?

The boys leave their deflated ball and run across the yard. Little Lucky limps after them. The determination and hope on his face, the earnestness with which he’s trying, make Junho swallow a lump in his throat.

“Stay here,” Lucky’s mother said the day she left him at the Suwon train station. “I’ll be back soon.” Junho doesn’t remember who first told him the story. Lucky waited all day and all night before the station official noticed and called the police. In the end, they carried him away, screaming and thrashing.

“I’m waiting for Mommy!” he shrieked. “She’s coming back!”

Now, that was a sad story and a true one that Junho could write to the Americans about. Lucky, a little kid with a bad leg abandoned by his own mother at the train station. But Junho doesn’t have the appetite to tell that story, nor how the little boy goes to bed each night asking the same question: “Do you think my mother will come get me tomorrow?”

Junho always answers the same way: “Who knows? Maybe she will.” And that is somehow enough to satisfy Lucky. Maybe that’s what has earned him the nickname. He was abandoned yet emerged unscathed. Junho knows better. In the long, boxy dormitory where the boys sleep side by side, Junho sometimes hears Lucky crying, clutching a piece of tattered rope he uses to comfort himself. This is not unusual. Most nights, one or another of them moans or thrashes against some unseen enemy. But Lucky’s crying always strikes Junho as particularly plaintive, alternating between sobs and shuddering breaths. More than once, he’s crawled over Kwondo to where Lucky sleeps, intending to shake him awake. But at his side, he finds he can’t bear to. Instead, he sits in the darkness, keeping watch until the little boy’s breathing turns steady again.

Junho closes his eyes, letting Old Cook’s song wash over him. Let us have this moment, he thinks: a spring day, an old folk song, the sinking of fingers into mud. He feels something close to contentment as he leaves the scene and wanders back to the letter-writing room.

He’s surprised to see Miss Kim standing at the window, looking out. She’s no longer wearing her Western-style clothes and is wearing a gray hanbok instead, just like the director. Junho hasn’t spoken more than a few words to Miss Kim since that night at the cisterns, but the moment felt so tender, almost otherworldly. Now he’s startled to find her here, in what he’s come to think of as his room. “You’ve changed your clothes,” he says.

“I think the director prefers me this way,” she says, then adds, “It seemed more practical than the city clothes I brought with me.”

It’s just a simple hanbok, but on Miss Kim, the short jeogori and high-waisted skirt look elegant.

“It suits you,” he says, and she blushes, which makes him turn pink, too. She turns from the window, and what he sees in her hand stops him cold. It’s his notebook. Because he writes the notes in English, he’s never worried about someone reading them.

“That’s private,” he says.

“It was lying open on the desk when I passed by,” she says. “I was curious. I hope you don’t mind.”

He knows the notebook wasn’t sitting open. Knows, in fact, that it was closed and tucked away in the desk’s top drawer.

“ ‘Mrs. Kramer and Bumsoo,’ ” she reads, as if he hasn’t objected. “ ‘A hat, a child riding a sled.’ ” She looks at him curiously. “What is this?”

Junho feels a sheen of sweat bloom over his face. In so many other instances, with Old Cook at the gate when he successfully gained entry, with the director, he’d found the words he needed to get out of trouble, but now he’s tongue-tied.

“Is this part of the letter writing?” she asks. “The director has mentioned it to me.”

He mumbles something about trying to be organized.

“ ‘Minha likes to hear the butterfly song.’… ‘Bumsoo carried his sister on his back,’ ” she remarks, turning the pages. “ ‘Kyeongjin climbed a mountain to find water for her dying mother.’… ‘Kwondo hid in the woods, guiding freedom fighters.’… ‘Sunni is the top student in her class.’ ” She looks at him quizzically.

“The letter writing is the only reason I’m allowed to stay here,” he says.

“You’ve collected such extraordinary details about the children,” she says. “How remarkable. I had no idea.”

Junho senses that this is the moment to change the subject and deflect Miss Kim’s interest, but he doesn’t want to, a startling realization. He’s not embarrassed—why should he be? And speaking to Miss Kim is a welcome change from his constant worry about the war, which only leaves a cold, gnawing feeling in the pit of his stomach.

“May I show you something?” he asks. Without waiting for an answer, he leaves the room and is gratified to feel her following him. Junho leads her down the hall and out into the yard. They walk toward the back of the estate, where the pavilion sits above them, framed by the greening branches of majestic trees. When she hesitates on the mossy, crooked stone steps, he boldly offers his hand, and she takes it.

“So many blisters,” Junho exclaims, examining her palm.

“It’s nothing,” Miss Kim says. “I’m just not used to this type of work.” She motions for him to help her to the top, where she sits on the stone bench, and he stands next to her so that they’re both looking out over the estate.

“Look at the sky,” she says. “And all this green. Do you know that I walked to the stream the other day and found a patch of minari this big?” She makes a large circle with her arms. “That made Old Cook so happy.”

“Please make sure to watch your footing down there,” he says. “The stream looks benign enough, but in the rainy season, it could sweep you away.”

He gazes out at a scene that seems perfectly divided in thirds: Above them is a bright blue sky with unfurling clouds. In front of them are the variegated greens of the foothills, and below them, the estate grounds. At the foot of the stairs, children laugh and chase one another. Junho casts a quick glance at where her pale neck meets the starched knot tying her jeogori. He notices her scent, which is like nothing at the orphanage, not the dirt, not the air, nor the staleness of overcooked porridge, or sour sickness. She smells like flowers, he decides. She smells like spring. He looks around at the gentle day and thinks she fits the scene perfectly.

“What you’re doing with the letters is wonderful,” Miss Kim says unexpectedly, rubbing her hands together to generate warmth. “But know that Americans are very sentimental. Especially the rich ones. They build walls around their hearts to protect them from suffering, all the while looking for things to confirm their sense of generosity.”

Junho thinks of Mrs. Hope Longfield’s letters. Aside from her tendency to be a bit wordy and to use words like “indistinguishable” and “monochromatic” that require a dictionary, she seems quite sincere. “Not all of them are so shallow, surely,” he says.

“You can be well-intentioned and shallow at the same time,” she says.

Miss Kim has spent time in America, and there’s something about speaking with her that reminds him of his letters to Mrs. Hope Longfield. Perhaps her time abroad explains the friendly tone that’s sprung up between them. They’re speaking as though they’ve known each other for a long time, as though they aren’t strangers.

Two robins flit about the chestnut tree, scolding a magpie who sits on a lower branch, unconcerned. Warm spring sunlight gives a dewy green sheen to the leaves. It’s almost possible to believe, Junho thinks, that there is no war.

“Spring is finally here for good,” he says.

He remembers the lines of an ancient poem he learned long ago. He recites them now:


“I will break the back of this long midwinter night,

Folding it double, cold beneath my spring quilt.”



Junho stutters, losing his place.

She finishes for him:


“That I may draw out the night, should my love return.”



They look at each other, startled. Miss Kim smiles. “I haven’t thought of that poem in a long time.”

“Your recitation is so full of nuanced feeling,” he says.

“I’m hopeless when it comes to practical matters,” she says. “I can’t wash diapers or mend clothes. I don’t even know how to make kimchi. But, yes, I can recite a pretty line.” She’s being self-deprecating, yet he senses his compliment pleases her.

“I’ve been working on translating that poem into English,” he says. He hasn’t really, but since he sincerely intends to start, the words seem true enough.

“Have you?” she says. “The director mentioned that you had a talent for English. Your English must be quite strong to attempt translation, which is an art form in and of itself.”

“My understanding is only rudimentary,” he says. “There’s so much more I hope to learn.” His throat clutches around each word. “It is my sincere wish to continue my studies in America someday. I know that it’s shameful to be so presumptuous.”

“Nonsense,” she says, sitting up and tilting her chin. “Why shouldn’t you study? I once worried much more about being presumptuous. I believed the world to be properly ordered. I believed in duty and knowing our place.”

“And you no longer believe in these things?”

“I just mean—maybe deviating from the fate that has been handed to us might be the truly daring thing.”

Miss Kim is animated, and Junho isn’t sure if she is talking about him or someone else. But speaking with her makes him giddy. He imagines how scandalized some would be to hear this young lady speak so brazenly.

“You have a perspective that I do not have, probably because of your excellent education. They say you’ve even had private tutors,” he says.

Miss Kim smiles, but it seems mechanical, and Junho feels a sudden coolness he doesn’t understand. “What else are they saying about me?” she asks.

“Nothing more,” he stammers. “And anyway, they’re just dumb rumors.”

The color drains from her face. She looks up at him. “People can be so cruel.”

“That’s not it at all,” he stammers. “They’re just curious—I mean—” He’s desperate to get the conversation back on better footing.

“I’m not embarrassed by my upbringing,” she says, turning away from him to stare at the view. “I do not apologize for it, but I have a hunger to learn and experience life as it truly is. It’s too bad that even poor, thrown-away children have the capacity for suspicion and judgment. There are rumors. I was naïve to think there wouldn’t be.”

“Everyone is glad you’re here,” Junho says, and he feels his ears grow hot.

“I think of the rules we were taught as children,” she says. “I sometimes want to hurl myself against those rules. But would the rules break? Or would I?”

“Is the work too difficult for you?” Junho asks. “If you need me to, I can tell the director so.”

“I have a defender!” Miss Kim laughs. She stands up and grabs his hand, sending a shock through his body. “Go ahead and dream of America,” she says, letting go. “Why shouldn’t you? It does no harm to dream.”



The next day, Junho is sitting in the letter-writing room when Miss Kim knocks and comes in. She gives him a shy smile. “Since we’ve been discussing poetry, I thought you might enjoy reading this.” She holds out a small book with a dark red cover.

He reads its English title: The Standard Book of British and American Verse.

“The poems move in chronological order,” she says. “The language of the earlier poems is archaic even for the trained eye, but after our conversation, I knew you’d enjoy them, even the difficult ones.”

“This is a precious offer. I will take care of it. Thank you.” He stands and bows deeply, and she returns his bow.

“Our conversation meant more to me than you might think. I wanted to show you I’m grateful. Besides, you have a good mind and the natural curiosity of a scholar,” she says. “Who knows? You may even be the first one to translate some of these poems into our language.”

The book is heavy in his hand, the cover stiff. Unlike his dictionary, it’s been well cared for.

“Of course, you need further study,” she says, and Junho thrills at the very matter-of-fact way she says this. “University, at least.”

Junho keeps staring at the book, even after Miss Kim leaves. He runs his hand over the cover, grateful and infatuated. But there’s another, more profound sensation he hasn’t felt in a very long time, not even when he was back home. He’s always been more comfortable alone, watching from the outside as others laughed with one another. He doesn’t quite know how to name the sensation until it dawns on him. He has a friend.






ELEVEN

Oksoon, Changho, and their mother walk in silence through the early morning fog. They’ve arrived in Seoul at last, but with little food and no money. Changho sells firewood for a few jeon, but it isn’t enough. They’ve cobbled together a shelter from old boxes and corrugated metal. It makes the Chungs’ little house seem like a palace.

The eerie shapes of burned-out buildings emerge from the fog. Seoul was a fine city once, and there is still a grandness to it despite all that the war has done to it. It’s three times the size of Pyongyang, bounded by mountains to the north and the Han River to the south, crisscrossed by train tracks and wide streets that border smaller neighborhoods. Segments of the old city wall still stand, as do six of the eight ancient gates that surrounded and protected Seoul from invaders. It is said that the world once passed through Seoul. Not just the Japanese, but Americans, Russians, the British, and the French all had a foothold here. They lodged in Seoul’s grand hotels and toasted one another in opulent parlors and restaurants.

They pass heaps of broken brick and mortar, majestic buildings without roofs, and once-grand houses that gape like skulls with their blown-out windows and doors. People sleep on the side of the road, huddled together under blankets and pieces of cardboard. As they wake, the city becomes a living, lumbering thing.

They walk, passing trucks filled with soldiers, until they come to a large four-posted monument, still impressive despite being charred by fire. Oksoon doesn’t know enough hanja to read the writing on the panels, but she recognizes the signs of the zodiac. Nearby stands a battered brick wall covered in writing. They draw nearer to read the letters, written in black charcoal or white chalk.

“What does it say?” asks her mother.

Oksoon scans the names, places, and short messages, feeling a flush move through her. “They’re notes to lost family,” she says. “Help me,” she says to Changho, then starts reading from the top, using her finger to point so she won’t lose her place. There are so many names, the script jammed one next to the other, but she doesn’t see the ones they’re looking for.

“They wouldn’t have expected us to travel here, would they?” she says. “So they wouldn’t know to leave a message for us.”

She picks up a nub of charcoal and tries to find a place to add their names:

Pak Minja, Kim Changho, Kim Oksoon. Looking for Kim Kisung and Kim Byungho.

Written there, the names look formal and impersonal. She thinks of the particular details that make up who they are. Her father has a crooked pinky from a childhood accident. He prefers water kimchi to the spicy kind and is apt to grow sentimental about the year’s first snow. Byungho’s favorite subject is geography. He can recite the capitals of twenty-five different countries.

“What else should I write?” she asks her mother and Changho.

Her mother is still staring at the wall, at all the names. “Just write, ‘We’re here.’ ”

Their mother has a basket of turnips she traded for, and Oksoon has a bundle of scraps to sell as rags. Now they take their place under the monument’s carvings, in the company of the monkey, the rooster, the dog, the pig.

“Tender turnips! Crunchy turnips!” Her mother’s voice sounds as shaky as Oksoon feels.

At first, only a few disheveled men pass by, moving in and out of the mist like ghosts. Oksoon despairs, but soon enough the fog burns off, and the street swells with people and jeeps and trucks.

“Fresh turnips! High-quality rags!” Oksoon claps her hands.

Exhaust stings her eyes. Dozens, then hundreds, walk by. She stares into each face as if, by looking, she might summon her lost family back. Sometimes a weary traveler returns her stare, the whites of his eyes bright against his sun-browned face. Morning moves into afternoon. The turnip tops wither. Changho gets up and walks up and down the street, peering at the other sellers. Oksoon sits on her haunches, exhausted. Her gaze drifts down to the ground. In their neighborhood in Pyongyang, the boys would catch a sparrow and tie its spindly leg to a string. Oksoon feels like that bird today. A parade of feet passes by: a pair of slippers made out of reeds shuffles in front of her. Bare feet. Gomushin. A pair of heavy black boots.

A cabbage seller from down the street saunters over to talk with her mother, interrupting Oksoon’s daydream. Soon they’ve fallen into a familiar, singsong call and response of bargaining. The virtue of the cabbage versus the turnip. Changho’s wandered back and now sits against one of the posts of the monument with his eyes closed. Oksoon stands to stretch her legs. A yeot hawker has set up not far from them, and she watches the woman stretch, then chop, the sticky candy into small pieces. The scent of sugar is intoxicating. Oksoon wonders if her mother, who is still debating with the cabbage seller, should sell candy instead. Yeot is always more popular than turnips. She watches the people streaming by. Changho looked around the neighborhood—why can’t she? Her mother would forbid it, but she is distracted now. Oksoon will be back before she even notices.

She eases away, looking at the makeshift storefronts with hastily painted signs advertising noodles or ancient medicines. As she turns the corner, she spots a young woman hanging wash in front of a dilapidated wooden shack. She wears a robe without sleeves, and her uncombed hair drapes limply over her thin shoulders. Oksoon knows she should keep walking, but the dress on the clothesline is a startling color—bright yellow embossed with blue thread. She imagines she can still smell the sweetness of toasting sugar. If that smell could be woven into cloth, Oksoon thinks, it would look like that dress.

The owner of the fanciful garment catches Oksoon’s eye. “What are you looking at?” she says.

“Your dress is pretty,” Oksoon says.

The young woman shrugs. “It’s not even the nicest one I have,” she says.

“Really? Where do you get them?”

“People give them to me,” she says. “For being sociable.” She laughs, and Oksoon, not quite understanding why, laughs, too. It isn’t just the color of the dress. It’s the brightness of an unexpected conversation against the dull gray of her boredom and hunger. The stranger appraises her. “You’re pretty, too.”

Oksoon looks at the ground, flushing.

“Your hair especially.” She gestures for her to come closer. Oksoon knows she shouldn’t, but what could it hurt? “A little color, a little ribbon, you’d turn out quite nicely.”

The young woman giggles as though Oksoon’s hesitation is the silliest thing in the world. Again, Oksoon echoes her, not knowing why. They stand face-to-face. The stranger has bad breath and dark rings under her eyes. Up close, Oksoon sees she’s not quite so young, the dress not quite so new.

“Follow me inside, and I’ll give you a ribbon,” she says.

Oksoon has never had a ribbon. What color would it be? She’s working up the courage to ask when she sees her mother coming toward them with Changho just behind her. When her mother is angry, her face turns red. When she is very angry, her face turns white, and her lips press into one flat line. With her mother’s hair flying out of its carefully tied bun, Oksoon hardly recognizes her now.

“Aren’t you ashamed?” Her mother grabs Oksoon by the shoulder.

“We were only—” Oksoon says.

“Get away from her!” her mother yells as if they were in the presence of a rabid dog.

The prostitute—her mother’s reaction makes Oksoon realize that’s what she is—crosses her arms and watches them with a bemused expression. Even though she is the one with the shameful life, Oksoon is the one to feel embarrassed. “I’m sorry—” she tries to say.

“You can’t be trusted for even one moment!”

“We were only passing the time.” The prostitute shrugs. She turns back to the house and goes inside, but before she shuts the door, she catches Oksoon’s eye and winks.

“We were only talking,” Oksoon says, though she knows she’s risking a beating by speaking up.

“Don’t say anything,” her mother sputters.

“Yah, Oksoon,” her brother says, “you’re something else.”

“I know more than—” she starts to say, but freezes.

The door of the shack opens again, and a red-eyed foreigner lumbers out. Next to her, Oksoon feels Changho tense. The foreigner yawns and stretches, then lights a cigarette and stands contemplating the street with proprietary ease. He is of monstrous proportions: Stubby brown hair starts at his head and spreads down his neck and chest. His dirty shirt is only half buttoned. He pulls on his ear with one hand while holding his cigarette with the other. If he had taken one step in their direction, Oksoon would have grabbed her mother’s hand and run, but he doesn’t give them more than a passing glance. Nor does he notice the newly hung laundry or the lovely yellow dress that he knocks to the ground as he passes by. The man turns and says something toward the dark opening of the house. When the girl doesn’t answer, he raises his voice. Oksoon doesn’t have to speak English to understand who the boss is. Changho quietly moves in front of Oksoon and their mother, so he stands between them and this foreigner.

The young woman appears in the doorway again and sullenly hands a cup to him. He drains it and hands it back without looking. The girl turns to go inside, then notices them. She was friendly before but looks sour now. “Still nosing around? Better get going if you know what’s good for you.” She waves the now-empty cup at them. “Didn’t you hear what I said? Go away. Shoo!”

The man appraises them with his hooded eyes.

“You think you are so far above me, but I know how hungry you are,” the prostitute says. “As for me, I eat three times a day, as much as I want. When you’re hungry enough, come back. We can make a deal.”

Oksoon is sure her mother will lunge at the prostitute right then. And she might have if they weren’t so scared of the bear-man. The young woman wraps her arms around his thick neck. She is tiny against his large frame, a dangling bauble.

Fractured thoughts buzz in Oksoon’s mind. They’re hungry. The prostitute is right about that. What else was she right about?

“Unni,” she says. Older sister.

The prostitute drops her arms, looking startled. It’s just an ordinary greeting. Oksoon doesn’t even know why she said it.

“Take your mother and go home,” she says softly. She wraps her thin arms around herself as though fighting off a chill. “It’ll be dark soon enough, and you don’t want to be out here at night.” She then pulls the cigarette out of the man’s fingers and puffs on it. She touches her mouth, pulling a piece of hair or lint from her lips. She doesn’t look at them anymore. Instead, she absentmindedly combs her fingers through her tangled hair, then pulls the man back into the shack, shutting the door behind them.

Oksoon’s mother walks toward the house and surprises them by picking the dress off the ground, using two fingers as though the material might sting. “Whoever hemmed this has no sense of needle and thread,” she says, flipping the skirt over and looking at the jagged black lines along the hem. With a shake of the head, she returns the dress to the line. It hangs bright and limp against the mud-colored shack. After a moment, she unhooks the dress from the line once more, flips it inside out, and hangs it back up so it will dry without fading.

“Why are you helping her?” Changho asks.

“Even whores have to wash their clothes,” her mother says. They’ve never heard their mother say a word like “whore,” and Oksoon’s head rings from the shock of it. They walk back to the basket of turnips. Her mother pulls something round out of her pocket. It’s a little ball of rice wrapped in a perilla leaf.

“Look what I found for you two,” she says. She splits it in half, dropping one part into Oksoon’s hand and the other into Changho’s. “Turns out the old lady needed a few turnips today.”

“What about you?” Oksoon asks while her brother eats.

“I’ve already had mine.”

Oksoon doubts that. The rice ball is dusted with sesame seeds. A precious treat. She takes a tiny bite, then hands the rest back to her mother, who pushes it away. Oksoon keeps holding it out until her mother reluctantly bites off a few grains before passing it back. They pass the rice ball back and forth like this, taking tiny, judicious bites, trying to make it last. Oksoon sees how sharply her mother’s cheekbones jut out now from her once handsome face. The hair along her part is turning gray.

A figure limps toward them. Oksoon recognizes him as the man from the river, the boatman who rowed them across. His hands are dirty, but his mangy hair is clipped, and he wears shiny pants and a well-made shirt. Beneath the strong odor of cologne, Oksoon can still smell the fetid scent of the river’s muddy banks.

“I’ve seen you all somewhere before.” His teeth clack when he speaks.

Her mother squints up at him. “I don’t think so.”

Boatman stares hard at them, then shrugs. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a leather pouch. It looks heavy in his palm, as tasty as a ripe peach. He opens the drawstring and extracts a single coin. “Give me two turnips,” he says.

“These are not just any turnips,” Oksoon says before her mother can speak. She jumps up and stands toe-to-toe with the boatman. “These are my mother’s best. It will cost you twice that.”

“You! I knew I’d seen you before!” Boatman says. “Are you going to hit me again with your book bag?” He rubs his shoulder at the memory.

“For the right price, we might even be willing to sell the whole basket,” Oksoon says.

Boatman laughs. “You’re a bold one.” He leans back and looks at them. “We had an awkward beginning, but in times such as these, seeing familiar faces brings a good feeling.”

His gaze passes over each one of them and lingers on Oksoon. “Follow me,” he says.

“He’s the smelly man from the river,” her mother says, hesitating.

“Didn’t you see that money?” Changho says softly. “Let’s go.”

Boatman leads them down the street and disappears through an alley and into a dark, slumping hovel. Canvas walls stretch across a lopsided wooden frame; the roof is corrugated metal sealed with tar. A gutter of brown water leaks out from beneath the wooden floorboards. A sign is painted over the doorframe: SOUP HOUSE. They hesitate until Boatman sticks his head back out. “Hurry up.” He speaks like a bossy uncle. “It’s being served up right now.”

Oksoon, Changho, and their mother peer in and let their eyes adjust to the restaurant’s murky interior. Boatman sits at a low wooden table, shoveling noodles into his mouth with metal chopsticks.

“Is that naengmyeon?” Changho asks, calling up the memory of a hometown favorite.

“It’s kalguksu,” Boatman says, his mouth full of noodles. “Too cold for naengmyeon.” He waves them in. Her mother hesitates, then nods. Oksoon gingerly sits on an uneven stool. Changho sits across from her. Boatman calls for more soup, and a man with a horribly scarred face emerges from behind a curtain and sets bowls down in front of each of them. The noodles are mealy, and the broth is little more than salted water, but to Oksoon, there is no soup more hearty, no seasoning so sublime. She slurps and swallows, forgetting where she is, forgetting Boatman, forgetting her mother and brother. Her missing brother and father leave her mind. A boiled chicken leg appears in front of her. The taste of meat blooms in her mouth and blots out the war, her own name. She sucks the last of the meat, then grinds the bone between her molars to suck out the marrow. Only when she spits the last shards into her empty soup bowl does she remember where she is.

Boatman is smoking a pipe, his flabby, unshaven cheeks tightening and relaxing. “To extend hospitality in such barbaric times makes me feel human again,” he says. He crosses his arms and leans back. “It’s not much yet, but soon all of Seoul will be coming through these doors. It will be grand. First this shop, then a string of shops.”

Oksoon looks around the dingy interior, only now noticing the absence of other customers. It’s a cramped, dirty place. But her belly is full. When was the last time she felt this way?

“The broth is all wrong. The noodles are overdone,” she says. “You will be out of business in no time.”

Changho raises his eyebrows. What are you up to? his expression asks.

“I invited you here because it’s remarkable to see even one familiar face in a time like this,” Boatman says. “Not to have you criticize my business.”

“You need a proper cook,” Oksoon says. “Someone who knows what she’s doing. Hire my mother to cook for you. She’s famous in Pyongyang for her noodles. People wait for hours just to have a taste.”

Her mother frowns at the lie but doesn’t refute it.

“It’s your business,” Oksoon says. “I just want to give you the best chance at success.” Her mother stays silent, her hands folded in her lap, while Oksoon cajoles and argues with Boatman about wages and terms. They have been away from Pyongyang for months and have seen many things, but it’s only as she’s listening to Boatman’s amused negotiations that Oksoon understands how much has changed. Her mother always said to keep away from bad people. Just hours ago, she screamed at Oksoon to get away from the woman at the shack. Now she’s allowing Oksoon to make a deal in her name with a man they hardly know. Who are they in this new, strange world? Who will they become?





TWELVE

The day arrives for the director’s return from Busan. Old Cook insists that all the rooms be swept, the kitchen scrubbed down, and the bedding aired. Meanwhile, Hayan lines the children up outside the outdoor kitchen to be washed, stringing a curtain to separate the boys from the girls. She stands on one side, scrubbing the youngest children until their ears and necks glow. Minha whimpers as her head is dunked in tepid water. She comes up sputtering.

On the other side of the curtain, Junho tries to corral three little boys who dip their toes in, then sprint off, wearing only a few soapsuds. Water slicks the cobblestones. Lucky stands to one side, quickly scrubbing himself with a washcloth, large goosebumps dotting his arms. Junho brings him a small pail of warm water, and the little boy cups his hands and sloshes it against his chest. Even with the largest pot being continually refilled, there’s no more than a cup or two of warm water for each bather.

“Hurry and dry yourself off,” Junho says.

Lucky nods.

“Then I’ll come back and help you,” he says.

Lucky pulls on Junho’s sleeve. “Do you think my mother is coming back with the director?”

Junho looks down into Lucky’s large, hopeful eyes. “Probably not today,” he says, patting him on the head.

“This is so chaotic,” Miss Kim says. She’s been trying to help them, but seems overwhelmed and tired.

“Miss Kim, as the director’s niece, you don’t have to worry,” Hayan says. She ladles hot water into the bottom of an empty washbasin and tests the temperature with her finger. “But we dare not displease the director.”

“I’ve already displeased the director,” Miss Kim says. “But what can she do to me?”

Hayan, Junho, and Old Cook all stop what they’re doing and stare at her.

“From the youngest to the oldest, the children know that the director’s goodwill is the only thing that stands between them and being out in the streets,” says Hayan.

“There are many in Jinju or Busan who would kill to take their place,” Old Cook adds.

“Don’t frighten Miss Kim,” Junho says, though he knows they’re right.

“I’m not frightened,” Miss Kim says. “I understood your meaning, but the director’s human. Surely she wouldn’t want us living in fear?”

No one answers. Who could say anything about what the director wants them to feel? Who has even considered the question?

“You think I don’t understand because I’ve had some privilege,” Miss Kim starts to say.

Hayan snorts before a look from Old Cook makes her return to the children.

“I grew up in a world tilted by wealth, but that wasn’t my fault,” Miss Kim says, looking at Junho. “The wealthy can build walls to protect themselves from the world’s suffering. I don’t want to be that way.”

“Then you can help us bathe the children,” Hayan says.

“You’re right.” Miss Kim nods. She rolls up her sleeves, but looks unsure. “I’ll draw water from the well.”

They watch her leave. “She shouldn’t be doing manual labor,” Old Cook says. “She doesn’t have the strength for it. If she keeps trying, she’ll just wear herself out.”

“She’s trying her best,” Junho says.

“She won’t be able to carry that bucket back alone,” Hayan sighs. “I’ll go help her.”



In the afternoon, it starts to snow. Everyone is surprised, but agrees that it will soon pass. An unlikely spring dustup, that’s all. In the dimming light of the late afternoon, they listen for the director’s arrival. The spotless dining room is filled with the toasty fragrance of barley porridge. Beneath that smell lingers the bite of disinfectant. The children, even Kwondo, look as though they’ve made an effort to appear presentable. Their closely cropped hair has been slicked down, and their cheeks glow. A rumor circulates that the director intends to bring back bundles of sweets, so the children sit in the dining room with the anticipation of party guests.

An hour passes. The children, sitting patiently for so long, grow restless.

“It’s the snow,” Hayan whispers to Junho. “No one would travel in this weather. Old Cook should know that.” Louder, she says, “It doesn’t look like she’s returning tonight.” She speaks gently. They all know Old Cook’s pride is at stake.

“This is the appointed day,” says the old woman. Then, to the children, “We’re not eating until the director arrives. If you don’t like that, go to bed.” She doesn’t yell but speaks with such ferocity that a few of the youngest children jump up and run to their rooms. One by one, the rest leave the table.

Miss Kim surveys the now-empty room.

“You should eat at least,” Old Cook says, softening. To Junho’s surprise, Miss Kim doesn’t protest. She sits, not making eye contact, and Old Cook serves her. Everyone else waits another hour, then goes to bed.

The next morning, Miss Kim leads morning devotions. Old Cook serves the uneaten supper for breakfast. She slings it into their bowls, cold and unappetizing, without ceremony. They chew quickly and without complaint. As the day passes, snow continues to fall. Still, no sign of the director. Three more days go by. White flakes shroud the mountainside. Neither the house nor the children show any evidence of the burst of cleaning that took place just a few days before. Mud mars the floors and the children all look wrung out. Everyone is damp and miserable.

Junho finds Old Cook, Miss Kim, and Hayan standing in the kitchen, staring down at an empty iron pot.

“She didn’t leave enough food,” Miss Kim says. “This can’t be all of it, can it?” Her words rush out of their own accord as she paces around the small kitchen in tight circles, then stops to lean against the wall. “I don’t feel well.”

“The snow surprised us all,” Old Cook says. “Let me warm some tea for you.”

“The director is bound to return soon,” Hayan says, her eyes widening a little at Miss Kim’s panic. “And the children have been through worse.”

“There must be an extra key to the pantry,” Miss Kim says.

“Not likely.” Old Cook shakes her head. “You should rest and conserve your strength.” Miss Kim nods and goes to her room.

All day they wait, but still the director doesn’t come. Old Cook boils some water, adds a helping of soy sauce, and feeds it to the children as their supper. Hayan is right. The children are no strangers to hunger. Instinctively, they know they need to slow down and conserve energy, life. They stop running, laughing, and the orphanage, filled with more than thirty children, grows eerily quiet. Their mouths carry a strange metallic taste. Everyone tries not to think about food yet thinks of little else.

“I’m hungry,” Bumsoo sighs from his bedroll. “Really hungry.”

“We all are, stupid,” Rat mumbles as he rolls over.

“There was a man who sold fried rice cakes from a cart,” Chul begins. Everyone groans.

“Only an idiot would bring up rice cakes at a time like this,” grumbles Bumsoo.

“I want to hear,” Lucky says. “I like Chul hyeong’s stories.”

“Is there anyone you don’t like?” Bumsoo says, affectionately cuffing Lucky’s head. “You shouldn’t be so trusting.”

“He had this way of frying them in oil and chili jang,” Chul says. “You could smell it down the alley and around the corner.”

Junho swallows.

“And let me guess,” says Rat. “You ate like a king.”

“No,” Chul admits. “Every day, the hawker rolled his cart in front of the alley where I hung out.”

“Sure, you were ‘hanging out,’ ” says Bumsoo, and Junho shoots him a look before Chul is embarrassed into admitting he lived there.

“Every day, he cooked up those rice cakes,” Chul says. “Did he ever give me a glance? Not once. But one afternoon, he ran after someone who shorted him. He left the cart alone, so I made my move, grabbed the rice cakes, and took off.” He pauses, satisfied at the happy memory. “I stuffed them in my pockets and into the front of my shirt. Burned my hand doing it, too. But I was so nervous and excited, I didn’t even feel it until later. Look,” he says, pointing to a burn scar on his right hand. “Here’s where my hand touched the griddle.”

Bumsoo makes a scoffing noise, but it’s too late. Their imaginations are taken up with the memory of food.

“I love rice cakes,” Lucky says, rubbing his scrap of rope against his nose.

“The street hawkers in my hometown,” says Rat, “would sell ribbons of yeot that were so sweet and chewy. You could work them in your mouth for hours.”

“My hand hurt like hell,” Chul says.

“Yeot is overrated,” says Bumsoo.

“Hot, oily, rice cake,” Chul continues. “Nearly burned my hand off.”



The snow finally stops, but the director doesn’t arrive that next day, either. Everyone goes to bed hungry and wakes up the same. Miss Kim doesn’t come out of her room, except once, to ask again if there’s a way to open the pantry.

“Don’t think I haven’t thought about it,” Old Cook says. “But the director had both the door and the lock custom-made in Busan. It cost a fortune, and she’s proud to have made it thief-proof.”

“This is the problem with rich people,” Hayan whispers to Junho. “They crumble at the first hint of hardship.”

“Miss Kim’s worried for the children,” he says.

“She’s worried for herself,” Hayan says. “Even the little ones are bearing this better than she is.”

Junho doesn’t disagree but wonders if that’s all there is to it. Miss Kim doesn’t seem just worried, she seems sick. Is Miss Kim suffering merely from the fragility of her upbringing? Or is she ill?

On the late afternoon of the sixth day, the front bell rings, making everyone jump.

“Finally!” Old Cook says. She dabs her eyes with relief as everyone rushes to the gate. Lucky follows close behind. The children gather and Junho looks up to see Miss Kim, pale and anxious, emerging into the yard. He breathes a sigh of relief. He wonders what the next batch of letters will contain, and he’s thinking about Mrs. Hope Longfield when Old Cook opens the door.

The woman who stands there looks surprised to see so many excited, curious faces. She is alone, wearing a worn coat over a blue dress and shoes that are soaked through. “Is this the place they call an orphanage?” she asks. “Is this a place where they store lost children?”

“How did you come here?” asks Old Cook. “Is the road passable? Did you pass our director?”

“I’m looking for my children.” The woman pulls a handkerchief out of her handbag and wipes her eyes. Junho and the other children crowd near the gate. The stranger suddenly leaps at them with the look of a starving person who’s unexpectedly come upon a feast.

“A boy and a girl,” she says. “Seven and four.” She pushes her way into the courtyard and calls: “Heejung-ah! Dongshik-ah!”

Junho doesn’t recognize the names, and though this woman is a stranger to him, his stomach sinks with pity. Did Lucky’s mother ever come back to that railway station? Did she ever look for him?

The woman crosses the threshold, and the children make a circle around her. She stares into each face, then looks up. “Where are the others? There must be others?”

“Your children aren’t here,” Old Cook says, shaking her head.

“You must have come a long way,” Miss Kim says more kindly. “Why don’t you sit?”

The woman half collapses onto the landing. Hayan hands her a cup of water.

“Don’t judge me,” she says, addressing Miss Kim. “I know what you must think of me. But I am just a mother looking for her babies.”

From afar, Junho had thought this woman was dressed as the director had been, in dignified Western clothes. Now he sees her dress is ragged and her coat threadbare. Her face is dirty, too, smudged with makeup and tears.

“Of course I don’t judge you,” Miss Kim says.

“They were staying with a friend,” the woman says. “My children. I left them in a friend’s care while I went to earn some money. But when I returned”—she looks around at the children as though pleading her case—“I wasn’t gone so very long, just a few months. Then the fighting came through Seoul, and I couldn’t get to them. And by the time I did, the house was abandoned. No one left word.”

“You came up by the main road?” Miss Kim asks. “We’re waiting for our director. We’re in a bad way ourselves.”

The woman nods. She gulps the water and then sets the cup down. She feebly tries to brush the mud off her skirt. “I slipped and half fell into the stream. But I won’t be staying.”

“In this cold,” Miss Kim exclaims. “You’re not dressed for it. At least stay until you’ve dried off.”

The woman shakes her head. “I need to keep looking.”

Lucky walks up next to Junho and takes his hand. Junho scoops him up, wishing he could cover his ears, his eyes.

“Thank you for the water,” she says, then walks out of the gate.

They stand around the yard after she’s gone, feeling like they’ve had an otherworldly visitation. They get so few visitors; where had this woman come from?

“It’s for the best, I suppose,” Old Cook says. “The director wouldn’t want a woman like that near here.”

“What kind of woman is she?” Miss Kim asks, tilting her head and feigning confusion.

“An indecent one.” Old Cook reddens.

“And yet, are we all so decent here?” Miss Kim asks. “We’re starving.” She abruptly walks away, and Junho hurries after her. Miss Kim storms into the kitchen and stands in front of the pantry. She leans her forehead against the wood and closes her eyes.

“What’s the matter?” Junho asks.

“I need to tell you something,” she says, not looking up. “The last thing I want is to lose your friendship or respect, but life isn’t always as simple as it first appears.”

Junho tugs her sleeve until Miss Kim turns to look at him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says. “But you’ll always have my friendship.”

“What would you have me do?” Old Cook rushes in, interrupting them. She throws her hands up in the air. “Can I make something from nothing? Am I a conjurer?” She looks at Miss Kim standing there. “I’ll admit it. I’ve tried to pick that damn lock myself, but no luck.” She shrugs her shoulders. “Your eyes are brighter than mine. Give it a try.”

Miss Kim steps back and runs her long, pale fingers along the finely milled wood. She holds the lock in her palm, feeling its weight. “The director left us to starve.” She meets Junho’s gaze. He feels himself standing in the middle, between the director’s orders on the one hand and whatever it is Miss Kim is asking of him now. He turns to Hayan, who is casting a skeptical look over the whole situation.

“Hayan nuna,” he starts to say.

She starts at the mention of her name and then looks at Junho. She bursts out laughing as she realizes what he’s thinking. “You’ve lost your mind. You can’t possibly!”

Old Cook looks from Junho to Miss Kim to Hayan. “What are you up to?”

“I authorize it,” Miss Kim says, her voice rising. “I take responsibility!”

Hayan backs up, shaking her head.

Junho gulps. “Bring me the ax.”






THIRTEEN

The Soup House sits in an alley between what had been an herbalist shop and an apothecary, behind a theater that overlooks the Han River. Nested there, the dilapidated building lives from shadow to shadow, in full light only for an hour or so each day when the noontime sun shines down upon it like a giant yolk. A frayed and dirty curtain sets the kitchen apart from the wooden platform where customers sit on woven mats around low tables. A step down from this is the ground, where Boatman has set up benches and tables for those who want to imitate Americans by eating with their shoes on.

“It stinks,” Changho says. It’s rude to say, but her brother is right. It smells faintly of urine.

“Help me move this.” Boatman drags a wooden bench from one side to the other. “When it gets crowded, I don’t want new customers to trip over the ones already sitting here.”

Oksoon’s mother runs a finger along a dirty tabletop. The spring morning has a freshness to it, but the air inside is stale. Boatman dusts his palms against his sagging trousers. He wears a tattered blue vest over a faded shirt. He reminds Oksoon of a peacock strutting around, unaware that half its tail feathers are missing.

A loud clatter from the kitchen makes her jump.

Boatman grabs a broom and lunges. “Rats!” A moment later, he returns. Seeing the disgusted look on their faces, he says, “Don’t concern yourselves with trivial details. We’ll take care of that soon enough.”

Changho uses a flat piece of wood to draw a small makeshift baduk board, the kind used to teach children to play. He takes out a pouch of small stones he’s collected and begins sorting them as Oksoon watches. She’d like to play but knows her mother would disapprove of a girl playing a man’s game, especially with so much work to be done.

“Baduk is your game, eh?” asks Boatman. “Are you any good?”

“Why don’t we play and find out?”

“Not my expertise, more’s the pity,” Boatman says. “But a player with real skill can make his way in this town.”

Changho goes still. He doesn’t say anything, but Oksoon senses his interest.

“In the meantime, how about if you come up with a way to trap these vermin?” asks Boatman.

“You are the proprietor,” her mother says to Boatman. “That’s your obligation.”

“I am the proprietor, yes, that’s true,” says Boatman, clearly pleased.

The Soup House is a sty, but at least now they have a purchase in Seoul. They even have a place to live. Boatman made a big show of being a generous employer by advancing their mother money with which they’ve rented a little one-room house. What it really means is that they’re now indebted to this stranger. The house, plain though it is, is an unspeakable luxury. How they got it and what they owe pales beside the feeling of waking up each morning in their own room, with a gate that bolts and a door that locks.

Oksoon remembers Boatman’s hungry expression at the river and that current of self-preservation that she knows runs beneath his guffaws and the philosophical nonsense he spouts. It doesn’t matter, she tells herself. If it comes down to it, it’s the three of them against one old man.

Meanwhile, even now, she believes her father and brother are somewhere here, in this vast, smoldering city. They might be anywhere, even on the very next street. Her insides flutter with the desire to run and find them. She has an idea of how she’ll look for them, street by street, her steps laddering from one side of Seoul to the other, like stones across the baduk board. She’s about to say so when the canvas door peels open, flooding the Soup House with light. A young woman stands in the doorway, a bony silhouette.

“Dolly!” Boatman rushes forward and folds her hands in his. “I’ve been waiting for you to come see me.”

Oksoon gasps, recognizing the prostitute with the yellow dress. Her eyes are ringed with black and her red lips are severely drawn, nearly masklike, but there is no mistaking her. Scrawny with tight muscles wrapped around a sticklike frame, she wears a pink dress with ruffles and smells like cigarettes.

Dolly nods her head up and down in greeting, then pulls her stockinged feet out of dusty red shoes and slides next to a low table. She opens a matching red purse and takes out a bent cigarette and a lighter.

“Ahjuma,” she says, holding up a finger, “one bowl, big one.”

“We’re not open,” her mother says tersely.

“Nonsense,” Boatman says. “Dolly is a friend.”

Dolly lights her cigarette and exhales smoke, squinting at Oksoon, then her mother. “You’re that nosy woman who harangued me in front of my house,” she says.

“You’re acquainted?” asks Boatman. “I’d say you were mistaken if you hadn’t described Changho’s mother so aptly.”

“This ahjuma once tried to help me do my wash,” Dolly says and laughs. Oksoon catches a glimpse of several dark gaps where her molars should have been.

Boatman limps over and puts a gnarled hand on Dolly’s back. “And we can always serve our friends,” he says.

“I’m not choosy,” Dolly says. “I’ll eat whatever you have.”

“That’s obvious,” her mother says, and Dolly grunts. The strap of her slip slides off her shoulder, and Boatman gently pulls it up again.

Her mother looks angry but doesn’t protest further. Instead, she goes to the kitchen. Oksoon follows her. Her mother leans against the table and wipes her face with the front of her apron. “Reduced to serving someone like that,” she says bitterly. “That’s what we’ve become now.”

The sound of rats scratching under the boards makes Oksoon’s skin crawl. “I’ve been thinking,” she says. “I have a plan to look for Father and Byungho oppa.”

Her mother stokes the banked fire and pulls out dirty pots and pans. She takes down one of the jars on the shelf and sniffs the soybean paste before spooning it into a pot of water. She wordlessly shoves a knob of withered ginger and some old garlic at Oksoon, who obediently begins to clean and chop. Her mother trims a piece of limp turnip. The heat warms the kitchen and steam rises, making everything damp.

“It’s why we’ve come, isn’t it?” Oksoon asks. “To look for them?” Her mother doesn’t reply.

Not ten minutes later, Dolly’s head pops through the curtain. “This smells really good,” she says. She comes in and peers into the pot, then looks at Oksoon.

“You look like you’re useful to your mother,” Dolly says. “I was never handy like that.”

“What kind of name is ‘Dolly’?” Oksoon asks. She’s curious about this stranger, even if a little afraid of her.

Dolly laughs. “It’s the name the GIs gave me,” she says. “One of these days, I will meet one who will take me away from this place.”

“Like the man I saw you with?” Oksoon asks, with a quick glance at her mother, expecting to be scolded. But her mother just cooks and listens.

Dolly shrugs. “I’ve already forgotten about him.”

Oksoon’s mother adds a dash of Ajinomoto powder to the soup, then a large spoonful of chili. Without ceremony, she places the dish in front of Dolly, who crouches down, using an old crate for a table. She lights another cigarette, takes a long drag, and picks up her spoon. It’s a sight to watch her eat. Dolly draws up the few stringy noodles with her chopsticks and slurps loudly. A turnip is speared and flipped onto her pink tongue. Noodles and vegetables disappear into her bright red mouth. She dives into the broth, first with a spoon, shoveling, and gulping before throwing the spoon down with a clatter, picking up the bowl—cigarette still burning between her fingers—and slurping the rest. Finished, her eyes water and she lets out a distinct, indelicate burp. Wet black lines stream down her face. Oksoon hands her a dish towel, and Dolly buries her head in it. When she looks up again, half her makeup has smeared off, and her garish face is transformed into that of a plain young woman with deep, sad eyes.

“The soup is spicy, that’s all,” Dolly says, taking the last draw from her cigarette and stubbing it out in the empty soup bowl.

She burps again and runs her fingers around the edge of the bowl. “I’m hungry all the time.”

“Who isn’t?” says Oksoon’s mother.

“Yes, but even when I eat, it’s like I can’t fill up.”

Her mother slaps a rag in the air to shoo away the flies.

“There’s something unnatural. I feel it. The boys can get me good food. Better than you can imagine. Meat and potatoes and noodles. But even when I have a good boyfriend—something isn’t right.”

“Have you checked—” Her mother wrinkles her nose. “Have you checked your deposits?”

“Ugh. Who has time to stare at shit?” Dolly looks down and touches her belly. “You’re probably right.” She looks up. “No need to repeat this,” she says. “It might affect my—” She hesitates, then laughs out loud. “My popularity.”

“Don’t your boyfriends have other ailments to worry about?”

“I’m impressed. Ahjuma knows more about the ways of the world than I’d thought,” Dolly says. “I’m very careful. I only go with men who are clean, and if they look suspicious, I make them take a bath.”

Oksoon listens, amazed at this easy conversation between Dolly and her mother.

“Do you want me to teach you some English?” Dolly asks, turning to Oksoon. “Make it snappy,” she says, snapping her fingers. “It’s what you say when service is too slow.”

“Make it snappy,” Oksoon repeats slowly. It’s hard to believe the nonsense sounds they’re making are actually words that people understand.

“You must say it with verve,” Dolly says. “Like this: Ahjuma, make it snappy!” She laughs with an open mouth, then screams.

A bright pink nose wedges itself through the gap between the canvas wall and the wooden floor. It’s their first sighting of Fatty Rat, as Oksoon will come to name him. Black and twice as big as the others that plague the Soup House, with pink ears and a fleshy tail as thick as a ginseng root. While the other rats disappear during the day, Fatty Rat lingers. He pokes his narrow face out from behind the wall or climbs up onto the highest shelf where he sits watching them.

“Disgusting!” Dolly yells.

Oksoon grabs a broom and charges into the dining room to ask for Changho’s help, but her brother isn’t there.

“Where’s Changho oppa?” she asks.

“He told me your mother was sending him on an errand,” Boatman says, cleaning his nails with a sharpened stick. Oksoon hurries out to the alley, but there is no sign of her brother. She runs back in.

“Where’s Changho oppa?” she asks her mother.

“He wanted to look for your father and brother,” her mother says.

“Without me?” Oksoon sits on a wooden bench, feeling flattened by disappointment. The impulse to run after him is strong—she feels it in her joints.

“You stay put,” her mother says, sensing her agitation.

So she does. But she listens for Changho’s return, and when he comes back a few hours later, she pounces. “Where were you?” she demands. “Where did you go?”

“Yah, what’s with the interrogation?” Changho says, drawing back. His face shines with a film of sweat. He picks up a broom and starts sweeping as though there was something left to sweep.

“Why did you leave me?” Oksoon says.

“I need to find a way to help,” he says. “This place”—he gestures at the drooping canvas walls—“isn’t going to be enough. To survive, we need something more.” He clenches and unclenches his fists. “I’m the man of the family now.”

“Don’t say that,” Oksoon says.

“Temporarily, at least,” Changho says.

She senses how much her brother wants to prove himself. She remembers the casual way her father dismissed the suggestion of bringing Changho with him and Byungho.

“So what will you do?” she asks.

“Not sure yet,” Changho says. “But I have ideas. Scavenging firewood or working for a shopkeeper. I met a guy on a bike who was going out to the coast and bringing salt into Seoul to sell. I heard some are even running errands for the Americans. See? Appa was right. Seoul is dripping with opportunity.” Changho gives her a wry smile. He must have seen the disappointment on her face because he says, “Someone has to stay and help Omma. And when I’m out, I can ask about Appa and Hyeong.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”



And so Oksoon’s mother begins cooking for the Soup House. Every day, Changho leaves and is gone for hours, sometimes not returning to the Soup House at all; instead, he finds his way back to their little home long after dark. At first, he tells her all about where he’s gone and what he’s seen. He was paid a few jeon for helping a storekeeper unload boxes. Another day, he brings back a few coins for helping clear debris from a bombed building. As one day turns over into another, his reports become more vague. Oksoon peppers him with questions—where did he go? What did he see? Has he been all the way to the east side of Seoul? His answers become curt, almost churlish. But he keeps his promise of contributing to the family’s living. Nearly every day, he returns with at least a few coins. At home, their mother finds a loose floorboard, beneath which she hides their precious earnings in an old cookie tin.

It’s good that Changho is earning something because the Soup House itself is a disappointment. After they’ve cooked their way through the initial store of ingredients Boatman enticed them with, he has nothing more. Even worse, the people coming to the Soup House can hardly be called customers. Boatman has a knack for gathering people caught halfway between this world and oblivion. He collects them as stones for an amulet. One woman fled Pyongyang around the same time they did. A bomb exploded, and its force broke most of her teeth. A man burned by napalm likes to come and quietly hunch over a table. Napalm has taken his ear and left his skin gray as ash. One side of his body is a smear of scars, from forehead to shoulder.

“I don’t know why Boatman lets people like that come around,” Dolly says. “He needs customers who can pay. People don’t want to see the kind of people who hang around here. They want to see pretty things. Like me.” She flounces over to lodge her complaint with Boatman.

“Your father had a weakness for teahouses,” Oksoon’s mother says, watching Dolly. “Did you know that?”

Yes, Oksoon knew this, but she’s shocked to hear it spoken aloud. It feels disloyal to even hear the words.

“I used to stay awake waiting for him to come home. When he finally did, he wouldn’t even bother to be quiet. I used to be so angry with him. Everyone always commented on his outgoing charm. I often thought I’d rather have a surly husband who knew how to stay put.” She looks out in the middle distance, remembering. “I miss him,” she says.

Oksoon looks to see if Boatman and Dolly are listening and is relieved to see them engrossed in their own conversation.

Her mother is still talking. “Dolly’s right. We won’t survive like this.” There’s something about how her mother says “we” that makes Oksoon uneasy, as if she’s given up hope on a reunion with their father and brother. Their welfare depends on the Soup House making money, of course, but she doesn’t want her mother to forget why they’re here. She certainly won’t and has even come up with a way to look for her father and brother herself. A plan has been forming in her mind, and she’s been looking for a way to bring it up.

She gets her opportunity a few days later when Boatman appears at the Soup House with a burlap sack in each hand, sweating and grinning and hopping from one foot to the other. The hairs of his scraggly white beard tremble against his leathery face. One sack screeches and nearly leaps from his hand. Something’s alive.

At the table, Dolly is teaching Oksoon more American words: how to say hello and good-bye, and how to order another drink.

“Sometimes I amaze even myself.” Boatman holds out the bag in his left hand. He dances a little jig. “Aren’t you just a little curious?”

“What have you dragged in?” Oksoon’s mother asks.

Boatman drops the squirming sack on the ground, ignoring its piercing shrieks. He shakes the other bag onto the table. Something orange and brown lands with a thud. They smell the fetid puff of damp feathers.

“Kkwong! Where are you getting the money to buy such things?” Oksoon’s mother lifts the dead pheasant up by its feet. There are three birds in all, head and feathers intact. She lays them out on the table and examines them. Boatman’s jig turns into a full, lopsided dance. “Genuine northern naengmyeon,” he croons. “We’re a proper noodle house today.”

Oksoon’s mother laughs, startled by this sudden bounty. “Who can make naengmyeon during times like these?” But she is already prodding the dead birds to feel the breast meat.

“And that’s not all,” Boatman says. “I have dried buckwheat noodles, too. We’ll have to beat the crowds away. The money will jump into our pockets.”

“What’s in that?” Dolly asks, pointing to the ground.

“My solution,” Boatman says, bending over to untie the sack. A dark, mangy creature bolts out and under the canvas wall.

“Is that a cat?” says Dolly.

Oksoon and Changho crouch to see where it’s gone. “I think it’s under the floorboards,” Changho says.

“You complained about the rats,” Boatman says. “Here is the solution. Trust me when I say that Kitty is a ferocious, rat-killing phenomenon.”

“The rats will tear her to pieces,” Changho says. “Besides, she’s already run away.”

“Nonsense!” Boatman snaps his fingers. “She’ll know to come back. In the meantime, I need Oksoon-si to make me a sign.” He steps out and drags in a piece of scrap wood. ‘Naengmyeon Soup. Today Only.’ I would write it myself,” he says, examining his nails, “but your mother tells me Oksoon-si has excellent penmanship. I believe in putting all our various talents to good use. Your mother is a gifted cook. I am the overseer of this establishment. You can be our calligrapher.”

“She is a good writer,” her mother says.

Oksoon thinks of how her mother used to look over her shoulder when Oksoon was doing her homework. “What’s all that writing?” she once asked when Oksoon was drafting an essay for school.

“I’m arguing for the education of girls,” Oksoon said, and her mother nodded. She herself had barely gone to school and couldn’t write much beyond her own name, which always made Oksoon feel ashamed, as though the failing were hers.

“Naengmyeon Soup,” he dictates as Oksoon sketches out large, steady lines with a piece of charcoal. He stretches out his arms. “Today Only.”

They hear a rumble of thunder. “Never mind,” Boatman says, confident in his ability to read the weather. He scans the sky. “Get the soup going. This rain will pass in an hour.”

The rain does not pass. It pours down so fast, so completely, that the streets flood and water laps against the Soup House door. With Oksoon’s help, her mother parboils the noodles, renders the broth, and cleans, cooks, and slices the pheasant meat, sneaking small tastes to Dolly, who eats from her hand like a child. They’re ready, but the customers don’t come. Even Boatman’s band of misfits is nowhere to be found. He peers out of the doorway now and again. “Too early for jangma season,” Boatman says sullenly. “Not the time for monsoons, yet it rains like the days of Noah.”

“Are you preaching to us?” Dolly asks.

Oksoon’s mother grabs a broom and lunges at the wet, pointed face of a rat peeking under the flap of the canvas wall.

“I grew up around water,” Boatman says. “I’ve always said that those who are canny enough to rule the water will rarely go hungry.”

“You need more than water to be a good businessman,” her mother says, slapping at the floor with the broom.

“You forget how we met,” he says. “Water may be a setback, but it also brings opportunity.”

“Noah’s flood washed away the scoundrels,” Oksoon points out, remembering a bit of the story she heard in Pyongyang. “So watch out.”

Her mother smiles at this.

“I’ve been working on something,” Oksoon says carefully, sensing her moment. She’s gathered any scrap of paper she could find: a corner of a larger poster, torn newspapers. On them, she’s written the same message. She now reads it out loud:


“Devoted wife and children seeking Kim Kisung and Kim Byungho. We are Pak Minja, Kim Changho, and Kim Oksoon. Find us at the Soup House in the alley behind the old cinema near the Han River, between the herbalist and the apothecary.”



Her mother puts down the broom and picks up one of the notices.

Dolly looks over Oksoon’s mother’s shoulder. “Clever girl. Look at that writing. You should be my teacher!”

“You made these yourself?” her mother asks.

“We can post them around the city,” Oksoon says. “At the places where they’re sure to pass by. It’ll only be a matter of time before we find them.” She knows it’s a good plan. “Let me post a few in this neighborhood.”

“Good,” her mother says. “Your brother can do it.”

“I made the signs. I should be able to decide where to post them.” Oksoon can’t help herself. “Changho oppa won’t be nearly as careful about it.”

“She’s only trying to look out for you,” Dolly says. “It’s dangerous out there.”

“Boys and girls are different,” her mother says. It’s the same old refrain. “Give the signs to your brother.”

Boatman lights a pipe, filling the Soup House with a pungent smell that reminds Oksoon of her father.

“A day like this is disappointing, but it’s small in the broader scheme of things,” he says. “I have plans.”

“Your head is full of plans,” Oksoon’s mother says. “What we need are customers.” She picks up the broom and sweeps out the water.

“I don’t mind the rain,” Dolly says, stretching. She dresses more plainly these days, and her face isn’t painted. When Oksoon asks about it, Dolly just says she’s saving her makeup for when she needs to attract her next boyfriend. For now, she mostly lingers at the Soup House, nagging Oksoon’s mother about this and that. At their mother’s insistence, Dolly went to see an herbalist who gave her a weekly dose of grayish powder that took care of her stomach ailment. She is bony as ever, but she looks healthier.

Changho has returned and stands at the door, twisting the front of his shirt and wringing out a stream of water.

“Where have you been?” their mother says.

“I would have come sooner, but I was waiting for the rain to end,” Changho says. “I finally ran for it.”

“I have some dry clothes at home,” Dolly says with a sly smile. “I could fetch them for you.”

Changho looks pleased and embarrassed by Dolly’s offer. He kicks at the ground and mumbles something about being dry enough.

Their mother hands him a small rag. “Come in and dry off before you get chilled.”

Dolly unties a small scarf from her neck and waves it back and forth, then begins to sing, softly at first, then more boldly. Oksoon often hears Dolly humming one song or another, usually some tune she’s picked up from the GIs. This time, Dolly sings a simple folk song they all know by heart:


“My hometown is a village on a blooming mountain.

Peach blossoms, apricot flowers, tiny azaleas.

Our neighborhood adorned with palaces of flowers.

How I long for the days when I used to play there.”



She has a surprisingly resonant voice. The worldly, jaded look falls away from her, and a comely young woman stands in her place. Her song fills the Soup House and shuts out the sound of the rain. Boatman, Changho, Oksoon, and her mother stand still, barely breathing, as feelings long forgotten rise from some unknown depth.

Oksoon remembers the sound and smell of rain in the countryside. When they still lived in their home village, she loved to sit on the landing in a thunderstorm, sheltered under the eaves, and watch water pour from the sky. Her brothers called her crazy, and her mother warned she’d catch cold. But her father would sometimes come and sit next to her. She had been quite young then, little enough to still be treated like the family mascot. She would lean against her father’s shoulder, which seemed strong enough to hold up the world, and rest in his warmth.

“Why does it rain?” she asked him once. “Is God crying?”

He’d smiled at her question. “God isn’t crying,” he said. “He’s washing the world.”

For a few moments after Dolly’s finished singing, no one moves. Then Boatman stands and claps. Dolly takes a small bow.

“That’s something,” Oksoon’s mother says. “You’re good enough to sing pansori. Where did you learn to sing like that?”

“My halmoni used to sing when I was a child,” Dolly responds. “It was the way with all the old people in Gyeongsangbuk-do, where I grew up.” This is the first time Oksoon’s heard Dolly speak of anything before this makeshift life they’re living. “Especially in the rain,” she continues. “When the chores were done, and there was nothing to do but wait, my halmoni would sit with her friends and sing.”

“You have a voice that opens the heavens,” Boatman compliments her. “When this shit bowl of a war is over, I’ll make sure you find a proper teacher. The power of your song will move crowds.”

“Always grand plans. Always tomorrow,” Oksoon’s mother says.

“Leave it to you to spoil the feeling,” Boatman grumbles.

Their mother hands Changho a cup of hot tea, and he warms his face in the rising steam. She briefly places a palm against his cheek, then turns to Dolly. “Go find some of your friends. See if they’ll work pouring soju.”

“Soju?” Changho says.

“Surprised to hear your mother speak of rice wine?” Boatman laughs.

“Dolly’s songs will make them feel sentimental,” she says. “They will listen and drink and pay.”

“How can you be sure?” Dolly asks.

“Your songs will remind them of a better time, when they were better men.”

“Ho! Changho’s mother! You’re a philosopher!” exclaims Boatman. “What is next? Will you turn into a mudang and cast a spell to stop this rain? Dish up the naengmyeon! We will pay tribute to your good idea with a celebratory meal.” When she looks like she’ll object, he says, “There will be no customers today. Let’s not let the food go to waste.”

Oksoon and her mother assemble the cold noodle soup. They mean to serve Boatman and Dolly, then eat in the kitchen, but Boatman waves them in.

“There are only five of us,” he says. “Let’s eat together.”

Oksoon looks around the table: Boatman starts to tell a joke, then laughs before he can get to the punchline. Dolly sheepishly lights a cigarette. Changho is still damp from the rain but looks quietly satisfied, as if he’s finally found work he likes. And her mother? She sits with a dish towel thrown over her shoulder. Though she’s been working since before dawn, it seems that the worry lines on her face have eased. They eat together and listen to the storm.

“You must wonder about your family,” Boatman says suddenly, addressing Oksoon’s mother. He tucks his thumbs into the pockets of his blue vest. “What would your husband say about all this? Keeping company with the likes of us. Would he be scandalized?”

“One thing I learned long ago,” her mother says, using her chopsticks to put a piece of meat into Changho’s bowl from her own, “is that I could never know my husband’s mind.” She catches Oksoon’s glance. “I hope he would understand that I’m doing what I can, given the circumstances.”

“That is all any of us are doing,” Dolly says. “I’ll ask a few of the local girls if they’ll go out with me to drum up customers. We’ll bring them here. You’ll see.”

“Not you,” Boatman says. “I want you to stay here and help Changho’s mother in the kitchen.”

“Don’t try to boss me around. I’m wilier than all those other girls combined,” Dolly pushes back.

“She’s right,” her mother says. “She has few scruples, so she will bring them here by whatever measure.”

“No,” says Boatman. “No need to wander the streets. That isn’t a job for you anymore.” Something tender passes between Dolly and Boatman, like a melody only they can hear. Oksoon turns away, embarrassed.

Dolly’s voice changes. “I’ll humor you this once,” she says, and smiles. It’s the first true smile from Dolly that Oksoon has ever seen.





FOURTEEN

The director returns as they’re eating. Crammed around long tables, shoulders wedged together, the children are shoveling food into their mouths with their hands. They’d been so engrossed, they hadn’t noticed the sound of the bell. Hayan sees the director in her peripheral vision and yells, spitting out a scrap of egg as though it’s burned her. At the director’s appearance, even the smallest, hungriest child stops chewing. Last bites are swallowed with a pained gulp. The orphans lament the uneaten food and keep their eyes downcast.

Junho, Miss Kim, Hayan, and Old Cook stop like fish caught in a sudden freeze—Miss Kim’s hand at her throat, Old Cook with a ladle in midair, Junho with his mouth agape.

The director holds her traveling case in a gloved hand. Her hair is neatly coiled, but her face is ashen. She stands in the doorway, looking from their guilty faces to the food on the table and back again. Junho thinks of the ax, still propped next to the destroyed pantry door.

Old Cook moves first. “I warned them not to do it,” she says, clutching at the director’s sleeve. “I told them you would be back.”

Miss Kim bows from the waist. “You’ve returned safely, thank goodness.” She clears her throat. “Children, you forget your manners.”

“Welcome home, Omonim,” they say together. No one dares look up.

“I left instructions,” the director says. Her voice trembles. Junho’s never seen her so angry.

“We’ve been through a great deal,” Miss Kim says, clasping her hands. “There wasn’t enough to eat and—”

“Clear instructions,” the director says.

“Your instructions were unreasonable,” Miss Kim says. The room falls silent at her defiance. Miss Kim holds on to a table’s edge for support as she stands up and stares down at the director. The director brushes past the younger woman and stuns them by stepping into the room without taking off her shoes. In the silence, her heels mark each step with a dull thud. She walks around the tables and looks hard, studying the patterns made by the dented bowls and food scraps. She walks around twice, then comes back to Miss Kim.

“You’ve presumed too much on my hospitality,” she says. “The food that you so greedily shove into your mouths—without manners, without thought—that food does not come for free. Those trucks that appear with the supplies you so flagrantly squander do not come by magic. They are not infinite. Is this how you repay me, Kim Soyung?”

“It wasn’t her—” Junho begins to say.

“There’s no need to blow this out of proportion—” Miss Kim says.

“Shut your mouths,” the director says. “I see the two of you have become quite close. I’ll deal with Junho separately. Now, clean this up.” Her shoes pound the floor as she walks out.

The children can’t believe that’s all there is to it, so they sit and wait. Miss Kim waits, too, peering into the darkness from which the director appeared. When it’s clear she isn’t coming back, Miss Kim turns to face the room. In the warm lamplight, the children’s faces glow with affection and loyalty. What a grand and good thing she’s done for them! If she told them that they would be all right, they would believe her. If she told them a beating would come, they would endure it. If she cried, they would rush to comfort her, and if she smiled, they also would smile.

Miss Kim’s face is stone. If their expectant, admiring expressions touch her, she shows no sign.

“Miss Kim?” Junho ventures.

“Eat while you can,” is all she says.

They need no further encouragement.

Later, Junho can’t sleep. He tosses and turns, then gives up at the first sign of morning. In the letter-writing room, the window is a pale, illuminated square. In the tepid light, Junho sees the mountains painted on the wallpaper and, on the desk, a new set of letters from America. He would typically open them immediately, but this morning he walks to the window instead. The yard is dark and nothing is moving, though he hears a bird chirping. Junho remembers his mother telling him that she likes to wake before even the wren starts singing. He wonders what his mother would make of what’s happened. Home seems very far away.

He keeps telling himself that he didn’t have a choice, but he knows that isn’t true. Even as it was happening, he’d thought of what the large pantry cost to build. But there was Miss Kim, desperate, and Hayan and Old Cook charged with nervous excitement. So he’d raised the ax high over his head, swung it, and—missed. The weight of the ax almost knocked him over. Junho took a deep breath and swung again, but all he managed to do was embed the ax-head into the smooth grain of the door. He grunted as he struggled to dislodge it.

“It’s heavy,” he panted.

“Our sins usually are,” Old Cook muttered.

The third try hit the lock with a loud twang. Junho nearly fell from the vibration that shot through his arm.

“Aim here,” Miss Kim suggested, pointing to where the lock was bolted into the wood.

Junho swung, and finally the ax hit its mark. He kept hitting wildly, unevenly, getting the ax-head stuck and prying it loose.

“Here, try this.” Hayan appeared behind him and pushed a metal bar into his hand. Junho wedged it behind the lock and rocked it back and forth. The lock relented with a little moan, and the heavy door swung open.

The first thing they saw was the object of their quest: sacks of barley that the director used for their daily rations. Behind them, boxes were stacked from the floor to the top of the pantry. The invaders pulled them out and opened them, exclaiming to one another. One box was filled with canisters of salt. Another held cans without labels. Another box was full of dry noodles. Another, red beans.

“There’s so much more in here than even I knew,” said Old Cook.

“Look.” Miss Kim pulled out a crate and opened the top.

They stared at the chicken eggs nested in straw.

Miss Kim picked one up and held it out in the palm of her hand. “Incredible to think this made it all the way up the mountain without breaking,” she said. She held the egg up to the light, then surprised them by rapping it lightly on the edge of the crate. She pulled off the top of the cracked shell and slurped the contents. Before they could react, she grabbed a second egg and did it again.

“Miss Kim!” Junho exclaimed.

She looked up and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “We can start with these,” she said. “One egg for each child.”



Junho tries to work up the courage to speak to the director, but he can’t bring himself to appear before her unbidden. The director must know by now that he is the one who destroyed her beloved pantry door. He quails at the thought of what might happen. It was one ill-advised moment. Even someone as strict as the director would understand that, surely. He lists the circumstances for his defense. He wouldn’t have done it, except that he was concerned for the children and even more for the health of the director’s niece, which seemed to be waning. Oh, why hadn’t they endured just a bit longer? He could have, and so could the children. It was Miss Kim’s frenzied insistence that had pushed him over the edge. And he, so eager to impress, had stepped in to play the hero.

Junho turns away from the window and slumps into his chair. He flips through the letters until he finds the one from Mrs. Hope Longfield. The envelope is light in his hands, her confident writing now familiar. The other letters bear a simple stamp with an airplane on it, but Mrs. Longfield has lined up the correct postage with a series of little stamps. There is the face of an old American man, a flower, a bird.

Before he has a chance to open it, the director calls to him from the doorway.

“Already awake? Follow me,” she says as she turns away. Junho hurries after her, feet shuffling along the floor.

“I throw myself on your mercy,” he says as soon as they enter the director’s office. He wonders if she can hear the sound of his heart hammering in his chest. He’s on a narrow ledge, feeling his way by instinct. Say too little, and he might be neglecting something that would help him. Say too much, and he would appear a simpering fool. If there’s one thing he has learned during his time in the orphanage, it’s that the director will not suffer fools.

“If the situation had not been so dire,” he begins, but stops. “I did it for Miss Kim’s sake,” he says. “Your niece.”

“I know,” the director says. “In that way, I cannot fault you.” She lifts a small teapot sitting on her desk and pours herself a cup, but doesn’t drink.

Hope surges in his chest. Perhaps this doesn’t need to end in punishment.

“Miss Kim was very weak and distraught.” The director seems amenable to this line of reasoning, so he repeats it.

The director nods.

“Thank you,” he says. “For being merciful.”

“ ‘For judgment is without mercy to the one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment.’ ” The director wraps her fingers around the teacup as she finishes reciting the verse and stares at the contents.

“I’m happy to take on any extra chores,” he says, feeling relieved. “Whatever you think is best.”

“I’ve prayed about this,” she says. “I’ve decided your services are no longer required.”

“I don’t understand,” Junho says, frowning.

“It’s inappropriate for you to be allowed to moon after Miss Kim while your friends are hard at work. The Lord has revealed my oversight to me. From now on, you’ll join the others working in the field. I no longer need you as the letter writer.”

“But the letters—”

“Miss Kim can take over the letter writing,” the director says. “Her English is excellent, as you’ve said yourself.”

The room spins as Junho feels overcome by vertigo. Miss Kim’s arrival, the letters, Captain Chung and the supplies he brings… Everything is crumbling around him—the families he’s been writing to, Mrs. Hope Longfield.

“It’s just a stupid pantry door,” Junho whispers. “Why are you ruining my life over a broken lock?”

“Ruining your life?” the director says. “You could be expelled for what you’ve done. Besides, when it came time to choose your loyalty, the decision was quite easy for you.”

This isn’t about the pantry door, Junho realizes. “This is about Miss Kim,” he says. “You don’t want me near her.”

“Do you remember what I told you when Miss Kim arrived?”

“You told me to stay away from her,” Junho chokes out.

“I told you that people do not easily move from the place assigned to them.”

“You didn’t want me to mix with her because she’s of a higher class.”

The director stands and walks to the window. “I was trying to protect you,” she says. “I still am. I may be harsh at times, but I wanted to preserve your innocence for as long as I could.” She turns around, and Junho realizes that she’s embarrassed. “She’s here because there’s nowhere else to go for what’s about to happen.”

“I don’t understand.”

But then he remembers the hushed conversations between the director and Old Cook, as well as the long looks exchanged between Miss Kim and her aunt. He thinks of Miss Kim changing from her prim Western blouse and skirt to dress like her aunt, in a hanbok with a loose chima that obscured her waist.

The director won’t say more. She turns away, refusing the blunt explanation.

The room grows still. Then Junho’s chest is on fire. He bolts from the room, stumbling outside. He leans over, grabs his knees and heaves, but nothing comes up. He runs to the back of the property, past a group of girls mending their socks, past Hayan’s curious look, and the sound of Old Cook beating a boy who’s been caught sneaking food.

Of course. Why hadn’t he seen this before? How has he been so naïve? By instinct, he runs up the stone steps to the pavilion, to the place that once gave him solace. A group of little boys sit in a small circle, playing with rocks.

“Get out of here,” he yells, kicking in frustration.

They bristle with indignation. “You’re not our boss!”

“Go away!” he yells, lunging at them.

They scurry away, but when they reach a safe distance, they turn to pelt him with stones before running off. Junho looks down. The boys had been lining up pebbles into a make-believe map. It’s quite elaborate, with circles and swirls that connect with corners and straight lines that run the length of the pavilion. He sees where he’s destroyed their work with his angry kick. Some small part of him, a part not consumed by injury, feels sorry for what he’s done. But he justifies himself as he furiously scuffs his foot over the rest. They should have known better than to invest so much in something that couldn’t last.






FIFTEEN

True to her word, Dolly finds two girls willing to serve drinks at the Soup House. The Yang sisters are even skinnier than Dolly, and their tawdry dresses hang limply from their sharp shoulders. Their long, loose hair and heavily painted faces make their heads look unnaturally big atop their bony frames.

“Here are Peony and Rose,” Dolly says to Boatman while Oksoon and her mother look on, “the lovely flowers who will bring the bees buzzing to us.”

“You told us this was a restaurant,” Peony says, casting a skeptical look around.

“I said we were up-and-coming,” Dolly says primly.

“You said there would be something to eat,” Rose says. She flips her long hair over her shoulder.

“Do your work, and there will be.” Dolly smiles.

“Is she working, too?” Peony points a red-painted nail at Oksoon.

“Shut your mouth,” Oksoon’s mother says.

“A dumpling like her could make good money, is all I’m saying—” Peony says.

“Hush,” Rose tells her sister. “You’re being improper. It’s right of you to protect her,” she says, turning to Oksoon’s mother. She walks over and touches Oksoon on the cheek. “I have three children of my own.”

“Where are they now?” Oksoon asks.

“They’re safe,” Rose says. “Staying with relatives. I hope to see them again very soon.”

Oksoon thinks of the unni from the time they lived with the Chungs, whose name she realizes she doesn’t know. That young mother thought the same about her children. She insisted they weren’t lost and told anyone who’d listen that she’d see them again. Before Oksoon can say any more, her mother grabs her by the wrist and pulls her into the kitchen. Dolly says something that Oksoon can’t hear, and the Yang sisters both laugh. Her mother swipes the kitchen curtain closed.

It’s strange to think that Rose, in her cheap purple dress that reeks of perfume and cigarette smoke, is someone’s mother. Oksoon knows Peony and Rose don’t have one GI boyfriend at a time, as Dolly did, but meet as many men as they can, as often as they can.

Who are these men? Oksoon knows what sex is—at least, she’s seen farm animals and dogs in heat. Is that what men pay for with these gaudy, half-starved unnis? Oksoon hears the brittle tinkle of laughter. Peony said Oksoon could make money doing what she did. Her throat constricts at the thought. She never thinks about her body, barely noticing how hunger has made her skinny and flat-chested, ribs sticking out like the surface of a corrugated washboard. Menstruation has stopped, too. The suggestion that she should stick a flower in her hair, lean over sweaty men pretending to be interested in their self-important blather—impossible. Disgusting. This thought is quickly followed by another: Dolly, Peony, and Rose had once thought likewise.

In the kitchen, her mother stokes the fire and adds soy sauce to a pot of hot water. It’s the closest thing they have to soup broth. On the counter sit a head of garlic, a dish of chili powder, and a small tub of flour.

“Cooking for whores means we’re one step closer to being out on the streets ourselves,” her mother says. Nevertheless, she dumps the flour into a bowl, adds water, and kneads it for knife-cut noodles.

“We have enough for six, maybe eight more servings. Then the flour will be gone, too.”

After his moment of glory, finding the pheasants and the noodles, Boatman has nothing left to supply the Soup House. Yang sisters or not, how can they attract customers with nothing to serve them?

A shout startles Oksoon out of her musings. Her mother points to a large dead rat lying across the threshold of the back door.

“It’s Fatty,” Oksoon says, leaning forward for a closer look. Its neck is bent, and fresh cuts furrow across its mottled fur. She peers out the door and down the alley, expecting to see Boatman’s cat lying dead or wounded, but she sees nothing.

“Well, Kitty’s worth something after all,” her mother quips.

“I’ll get the shovel to clean up,” Oksoon starts to say when her mother touches her arm. She looks at the rat and then back at Oksoon.

Her mother puts a finger to her lips. She reaches down and grabs the rat by its thick pink tail and tosses it onto the counter. It lands with a thud.

“I won’t say anything,” her mother urges. “And you won’t say anything.” She raises the cleaver and lops off Fatty’s head with one deft stroke. Another whack, and the tail is off.

Oksoon’s seen her mother butcher many things, including their rooster on the night before they left Pyongyang. It’s a daily chore to pluck feathers or clean the pork intestines used to make blood sausage. Still, it’s hard not to shudder at what’s happening now. If her mother finds the task distasteful, it doesn’t show. With the efficiency of a lifelong cook, she first skins and guts the animal before expertly slicing every bit of meat from bone and adding it to the pot of boiling water. Halfway through, Oksoon manages to recover from her surprise enough to help, discarding the fur, head, tail, and entrails and wiping down the counter.

“There is no shame in doing what needs to be done,” her mother says.

An hour later, Oksoon brings four steaming bowls into the Soup House. Dolly and the Yang sisters start eating right away, but Boatman peers into the broth and squints at Oksoon. She shrugs. He tastes the soup. His eyes widen as he takes another bite.

“Your mother really does know how to make something from nothing,” he marvels.

Peony and Rose exclaim their approval. Later that same day, they find two men willing to join them at the Soup House. And so, they begin. With the money the men pay, they buy a little salted fish. With that, four more customers are fed. At the end of the day, they all share any soup that’s left over. After three weeks, they have enough money to buy soju, and then business really picks up. Soon they’re busy every day. Her mother has Boatman clean up the alley so that the canvas walls can be rolled up to catch the breeze. Stalks of pink and white cosmos flowers decorate the tables. Peony and Rose pour drinks and sit on men’s laps, and Dolly entrances everyone with her singing. Despite his bluster, nobody is more surprised at the restaurant’s success than Boatman.

“We’re running a top-notch establishment!” he crows.

After all they’ve been through, they’ve found a moment of relief. The tin hidden under the floorboard in their house slowly fills up.

“When the war is over and we go back home,” her mother often says, “we’ll have something to show for all this.”

All kinds of men come to the Soup House: soldiers in uniform and slouchy men with oily hair who call themselves businessmen. They sit and bow as though in prayer in front of their steaming metal bowls. The soup is good, filled with her mother’s hand-cut noodles swimming in well-seasoned broth. Extra spicy if that’s your preference. Extra meat if you can pay for it. Sometimes the customers tear up and blame the spices in the soup when it’s obvious they’re thinking of home.

Dolly is their queen. She moves easily through the crowded room with a pale silk gardenia in her hair. She knows the customers by name and introduces them to Peony and Rose. Oksoon tries not to watch, but it’s impossible to ignore how the men paw at them, squeezing their breasts or putting a hand up their skirts. If the men get too rough, Dolly intervenes, but more often than not, she leaves them alone.

Oksoon’s mother is not cheerful, exactly, but she is pleased with how Dolly’s singing moves the men to laughter and tears. Happy customers spend money, but homesick customers spend more. Those originally from Pyongyang are especially fond of the Soup House. These “businessmen” usually come in groups of two or three and praise the dishes in loud northern accents, trying to describe the ineffable balance of spices and the irresistible tang of the food.

“Have any of you met my husband and eldest son?” When she’s not cooking, her mother presses customers for information. “My husband’s name is Kim Kisung, from Pyongyang. They came to Seoul for a business opportunity.”

Her queries are usually met with a shake of the head, but when she asks today, a thin man with big ears squints and nods. “Was it a button factory?” he asks, turning to his companion. “Wasn’t that what Yi Yoonchul was up to?”

“Was it?” His friend shrugs and uses his chopsticks to shovel a pile of noodles into his mouth. “If so, that operation closed months ago,” he says, chewing loudly. “Okay, yeah, I seem to remember a father and son from Pyongyang there.”

“What happened to them?” Her mother lunges at them, as Oksoon listens, heart pounding.

“Eh, they went back to the North, didn’t they?”

Her mother looks at Oksoon in horror. Could her father and brother have returned home to Pyongyang? Oksoon’s head spins. It’s been two hundred and forty-seven days since her father and eldest brother left Pyongyang. Did they return on day one hundred? On day two hundred? Had they unknowingly passed them on the road?

“Did they?” his companion says. Neither man seems to care about the impact of their words. “Or did they move down to Busan?” They go back and forth like this. No matter how many times her mother asks, they can’t provide any more information except to say that everyone connected to the factory is now gone.

“Ah, if only!” On the other side of the Soup House, Dolly is flirting with a table of Korean soldiers who are talking about the American General MacArthur, who’s been called home for insubordination.

“Come here, you,” one of the soldiers says, wrapping his meaty hands around her waist. Dolly prances out of his reach and says something that makes the others laugh.

Oksoon closes her eyes to call up the sound of her father’s voice. Her father has a big laugh, one that can fold you inside it. They won’t find her father and brother by waiting around at the Soup House. She made up her mind days ago and set her plan in motion, but the sight of her mother’s disappointed face cements her resolve. She waits until Changho finishes his lunch and calls out to their mother. “I’m going now,” he says. Oksoon watches him leave. Once her mother’s back is turned, she slips out after him.

Oksoon ducks behind a pile of fallen bricks in front of the herbalist shop and changes into the clothes she’s hidden there: a pair of Changho oppa’s pants and a long-sleeved shirt. She stuffs her long hair under a knit cap and pulls it low over her forehead. So disguised, she hurries down the street after her brother.

Changho heads to the center of Seoul, weaving in and out of backstreets. He’s avoiding the main thoroughfare, lessening his chance of coming in contact with the military, who have been known to sweep up young men in an attempt to root out communists. Oksoon follows at a safe distance. Her heart pounds at the thrill of being away from the Soup House. Her hat makes her sweat, but she dares not take it off. Smoke from dozens of small fires dissipates into the sky. Old women sit proprietarily in front of their little shacks and tents, blankets hung out to air. A breeze flickers up, and the smell of shit hits her hard, making her cough into her sleeve. The air feels heavier here in the center of the city. Changho keeps walking. He knows where he wants to go, it seems, for he hardly glances to the right or the left. Finally, he turns down a narrow, brick-lined alley.

In front of a little store, a game of baduk is in progress. Two men sit on small wooden stools, bent over the board. Two others sit watching, and several spectators stand peering over their shoulders. The game is set up in the shade of a makeshift store displaying woven straw hats, a row of metal spoons, and clocks of different shapes and colors, none of which appear to be working. A gray-haired woman, likely the shop’s proprietor, sits on her haunches, grilling dried squid on a metal grate set over coals.

Oksoon watches, amazed, as the men greet Changho like an old friend. One of the seated spectators waves his hand, and the woman at the grill wraps some toasted dried squid in brown paper and hands it to him. Oksoon creeps a little closer and tries to peek at the board, but her view is blocked. She crouches and, through the gaps of arms and torsos, she catches a glimpse of the black stones invading white’s territory. Her brother’s taught her well. She doesn’t have to see much to understand that this game will be over soon.

“I resign,” she hears a voice say.

The spectators shift, and Oksoon glimpses the loser bowing to the victor. The mood becomes very businesslike then. Stones are counted, and the loser pays up. They’re playing bangneki, Oksoon realizes. They’re gambling on baduk.

“You’re back,” the winner says, noticing Changho.

“This isn’t a game for kids,” one of the men says.

“This isn’t an ordinary kid,” another says. “He plays with maturity.”

“Who’s next?” The winner looks around. “Is it you?” he asks a seated man.

“I am giving myself a rest,” the man says.

“What he means is that if he loses any more money gambling, his wife will beat him,” someone says, and everyone laughs.

“Stop stalling,” Changho says.

“I don’t take money from children,” the man says with a big smile.

“What’s the matter?” Changho asks. “Afraid to play someone who can beat you?” Oksoon’s heart races at her brother’s daring. The men laugh and clap their hands in approval.

The winner gestures for Changho to take a seat. The man is pale, almost unnaturally so. His eyes are bloodshot but lively. Changho sits and lets a few stones trickle through his fingers. Oksoon knows this is how he likes to prepare for play. Smiling, his opponent grips a single round stone between his thumb and index finger and holds it up in front of her brother’s face. His long fingers look like they might have been made for a paintbrush rather than a baduk stone. Feigning casualness, he leans back. But Oksoon senses there is nothing easygoing about this man. When the stone lands on the board with an authoritative smack, Changho doesn’t flinch.

The crisp click of the baduk stones on wood tells her the game is underway. Oksoon tries to see, but the men are excited and block her view. From the back, she silently cheers him on, willing him not to be overeager as he can be when trying to prove himself. A silence falls over the crowd as a collective concentration hovers over the game. Every so often, a murmur of appreciation moves through the onlookers, and Oksoon desperately hopes it’s the sound of her brother winning. When at last the game is over, Oksoon pushes forward to take a look, expecting to see Changho as the victor. Instead, the slump of his shoulders tells her he’s lost.

“You have a fighting spirit,” the winner says as Changho hands over a few coins. He taps him on the shoulder in a gesture of respect. Her brother lifts his head and smiles.

“It’s always a pleasure to play you,” she hears him say.

“Who’s next to play this fine young player?” says the man.

“Ridiculous,” one of them scoffs. “He’s just a boy.”

“What’s the matter, friends? Afraid this lad will beat you? I invite you to test yourself against him.”

The men are reluctant to challenge Changho. Grown men are afraid to play her brother!

“Baduk takes a lifetime to cultivate,” they murmur.

“He’s the best,” Oksoon shouts. She can’t contain herself any longer. Everyone turns to look at her.

“Hey!” Changho yells, recognizing her. “What are you doing here?”

The man running the baduk game scrutinizes her as if she’s a piece of fish that he wants to bite into. Oksoon pulls the cap down and lowers her head. After some hemming and hawing, an old man sits down to challenge Changho. He’s good but not nearly good enough. He’s quickly dispatched and replaced by another. One by one, over the next few hours, Changho beats them all. They curse loudly as they fall. When it’s all over, they pat Changho on the back.

“Come back,” they say. “Give us a chance to win back our money.”

It’s evening by the time Changho and Oksoon leave the men and hurry back toward the center of the city and the Soup House.

“You shouldn’t have come,” Changho says. “Are you going to tell Omma?”

“You beat them all,” Oksoon says. “Is this what you’ve been doing every day?”

He opens his hand and shows her the coins there. “I’m doing what I can to help the family. I’m good, Oksoon. Really good.”

They walk together to the edge of downtown, where an old man sits on a straw mat, preparing mackerel for drying. The fish are filleted and skewered on long bamboo poles, a little bevy of fish soldiers. He glances up as they approach. He grabs a fish out of the basket and slits its belly in one quick motion.

“What are you looking at?” he snarls.

“Is this how you treat customers?” Changho says.

“Customers?” He snorts, then spits out a glob of phlegm that lands at their feet.

“You don’t believe me.” Changho takes the coins out of his pockets and shows him.

The old man is surprisingly nimble and is on his feet so fast that Changho has to jump to stay out of reach. They turn and sprint away, ignoring his calls for them to come back. They run all the way to the bank of the Han. Changho takes off his shirt and jumps into the river. Oksoon rolls up her pants and wades in, letting her toes sink into the silt. The water is frigid, but soothing.

“You’re gambling,” Oksoon says.

“I’m making a little money for us,” Changho says. “I doubt our brother could do better.” He tells her about the man who runs the baduk games, called Hongsunim, the Flood, the only man Changho can’t beat. Otherwise, it’s the easiest money he’s ever made.

“I posted your signs,” Changho says defensively. He wades out of the water and sits on the bank. He gestures to the wide Han River and the ruined city beyond it. “The city is too big. There are too many people. What are our chances of finding them?”

He puts on his shoes and scrambles back up the bank. She follows him, and they begin the walk back to the Soup House. Changho surprises her by buying two pieces of candy from the yeot seller and handing her one. She takes it, not sure if he is celebrating his victory, apologizing, or merely buying her silence.

Dusk falls, and a slow line of trucks and army jeeps moves down the street. Their headlights light up the dust, and the two jump out of the way.

“What are they up to?” Oksoon asks.

“I hear peace talks have started. Maybe they’re sending supplies there,” Changho says, but he doesn’t sound particularly interested or hopeful. He leans his head against the wall, and Oksoon copies him, feeling a pang of guilt for leaving the Soup House without permission, but feeling glad, too. Her moment of peace lasts for but a minute. Looking up, she recognizes a familiar limping figure coming down the road.

“I had a feeling you two would be near the river,” Boatman says. “Your mother is frantic. You’re lucky I found you before something terrible happened.”

“We were just out getting some air,” Changho says.

Boatman looks at them, taking in Oksoon’s boy’s clothes. “I’ll bet,” he says. “We’d better head back.”

A wave of relief washes over Oksoon. Boatman might be a cranky old man, but he came looking for them. She takes out the piece of the chewy candy she’s saved for herself and divides it in two. Without a word, she hands half to him.

“I shouldn’t. Half my teeth are missing already,” Boatman says as he takes the sweet and pops it into his mouth. The three walk back to the Soup House. She’s in a heap of trouble, no doubt, but Oksoon doesn’t regret what she’s done. The night is cool, but she can feel the warmth of summer’s approach. Any future punishment pales compared to this feeling now, the sweetness of the candy melting in her mouth, having her brother’s trust, and the satisfaction that Boatman has become like an uncle to them, a part of their makeshift family.






SIXTEEN

Orphanage life continues as it always has, with one difference: Junho is no longer the letter writer. Instead, he is assigned manual labor, and works outdoors with the other older children, clearing stones, weeding, and chopping wood. But he has no talent for this kind of work, and soon everyone knows it. Tasks that should have taken minutes take an hour; what should have taken a few hours takes all day. It isn’t for lack of trying. When told to chop firewood, he hacks at a stump with all his might. At day’s end, he has only a gnawed and choppy mess to show for his blistered palms. Now that he hauls and carries like everyone else, the children notice his deficiencies. Knowing that he has suffered a loss, they try to be good-humored about it, but soon even the younger ones complain, “I don’t want to work with Hyeong. He’s clumsy.”

Junho tries to be dutifully obedient when he’s sent with the group assigned to Old Cook’s garden. They weed and clear the land of stones to expand her plot. She’s already planted peppers and squash from seeds the director brought back from Jinju. Junho bends low to the ground, feeling the sun’s warmth against his back. The ground is spongy and loose from recent rains, but the stalks break off in his hand. To his right, Hayan, Kwondo, and Bumsoo work briskly, separating the edible weeds from the inedible. To his left, Chul and Lucky do the same. Junho stands and presses his hands into his lower back. The sun rises over the eastern hill. In the distance, Old Cook leans on her cane and watches them, her wide, woven hat hiding her face in shadow.

Kwondo laughs at him. “How does it feel to be with the rest of us?”

Junho ignores the taunt and looks around. Old Cook’s plants line up green and leafy across the dark ground. Junho’s uncle liked taking walks and would often bring his sons and Junho along. They would walk out of the city to admire the rice fields around Pyongyang. There were days when the sunlight was just so, when the flooded field caught bits of the sky so that it was possible to imagine that the world turned upside down, the sharp green plants dangling down from a blue and white heaven. His uncle said farming was the noblest of vocations, and standing there with him back then, Junho believed it.

It doesn’t feel so noble now. It’s late spring, but summer’s full heat is just around the corner. He has a crick in his neck and his shirt sticks to his skin in wet patches. There is dirt under his fingernails. At least Miss Kim isn’t here, he thinks.

Their last conversation hadn’t helped. Junho was hurrying to the water cisterns and had turned a sharp corner and found himself face-to-face with a startled Miss Kim. It happened too quickly to turn back or pretend he hadn’t seen her. She looked frazzled, with dark circles under her eyes. He felt a smug satisfaction at seeing her so unhappy, but as soon as he realized this, he also felt guilty for his pettiness. Her thickening waist—the flowing, high-waisted chima hiding it so well—was now obvious to him. How had he not seen what was right before his eyes? He was almost too embarrassed to speak.

“I tried to tell you,” she said. “I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I suppose I wanted to hold on to your good opinion of me as long as possible.”

He used to thrill at every chance to speak with her. Now all he wanted was to get away. He tried to move past her, but she stepped in front of him.

“Have you nothing to say to me?” she asked. Her tone shifted toward a stubbornness he now recognized. It was the same tensile doggedness with which she stood up to the director, which she’d used to insist the pantry be opened. A flash of irritation flared through him.

“Isn’t it enough that I was the idiot who fell for all your pretty poetry talk? Must I keep talking to you?”

She stiffened at his rudeness but stood a little straighter, jutting her chin defiantly. “I suppose I expected more from you. I thought you were my friend.”

“Is that why you lied to me?” Junho was indignant.

“Lied?” Miss Kim said. “I thought you, of all people, would understand my reasons. All those sweet little children and their butterfly songs you wrote about in your letters. All those heroes crossing rivers with little sisters on their backs. Stories to make hard truths palatable. And when it dawned on me that I owed you the truth, I tried to tell you. That day we broke open the pantry—I tried.”

Junho opened his mouth to protest, but Miss Kim continued.

“I knew what you were doing, and I understood. Admired it, even. You knew how to tell people what they wanted to hear. It’s a trait we share.”

He’d bristled at the implication that their actions were comparable. Yet, standing here, looking out at Old Cook’s garden, he feels uncertain. Are they alike? And could there be a path by which they might once more be friends?

Old Cook cuffs him on the back of the head, startling him. “Daydreaming again! You’re the slowest worker I’ve ever seen. Even Lucky works faster than you,” she says. It’s true. He has only recently recovered from a bad stomach bug, but the boy gamely works along, with his piece of rope sticking out of his back pocket. Hearing his name, Lucky glances up and smiles wanly.

Already skinny, his latest illness has left him looking like a shrunken old man.

“He needs a break from this heat. I’ll walk him back to the orphanage,” Junho volunteers.

“Stop looking for excuses to shirk off,” Old Cooks says. She takes off her hat and blots her face with a rag. Junho joins Hayan, who moves steadily up one row and down another. Her hair is tied back in a blue rag, and though it’s still early, her armpits are damp with sweat. He watches the steady way her shoulders move. Whether in the kitchen or the field, Hayan always seems to know how to be useful.

For every wanted plant, two or three unwanted ones sprout nearby. The weeds break off in Junho’s palm, the dandelions bleeding sticky white juice. He tosses the milky stems into a basket. Junho usually loves the way Old Cook seasons wild greens, but right now he thinks he would be happy if he never saw another dandelion again. He’s sweating heavily and needs a drink of water.

“Like this.” Hayan works her way next to him. Perspiration plasters loose hairs to her forehead. She flushes, offering her help. “Hurry,” she says. “While Old Cook is away.” Junho looks up. Hayan’s right. Old Cook must have returned to the kitchen. Hayan deftly transfers two-thirds of her weeds into his basket and moves away to start working ahead of him. Is his ineptitude that obvious? Junho dumps the weeds back into her basket.

“I’m just trying to help,” she says.

He hates being pitied. “I’m from Pyongyang,” he says, claiming his uncle’s hometown as his own.

“Don’t they have gardens in Pyongyang?” Hayan asks.

“Don’t be provincial,” he says, not seeing her wince. “We have everything: government offices, theaters, prestigious schools. And right outside the city, it’s all farmland. It’s just been a while since I’ve worked in a garden.”

Hayan nods. “Pyongyang must be something.”

He carries his near-empty basket into the shade, with Hayan following. He takes a long drink from the water bucket and then offers her the cup. She takes it from him but doesn’t drink.

“I’ve never been to a city,” says Hayan.

“Not even Jinju?” Junho asks, surprised.

Hayan shakes her head. “I’ve hardly seen anything.” She takes the rag from her hair and wipes her face. “I’ve never even seen the ocean.”

“But we are only a day’s walk from the sea!”

“I’ve heard the water goes in all directions as far as you can see,” she says, tying her hair up again.

“Yah, Hayan-ah. This is incredible,” he says, laughing and forgetting his self-consciousness.

“Why are you laughing at me?” she asks. Her eyes are serious.

“I know you’re not so interested in book learning,” Junho says. “But don’t you ever feel hungry to know more about life?” It feels a little mean, but it’s a relief to shift the attention from his deficit to hers.

“Give me a day when I’m free from work,” she says. “Give me a day away from washing and sweeping, from wiping, cooking, wringing. Give me that day”—she looks at him—“and then take me to the ocean.”

The heat of the afternoon radiates from Hayan.

“I believe that Hayan nuna is sweet on you,” Kwondo says, seeming to appear from nowhere. Junho recognizes the smirk on Kwondo’s face, a sign that he’s in the mood for mischief.

“Shut up,” says Hayan.

“Let’s all go back to work,” Junho says.

“Easy for you to say,” Kwondo says. He uses the front of his shirt to wipe the sweat from his eyes, then takes a drink from the bucket and pours a second ladleful over his head. He shakes the water off. “You have your sweetheart doing your work for you.”

Hayan’s lower lip juts out as she scowls. “Take that back,” she says.

“Or what?” Kwondo asks. “Will you attack me with your caterpillar eyebrows?”

“Ignore him,” Junho says.

Kwondo places his hands on his chest. “I’m moved at the sight of such devotion,” he says. “Love,” he sings, “rising high in the bright spring sky.”

At the sound of his off-key song, the other children perk up.

“Stop bothering her,” Junho says, embarrassed. “She’s just an ignorant country girl.”

Hayan rushes forward and pushes Junho in the chest. He falls backward and knocks over the water bucket. Then she goes after Kwondo.

“Ho! She’s got some fire!” Kwondo dodges in and out of the plants as Hayan runs after him. He leaps over a row of squash plants and zigzags among the pepper plants.

“Kwondo-yah, stop tormenting Hayan nuna,” Junho says, standing up and brushing himself off. As if a day in the garden weren’t bad enough, now his pants are wet.

“This toughie?” says Kwondo, laughing. “It takes more than a little teasing to knock her down, right, nuna? I know Junho hyeong is the man of your dreams, but if you like, I can satisfy your womanly cravings.”

“Shut your filthy mouth.” Hayan rushes toward him. The rag slips off her head, and her dark hair unfurls as she whips around to chase after Kwondo. He easily evades her and leaps onto a large boulder where he addresses them all, arms outstretched.

“What are we doing here?” Kwondo asks. “Any of us?”

As Hayan starts after Kwondo again, Junho sees something in his peripheral vision. It’s Lucky, standing ramrod straight and grimacing.

“Don’t worry,” Junho says. “We’re just playing around—” Before he finishes the sentence, the little boy collapses.

“Hey!” Hayan is the first to react. She rushes to him, with Junho and Kwondo close behind. Lucky struggles to his knees, then vomits, then collapses into her arms, limp and drenched with sweat. Hayan bends over him, her loose hair almost covering him completely.

“Junho, help me,” Hayan says. “It’s this heat. We have to get him back.” She bends forward for them to put Lucky on her back.

“No,” Junho says. “Let me.” Their eyes meet, and Hayan gives him a slight nod.

Junho carries Lucky, grunting under the weight. Hayan walks by his side.

“Where’s his rope?” Junho hears Chul ask. When he wakes up, Lucky will want his well-worn, chewed-up toy. The children spread out to search. The sun beats down on their bare heads.

Lucky may have been abandoned by his mother, but he’s found a new family here. Let his name be his fate, Junho prays as he labors up the hill.

Hayan opens the orphanage gate, and Junho hurries in, ignoring the surprise on Old Cook’s face. They take Lucky to the letter-writing room, and from there, Hayan and Old Cook take charge. For four long days, the little boy moans piteously and thrashes, delirious with fever, as Junho stays by his side. The director sends Old Cook to Jinju to ask for a doctor, but she returns alone. No doctor can be found, at least not one willing to travel the distance up the mountain just to care for an orphan boy. Hayan and Junho take turns pressing a wet rag onto Lucky’s forehead. Each time, the cool rag warms too quickly. They dribble broth between his parted lips. It seems impossible that such a small body could burn so hot. Sometimes the fever makes Lucky shiver and twist, and in those moments Junho feels almost paralyzed with anxiety. Old Cook and Hayan do most of the tending, and they try to hide their anxiety. But for all the sick children they’ve tended, and even those they’ve buried, Junho sees desperation in their eyes, a sign of how much they’ve all come to rely on Lucky’s earnest and affectionate disposition.

On the fifth day, the little boy finally calms. The director, who usually leaves the care of sick children to Hayan and Old Cook, comes to check on him.

“The worst of it has passed,” she says, laying the back of her hand on his forehead, but uncertainty lines her face.

When she leaves, Junho also touches Lucky’s face. It’s cold and clammy.

“Did you hear that?” Junho’s voice quivers. “You’re going to be fine.”

Hayan comes in and sits next to him, leaning her head against the wall. “Go to sleep,” she says. “I can stay with him.” Junho shakes his head. He has a strange feeling that he’s keeping Lucky alive. Hayan takes his hand in hers. The gesture would have felt embarrassing at another time, but right now it feels as natural as breathing. Old Cook comes in. She looks at them and then at Lucky. She kneels next to his pallet and straightens his blanket. Then she comes and sits next to Hayan, taking her other hand in hers. Junho doesn’t know how long they sit together, holding hands, keeping vigil. The air around them grows still. They listen to Lucky’s labored breathing.
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SEVENTEEN

You tease us with tiny morsels. When do we get the full meal?” One of Dolly’s most persistent admirers, Sergeant Suh, voices his favorite complaint. It’s the time between lunch and supper when most of the customers are gone. Peony and Rose have slunk away, but Dolly is still around, and so is Sergeant Suh, sweaty in his unbuttoned shirt.

“Hey, no need to bother Dolly like that.” Boatman is stacking stools, and he waves one in the air, trying to hurry the man out.

“Don’t tell me what to do, old man,” says Sergeant Suh, a large, muscular Korean man who looks like he could break Dolly in two. It’s hot, and he seems especially irritable. Oksoon worries that an argument might break out, but Dolly is clever. She dips her head toward Sergeant Suh, then says something that makes him laugh. Taking his hand, she prances toward the door. He shakes his head reluctantly but leaves smiling, his jacket slung over his shoulder. Dolly sees Oksoon watching from behind the curtain and winks.

Oksoon lets the curtain fall back into place. Her mother is already at work on the evening meal. Business is good enough that they have all the pork and fish they need from the black market, but a certain mysterious house specialty remains a customer favorite. Steam gushes up from the vat. Her mother’s cleaver taps rhythmically as it slices meat off the bone.

From customers who come to the Soup House, they learn that the North and the South could be on the verge of reaching a truce. Important meetings are being held in Kaesong. The war could be over any day now. Oksoon opens her notebook and counts. Day two hundred and fifty-nine.

Oksoon’s mother brightens at every bit of such news. She hums to herself as she works, something Oksoon hasn’t heard her do since they left Pyongyang. Oksoon’s days feel a little lighter, too, not because of the news of the war—which is as unpredictable as ever—but because she and Changho have finally worked out a scheme that frees her from the clutches of the Soup House.

“Green onions,” her mother says.

Oksoon dunks the long stems in a pail of water and shakes them to loosen the dirt.

The whipping she earned for sneaking away wasn’t too bad. Even if it had been, it wouldn’t have mattered. She’s intent on going out again and has come up with an idea, and Changho readily agreed. Oksoon told her brother precisely what to say and how to say it. They could post more notices inquiring about their father and brother throughout the city, he told their mother. They’d be more effective working together. This isn’t entirely true, but Oksoon justified the lie by telling herself that it isn’t fully untrue either. Her mother didn’t need to worry about the details. The plan is good for both of them. Her mother believes Oksoon will have Changho’s protection; Changho will have all the time he needs for baduk, with a guarantee she won’t snitch. But her brother is late. He’s always late.

Oksoon and her mother finish the broth and come out of the kitchen to sit with Boatman and Dolly. If Changho doesn’t get here soon, her chance to go out today will be squandered. They sit around a low table, listening to Dolly tell them how one of her customers proposed marriage.

“He smells like fish,” Dolly snickers. “I couldn’t live with that, day after day. The Soup House is home enough for me.”

“Is it a sincere proposal? If so, you can’t afford to waste it,” Oksoon’s mother says, looking worried.

Boatman smiles and puts his brown, wrinkled hand over Dolly’s smooth one. Her mother slaps it away.

“This is what I like about you, Changho’s mother,” Boatman says. He’s traded his tattered blue vest for a shiny new one, the color of the sky. “You keep us decent. You still believe in manners. But we have no place to fall from. We’re comforting each other as best we can. And after this hell of a war is over, I will make good on my promises to her, to all of you.”

Her mother snorts.

“You may not believe me,” Boatman says. “I hardly believe myself. This place has brought purity to my intentions. I have your good influence to thank for this.”

Dolly sighs and leans her head on Boatman’s scrawny shoulder. Oksoon can tell this pleases him immensely He motions them forward until they are all sitting close around the table. He then rises with great ceremony and pulls down his special bottle of makgeolli from a high shelf.

“We must share a drink.”

To Oksoon’s surprise, her mother nods shyly. Humming as she works, and now this. Boatman pours a glass of the rice wine for himself and one for her mother, and for Dolly.

“Oksoon-si will excuse the grown-ups for just one moment.” He raises a glass. “To the Soup House and to Korea’s future,” he says. “Manse!”

He takes a drink, and so does Dolly, but Oksoon’s mother just stares at her cup.

“Go on,” Boatman encourages. “I’d like to see the fair mother of Kim Changho and Kim Oksoon take a drink.”

“Kim Byungho, too,” she says, lifting the cup to her mouth. “I was his mother first.”

Boatman raises his cup. “To the ones we’ve yet to find,” he says, and throws back his makgeolli in one swig.

Oksoon watches her mother take a small sip, then make a face.

“Things are finally turning around for me,” Boatman says. “They said I’d come to no good, but here I am.”

“Who said that?” asks Oksoon.

“Everyone who called me a fool for leaving home,” Boatman says. “My uncle owned three boats, and the rest of us worked for him right alongside the hired hands. From the time I was a small boy, the first thing we had to do every morning was to meet the squid boats after a night of trapping. All that rushing, sucking salt water. The dying fish smelled like hell, and the glare of the rising sun made our eyes ache so.” He holds up his scarred hands. “And this is from years of cleaning and repairing broken traps. I’m not sorry not to be doing that anymore.” He pours himself another cup of the fermented rice drink and tosses that back, too.

“So now,” her mother asks. “Your parents? Your wife?”

“No wife,” he says. “Not with this.” He stretches out his bad leg and moves his foot back and forth. “I’m sure they would have compelled some poor soul eventually, but I left before they had a chance.”

“That was at the start of the war?” her mother asks.

“Before,” says Boatman. “The Japanese devils ground up the village to make way for a port, and I saw my chance to trade a life of drudgery for adventure. I had big dreams when I left my village, but I was a dullard. No money, no papers. Worked as I could. Begged occasionally, I’m ashamed to admit.”

“I would never have intentionally left home,” her mother says. “Even before the war came to Pyongyang, people were slipping away, but we chose to stay. I would have stayed forever if I could have.” Oksoon thinks of how true this is. Her mother is a “house person.” She stayed close to home and kept to the tight boundary of their neighborhood. “We didn’t leave until the city was burning down around us,” she says. “We were so desperate—all I could think of was our safety. I even pushed my friend away when all she wanted was help finding her son.”

Boatman listens to Oksoon’s mother, then emphatically puts his cup on the table. “The days of running are past,” he declares. “Look at this place. I am finally about to catch my breath.” He leans forward. “I believe that you and your children are my good luck charms. The first real money I earned was with those river crossings. You were there. From then on, it’s been success upon success. And you’re here now. You’ve brought me nothing but good fortune. Prosperity doesn’t have to stop here,” Boatman says. “The Soup House will grow. Soon there will be enough for a second shop, perhaps a third. The schools will open again, and we’ll all be rich enough to send Changho and Oksoon to school.”

Oksoon’s mother takes another, bigger sip. “We have fine schools in Pyongyang,” she says.

“Of course!” Boatman says. “I never said otherwise! I just meant, in the meantime, while we are waiting…” He trails off. “What would your husband say about all this?” he asks.

Her mother’s face flushes pink. Oksoon doesn’t know if it has to do with the wine or with Boatman mentioning her father.

“What would you say if he walked through the Soup House door right now?” Boatman asks.

Oksoon tries to imagine what her father would say. She looks around the room and at her mother sitting at the same table with Boatman and Dolly, with a cup of wine in her hand. He wouldn’t like this one bit.

“What would your husband think?” Boatman asks again.

“He wouldn’t recognize us,” her mother said. “He would say, ‘What have you done with my family?’ ” Then she does something completely unexpected. She laughs. Boatman looks caught off guard, and then he laughs, too. Soon he’s slapping his knee and chortling loudly. Dolly starts giggling, and Oksoon does, also, though she’s laughing out of nervousness more than anything.

Her mother takes a deep breath and covers her face with her hands. Boatman and Dolly are still laughing and don’t notice, but Oksoon does. Her mother hunches over, and her shoulders shake. Oksoon rushes to wrap her arms around her mother’s neck and holds her as she sobs.

“What is this all about?” Boatman asks. “Weren’t we having a nice time?” He refills his cup and tops off her mother’s. “Grief comes upon us, I suppose. We all have enough han now to last two lifetimes. Let it loosen. It’s only natural.”

They sit in silence, listening to her mother’s quiet sobs and the buzz of flies that find their way in no matter how much they battle against them.

With a swish of the front door flap, Changho walks in and frowns at the scene. Oksoon wonders if she should abandon today’s plan, but her mother is already shaking her off.

“Let’s get back to work,” she says, wiping her face.

“It’s time for us to go,” Oksoon says.

“Going out again? Does it really take two of you to do this?” her mother asks.

“It goes faster when we both go,” Oksoon says, squeezing her mother’s hand. “They tear down the old notices, so new ones have to be put up.”

Oksoon and Changho walk down the alley and into the burned-out herbalist shop. From behind a charred plank, Oksoon pulls out a bag stuffed under a loose floorboard. She draws out a set of Changho’s clothes, a cloth cap, and a folded piece of paper. Changho turns away as Oksoon changes. She hides her blouse and skirt behind the plank and pulls the cap down low over her ears.

When she emerges, Changho takes a long look.

“I don’t think you’ll fool anyone,” he says.

“No one’s paying attention. They’ll barely notice me.”

They walk away from the Soup House without speaking until they reach the intersection where they will part. Changho puts his hand on her shoulder.

“Take care of yourself,” he says.

“You could come with me.”

“I will soon. But playing bangneki against those old men is easy money.” He jams his hands into his pockets and refuses to say more about it.

When they’d first started going out, she really put up signs, agonizing about where to post them, looking for the busiest crossroads. She used scraps of paper and even bought fresh sheets with money she borrowed from Boatman. The next day, however, two of the signs had been partially ripped, and the day after, the rest were gone. She despaired, knowing she could not borrow enough money or make enough signs to replace what had been torn down.

So she has taken a different tack. Now she knows every shopkeeper, every peddler, every candy hawker within ten blocks of the Soup House by sight. Each day, she presses a little farther north into the heart of the city. She passes hundreds—hungry beggars and refugees on the side of the road with their bundles heaped next to them. Foreign soldiers briskly walk back and forth, ignoring the stares of the children. She walks past mothers sitting by the roadside with their toddlers next to them and a baby in their arms. The life of the Soup House is luxurious compared to this. She searches the face of each person she passes, whether beggar or soldier.

Oksoon told her mother that she and Changho were out posting signs. In truth, there is just one sign, and she carries it. An idea possesses her: If she can walk the entire city of Seoul, every street and every alley, she will eventually find her father and brother.

In the distance, across the Han River, American soldiers drive back and forth over the pontoon bridge. Oksoon likes this view, looking out with the river spreading to her right and to her left.

Tucking her head down, she makes her way to the busiest intersection, flooded with refugees and soldiers, dust and noise. No one gives her a second glance. She goes to the stalls of shopkeepers, not daring to speak but holding up her sign. The ones who even bother to acknowledge her just shake their heads before waving her off.

Oksoon knows what she’s doing is ludicrous. Seoul is a big city, a fractious, menacing, crowded place. It’s much bigger than Pyongyang, with an unfathomable number of corners and crags. But it is also finite. She will walk each street, each block, each alleyway until every detail is burned into her memory. She once took careful steps around their small room in Pyongyang, calling her family back to her. She’ll do so again. Each step is a kind of prayer, a kind of penance for not doing more to keep her family together.





EIGHTEEN

In his young life, Junho has already seen many things he wishes he could forget. On his long trip from the North to the South, he saw more people dead, dying, and hurt than he could count. He passed through burning villages, walking by houses that reeked of death. Near the border, he saw a man on his hands and knees vomiting blood. In a village outside Seoul, a woman screamed nonsense, gaping at him with a mouth full of broken teeth. As he passed through Jinju, he saw a toddler whimpering next to his dead mother, who lay with her legs twisted beneath her.

Junho saw all these things and more, yet he kept walking. He pushed away the horrors he witnessed, cultivating within himself a quiet, floating feeling that made everything feel like a strange dream. All he wanted was to reach the sanctuary of the orphanage, and despite the odds, he had done it. But then he let down his guard. That was his mistake; he sees that now. He believed things might be okay, and in that moment of ease, death caught up with him.

They thought Lucky had slept peacefully through the night, but when they checked on him in the morning, his body was stone-cold. Lucky. Wide-eyed, always cheerful Lucky. Junho feels disoriented, as though he’s been hit in the head. The little boy seemed to be getting better. He stopped struggling and seemed, finally, to be resting. Just as they began to feel relieved, he died. Just like that.

It feels like no more than a minute between that moment—when he, Hayan, and Old Cook stood in agony around the poor thing—and this moment now, when he’s helping them prepare Lucky’s body for burial. As always, the two women know what to do. He helps wash his body, running a washcloth over Lucky’s bony chest and sticklike arms. The limbs are like a bird’s, weighing almost nothing. They clip his nails and comb his hair. Then Old Cook stuffs his ears and nose with cotton and places a coin on each of his eyes. She slips a few grains of rice into his mouth. Hayan wraps his small fingers around his beloved piece of tattered rope.

“There, now,” Old Cook says. “May you pass peacefully into the next world.”

The older boys come and carry the body out. Junho follows the line of mourners snaking up the hill to the grave he helped dig. It’s a gorgeous summer’s day, and there is something offensive in its beauty. The world swirls with every shade of green imaginable. A gentle breeze stirs up the fragrance of long grasses. When the stirring stills, they hear the cheerful gurgle of the stream. The shrouded boy looks impossibly small next to the gaping hole in the ground, which is dark and heavy with clay and tangled tree roots.

Hayan makes quiet snuffling noises. By contrast, all the children, even the typically rowdy boys, even Kwondo, stand quiet and still. There will be no intense displays of frenzied grief here, no keening or loud lamentation. There’s no one important here. They’re nothing more than a group of abandoned children, hardly worth accounting for.

The director stands in front of the group, cradling her large Bible against her chest. She looks down at the ground and the little boy lying on it, then looks around. There are dark circles under her eyes and lines around her mouth. Junho’s always thought of the director as a petite but formidable force, but today she looks truly small. Everyone does, as if Lucky’s death has the effect of diminishing them all. Today, they’re shrunken. Tomorrow, they’ll be half the size. By next week, they’ll disappear.

The director looks around at the grieving, expectant faces.

“I built this place for children like Lucky.” She sighs, almost groans, as though feeling some invisible weight. “Now God has chosen to take him home.” She opens her Bible and begins to read the words of Psalm 23. She’s halfway through it—“yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death”—when she stops abruptly.

She lowers the Bible, at a sudden loss for words.

They wait in silence for a few minutes. When the director still says nothing, Old Cook steps in to help. “It’s time,” she says.

Junho steps forward with Kwondo and a few of the other boys. Together they lower Lucky into the ground, then stand looking at the body of their friend. The sheet looks bright white as it’s cradled by the damp earth.

It’s Kwondo who takes up the shovel, scoops up dirt, and tosses it into the grave. The clods of soil hit Lucky’s body with a thud that makes Junho jump. They only have one shovel, so Kwondo works for a while, then hands it over to Bumsoo, then Junho. When they’re done, the children gather stones and make a pile to mark his grave. One by one, they leave, first the children, then Hayan and Old Cook, and then the director, until he and Miss Kim stand alone.

Miss Kim approaches him, meeting his eyes and daring him to turn away. When he doesn’t, she stands next to him and looks at the homemade monument.

“He never stopped hoping his mother would come for him.” Junho feels a shimmering hatred for this woman he’s never met.

“Something may have happened to her,” Miss Kim says. “We don’t know. Or she may have had to make a hard choice.”

“Or perhaps she was a slut and a liar,” he says, challenging Miss Kim.

Miss Kim’s voice is steady. “Lucky was a pure soul. It’s hard for such goodness to last in this world.”

“How can you spout drivel like that?” Junho says. His chest burns as an avalanche of grief and anger crashes over him. “Lucky was perfectly fine living in this world. He was fine. He liked it here. He should have been able to live, go to school, and grow up. He should have become a teenager, then a man—a good one or bad, does it matter? And then he should have gotten old and told his grandchildren about the days he lived in an orphanage during the war. And they should have brought him drinks and rubbed his feet.”

Miss Kim bows her head. “I just meant he’s not suffering anymore.”

Junho grabs his head in frustration, then leaves her and walks back to the orphanage alone. He doesn’t want to hear about the end of Lucky’s suffering. He thinks of the strange woman who came to the orphanage looking for her lost children. She wasn’t a proper woman. She didn’t have money or an education, but she still looked for them. That’s what mothers were supposed to do. He squeezes his eyes so he won’t cry, overwhelmed by a sudden longing for his own mother.

Almost by instinct, he goes to the letter-writing room, where Lucky died. After the destruction of the pantry door, the boxes of food brought by Captain Chung have been moved here, and his writing desk has been pushed aside to make room. The windowpane is smudged and dirty. Sunlight slants in and illuminates a shining whirl of dust motes. On the glass, he sees a handprint left by some errant child. Maybe someone managed to sneak in and rummage a bit of extra food from one of the boxes. He opens his hand and compares it to the small thief’s. Good for the bandit, whoever he is.

The room had been his solace, but what once felt like a sanctuary now looks like a dismal cell. The wallpaper is cheap—he sees that now. The paintings are nothing more than the overwrought work of an amateur. Junho slams his fist into the wall, then staggers back in pain. He looks at his hand, expecting it to be bloodied, but though pain throbs across his knuckles, it seems fine. As for the wall—there’s not even a dent. The wallpaper is coming loose at the corner, and when he picks at it, it pulls away in a long, satisfying strip. He’s made a fool of himself, he thinks, too much of a dreamer, idiotically captivated by vague notions and romantic ideas about poetry.

On the desk, Junho notices the stack of letters. Miss Kim was supposed to have taken over the letter writing when he was pushed outside, but the desk looks untouched. He thinks of Mrs. Kramer and all the others—he imagines them as his friends—waiting for a response. He shuffles through and finds the letter from Mrs. Hope Longfield.


Dear Junho,

I was so delighted with your story about little Minha and how she loves butterflies. I can almost picture her in my mind. How I long to give each of these precious children a hug and wipe away their tears.



It feels like a decade has passed since he wrote about Minha. That letter was written by an innocent version of himself, someone who thought it was worth writing about songs and butterflies in the middle of a war. He keeps reading.


Since we are thousands of miles apart, I will have to do what I can from here, which is to spread the news about the plight of the Korean orphan and, of course, to pray. On that front, I have something to report. In July, Life magazine published a story about a little 5-year-old boy named Kang Koo Ri. He was discovered by one of our soldiers, sitting alone and naked, next to the corpse of his mother. Can you imagine anything so terrible? A photographer took his picture, and now this little boy is famous. Suddenly, everyone is asking me about the Korean War and the plight of the war orphans. What do you think I’ve been trying to tell you, I want to say, though of course I bite my tongue.

Each week for the past months, I’ve brought requests about the war to our church’s prayer circle. I’ve talked about the tens of thousands of our soldiers who have died and the hundreds of thousands of Koreans who have lost their lives. Until the story of Kang Koo Ri, the interest from the group was polite, nothing more. Now there’s real passion to do something. The pastor even asked me to share my testimony with the entire congregation. I used the opportunity to tell everyone about the work of the orphanage and the precarious fate of the children there. I encouraged everyone to pray. And I strongly hinted that perhaps, in addition to prayer, we should be willing to open our pocketbooks.

There were still a few finger-waggers and naysayers—there always are—who accused me of being “too impassioned.” Mrs. Marshall (who is currently the head of the deaconess circle and is put out because our pastor sided with me in the matter of the church furnace repair) had the nerve to ask me if my “singular interest” in the situation might have to do with the fact that I don’t have children of my own. “You are their American mother,” she said, sounding rather snide. Her cruel comment upset me, but then I realized that there are worse things to be called than an “American mother” to a group of poor children. In the end, the title seemed fitting. So consider this letter the warmest of greetings from your American mother, who prays for you and wants for you the very best.



The sound of footsteps interrupts his reading. The director stands in the doorway. Her eyes are red and she looks older, more spent than Junho’s ever seen her.

“We almost did a great thing,” she says. “Do you believe me?”

The director has never asked for his opinion before, and Junho wonders if the question is really for him.

She comes in and sits at his desk. As he’s done so many times with her and Captain Chung, Junho sits on the floor.

“I’ve been trying to convince so many people of the worthiness of our cause: our bishop, the Methodists, the Presbyterians, my former seminary teachers,” she says. “I’ve gone everywhere and convinced Captain Chung to do the same.” She looks out the window, where small clusters of apricots are growing amidst lush green leaves. “It’s just as it says in the Scriptures. ‘Having eyes, they do not see. Having ears, they do not hear.’ ”

The director had once seemed to Junho like the most powerful person he had ever known. Now he imagines her a humble supplicant, going from place to place, making her case to this man or that.

“I can’t help but wonder if I should have taken the children away from here,” she says. “If we had been in the city, maybe a doctor could have—” She doesn’t finish the sentence, then leaps up again. “I can’t be blamed for that, can I? I’m trying so hard,” she exclaims. “Why can’t they see that?”

Junho doesn’t know how to answer, but it doesn’t matter.

“I used to be as blind and uncaring as they are,” the director continues when she’s calmed a little. “My parents died when I was very young, and my brother raised me. He’s the son of my father’s first wife and twenty years my senior. By the time I moved into his household, he was already a very wealthy man, so I grew up with all the advantages of the rich. I went to the best schools, wore fine clothes, and didn’t have a day in my life when I didn’t eat the tastiest portions available. For years, I didn’t give any of it a second thought. It was all simply the life I knew, the life I deserved.”

“What changed?”

“Captain Chung was the catalyst. We’ve known each other since we were children, and he’s felt God’s call on his life for as long as I’ve known him. When he went to seminary, he introduced me to some of his new friends. I’d never known such zealous souls. Many had grown up in poverty, but were now dedicating themselves to preaching the Gospel and serving the poor. I felt ashamed of how selfishly I had lived and wanted a way to change. Then Captain Chung introduced me to Miss Craig.”

Junho sits up. “I knew her at the Foreign School in Pyongyang,” he says, unsure if the director remembers their first conversation.

“Yes, our common teacher.” The director smiles. “She’d recently left Pyongyang and wasn’t in Seoul longer than six months before she was called back to America, but she made quite an impression on me. She was a strong, unmarried woman with a clear sense of purpose. People were a little frightened of her, as she could be very stern. But she commanded everyone’s respect, both men and women.”

“What did your brother think of that?”

“Hated it, of course, but by that time, our lives were already branching off in different directions. I found his so-called business dealings repugnant, and he dismissed my faith as naïve. So he didn’t stand in my way, even giving me my share of what I inherited from our parents. He might have been curious to see how long I could last. Now he’ll get the satisfaction of seeing me fail.”

“Surely there’s still hope?” Junho asks.

“I’ve asked everyone to help us. They all say they can’t spend their resources on this small effort when there are places in more dire need,” she says, not bothering to disguise her bitterness. “They say we’re too small, too remote. But it’s the remoteness that keeps us safe.” She grinds her teeth in frustration. “I still believe that, even after what’s happened. Sometimes I wonder if the real problem is not our size or location, but that people can’t abide a woman with an idea to do things her own way. It doesn’t matter. After Lucky—I’m tired, I suppose.”

She cuts herself off and looks around the room. She picks up the stack of unanswered letters on the desk and flips through them. “I daresay the letter writing is working. It just isn’t enough.”

Something in the director’s tone strikes him. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve tried everything,” she says. “I’ve spent my inheritance, and it’s not enough. We’ll run out of food soon. The best thing to do is to move the children before winter comes. I thought I could do it, isn’t that funny? I prayed so hard; I have calluses on my knees. I believed the Lord would make a way. But he must be displeased with me because the path forward—if I ever knew it—is hidden now.”

“I think the letters are working,” Junho says. He holds up Mrs. Longfield’s letter. “This woman says that a photograph of a Korean orphan has become famous in America. She says people are clamoring to help.”

“How does a photograph do that?” the director asks. She takes the letter from him and stares at the lines of English words.

“It’s generating pity, I suppose,” he says.

“Unfortunately, we can’t eat pity,” she says.

And just like that, she’s gone. Alone again, Junho looks at the letter in his hand, folds it, and tucks it into the back pocket of his trousers. He thinks back to all of Mrs. Hope Longfield’s encouraging letters, how she complimented him and encouraged him in his studies. He pulls out a fresh piece of paper. With Lucky gone and Miss Kim not who he believed her to be, he has nothing to lose.


Dear American Mother,



He stares at his carefully scripted letters. He considers telling Mrs. Hope Longfield about Lucky’s death. He knows he could weave a tale that would, as she so often wrote, “break her heart.” He picks up his pen, then hesitates. The story of Lucky’s life is sadder than any of the other tales he’s made up. He was a little boy who was discarded by his own mother, then died in an orphanage. He feels as he’s always felt about Lucky. This is a story he’ll keep to himself. Instead, he smooths out the paper in front of him and begins to write.


I attended missionary school in Pyongyang and learned English. I worked very hard and pleased my teachers. When my parents died last year—



He looks up the spelling of “tuberculosis” and then stops to check his notebook. He’s told Mrs. Hope Longfield that his parents died side by side. Better not to introduce the complications of a communicable disease.


—their big wish for my life was that I study in America. I write to you, my American mother. Please bring me to America. I want to study and become a great scholar. This is my dream for my whole life.



He sits back, looking at the lines moving across the page. It wasn’t so hard after all. He’s done as the Americans do. He’s spoken directly. He’s written, I want.

He waits to make sure the ink on the letter is dry before slipping it into an envelope and sealing it.





NINETEEN

Oksoon hitches up her pants, trying to make her stride appear assured and confident, as she imagines a boy’s would be. She heads down the alley and through a narrow offshoot that takes her toward the city center, glancing around and quickening her pace. The sky, after the rains, has a milky cast to it, and there’s no way to tell where clouds end and the sky begins. Oksoon heads downtown, jogging through the maze of streets, stepping nimbly over fallen beams and broken glass, then leaping over a pile of bricks, picking one up without breaking her stride. A group of old men huddled around a fire pit glance up as she hurries by. A truck drives past, grinding its gears. Americans. She’s heard the stories about what soldiers do to girls, so she presses herself against the wall until they pass. Brick in hand, she looks around, stops, and listens. All is quiet, but she picks up her pace.

Over the weeks she’s walked the city, she’s noticed how the fighting has flattened houses and shredded roads. A fire’s taken out the walls of a bathhouse, so the pool, lined with blue and white ceramic tile and filled with rubble, lies open to the sky. The Methodist congregation now meets in a white square house, and the Presbyterian church gathers in the two-story blue building without a roof. No matter what time of day she passes by, there is always energetic singing. She’s gone in a few times, asking after her father and brother, but to no avail.

Recently, Oksoon has been struggling to escape the Soup House. The problem is Changho. His initial enthusiasm for their scheme has waned. Now he treats her like a useless burden, abandoning her for days at a time, and when he remembers, he leaves before she’s even changed into her boy’s clothes. How easily her mother accepts his lame excuses. He’s looking for work. He’s collecting firewood. More than once, Oksoon has considered revealing what Changho is really up to.

Last week, as she and her mother headed out to the Soup House, Changho told them he wanted to stay home. He hoped to study to make up for the schooling he was missing. Her mother happily agreed, though he’d never expressed an interest in book learning before. When they left, he’d been diligently writing sums and figures in his notebook, looking studious and well-fed from the breakfast Oksoon and her mother cooked for him. Down the street from the house, Oksoon remembered that she’d forgotten her oiled hat, which she needed now that it was jangma season and the monsoon rains could arrive without warning. She hurried back while her mother waited down the block. As she opened the door to their house, she saw her brother’s back hunched over the corner where Oksoon knew her mother kept her savings hidden in a wooden jar under a loose floor slat.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

Changho started in surprise, and coins clattered to the floor.

“It’s not what you think,” he said. “I’m only borrowing a few jeon for a day or two. Baduk makes me hungry.”

Oksoon yanked the jar out of his hand. “She feeds you twice what I get,” she said. To her relief, the jar still felt heavy as she returned it to its hiding place.

“We’re not even supposed to know she has this,” she said.

“Why not? We aren’t children,” Changho said. “And we can count better than she can.”

“Stop being so selfish,” she said.

“ ‘Stop being so selfish,’ ” he mocked. “It’s just a pittance. She won’t even know it’s gone. I’ll pay it back.”

Oksoon wasn’t fooled. “You’re losing.”

Changho scoffed and jammed his hands into his pockets. “It’s not a matter of losing or winning. It’s like a river. There are little currents and rifts, but the direction of the entire stream is a good one.”

“You sound more and more like Boatman,” she said. She knew Changho held a begrudging respect for the old man. “Have you asked him what to do?”

“You don’t understand anything,” her brother retorted.

She misread his bad mood for the old, familiar challenge. They would argue, they would fight, and then it would be right between them again. She squared her feet and jabbed him in the shoulder. He pushed her away. She jabbed at him.

“Leave me alone!” he yelled. “For God’s sake, act like a girl for once!”

They heard the clatter of the front gate and her mother calling.

What’s wrong? Oksoon mouthed, but Changho was already turning away.

In the days after, a quiet foreboding follows Oksoon. Changho is losing in baduk; she is sure of it. How much longer can they keep this hidden from their mother? She tries to talk to him, but when Chango is around, he refuses to even look at her. She thinks of the men gathered around the baduk board. It would humiliate him, but there’s no choice. She’ll have to speak to them directly. They’re grown-ups. She’ll appeal to their common sense, so they’ll stop playing with him.

The next time Changho leaves, she follows him out. As usual, she ducks into her hiding place to change her clothes. By the time she emerges, he’s nowhere to be seen. No matter. It won’t be hard to find him; she’s confident she can locate the shop again. With her rolled-up sign in hand, she hurries across the city.

The alley is easy enough to find, but there’s no game there now. The shop is closed, and the fire where the woman grilled dried squid is nothing but a smear of cold ash. The last time Oksoon was here, she could barely see the baduk game because of the eager observers. Not a single spectator is here now. Without the crowd and commotion, the alley feels suffocatingly small. Dirty brick walls rise on either side, and the air reeks with the putrid smell of rotting garbage.

The man they called Hongsunim sits alone at the little table covered by a dingy cloth. He drinks something from a small cup and eats a plate of tteokbokki. The sight of the fried and saucy rice cakes makes Oksoon’s mouth water. The man glances up and catches her staring.

“You were here with young Changho once.” It’s not a question. His hair is slicked back with oil, and his strong cologne stings her nose. He’s wearing a garish purple shirt decorated with blue and red parrots in flight.

“Why are you dressed like a boy?” he now asks.

Her mouth is dry, but she manages to eke out an answer. “My brother thought that would be better. Safer.”

Hongsunim nods his approval. “I’m glad to hear that Changho is a proper oppa, looking out for his little sister.”

“Do you know where he is?” she asks.

“I was going to ask you the same question.” He motions for her to sit on the stool opposite him.

Oksoon hesitates. Hongsunim is acting friendly, but she senses he’s no friend.

“Sit down,” he half-scolds in a tone that suggests her reluctance is silly. He spears a piece of tteok with one chopstick and offers it to her. When she doesn’t react, he waves it in front of her closed mouth.

Oksoon slowly lowers herself onto the stool and accepts the rice cake. She takes a bite, feeling self-conscious but trying to act nonchalant. Savory, chewy spiciness fills her mouth. It’s delicious.

“Help yourself,” Hongsunim says, leaning back. “I’ve had plenty.”

He might be teasing her, but Oksoon doesn’t wait to find out. She eats another, then another, as Hongsunim watches. Only pride keeps her from licking the plate.

When she’s finished, Hongsunim sets the empty dish on the ground. Oksoon’s heart jumps to see him replace it with the familiar board.

“It’s so quiet today. I’d almost given up on a challenger coming along,” he says. “Do you play?”

The question surprises her. No one ever expects her, a girl, to know anything about baduk.

“Not nearly as well as my brother,” Oksoon says. Despite her initial wariness, she’s pleased to be asked. “How did you know I play?”

“I saw you watching the games the last time you were here,” he says. “I could tell you understood more than you let on. I was impressed. So, shall we play?”

She feels the itch to measure herself against this man who proved good enough to beat her brother.

“When Changho and I play, I give him a two-stone handicap,” Hongsunim says. “How about if I give you four?” He speaks to her so casually, as if she’s an opponent worthy of his attention. She nods.

Hongsunim hands her a bowl filled with stones, which she receives with both hands. The weight of it bothers her, reminding her of something she can’t quite place—but she is too intent on the game in front of her to think much about it.

“Please start us off.”

“I can’t stay long,” she says.

Hongsunim bursts out laughing. “I’ll try not to slow us down.”

Oksoon studies the board, thinking about all the times she’s played with her brother. She’s almost ready to begin when a question occurs to her. “Why do they call you Hongsunim?”

“I suppose people think I flood their playing with my style of baduk,” he says, shrugging. “But this will be a friendly game, so don’t worry.”

Oksoon knows she’ll likely be outplayed, but she doesn’t want to lose without a fight. As she sets down her handicap stones, she thinks of the lessons her brother taught her about baduk. Changho constantly reminded her not to become too attached to her strategy and miss something obvious. He taught her to play boldly and to be ruthless about making sacrifices when necessary. She wishes he could see her now.

The afternoon sun dips lower, and her heart races as the game begins. Oh, how surprised Changho oppa will be once he hears that she played with Hongsunim himself. She starts aggressively, as she likes to do. She senses her opponent is surprised, but he matches her move for move, without comment.

Oksoon’s focus deepens. She studies the board, wondering if she should extend or if Hongsunim would be left in a weaker position if she descended without a fight. The game’s familiar ebb and flow feels like being reunited with an old friend. Hongsunim is a strong player, and it takes all her concentration to read and respond to his moves. That she’s able to do so thrills her. If white plays here, she thinks, and black can cut there—

“I’m intrigued to learn that young Changho has a family,” Hongsunim says. He takes a sip of his drink. “He’s never mentioned that before.”

“Our family is the entire reason we’re here,” Oksoon says without looking up. Her stones snake across the board. “We’re looking for our father and eldest brother.” She’s wondering if there’s a way to make more territory while still attacking.

“Why is your hair tucked away?” Hongsunim asks. “When you’re such a lovely young lady.”

Oksoon looks up and touches her head self-consciously. He’s just trying to break her concentration, as Changho sometimes does. She returns to the game, which is starting to get complicated. If she changes her strategy, if she can make an eye—

“To let a sweet girl like you wander the streets alone. If I were your brother, I’d never let you out of my sight.”

The air shifts. Oksoon is suddenly aware of the alley’s stultifying smell and its odd, menacing silence. She looks around, willing for someone—anyone—to appear, but as if by design or happenstance, they are alone.

“I’m just looking for my father and brother,” she says. It’s time to react, she thinks. Stand up and leave. These thoughts seem to be coming from a voice far away.

“I meet a great many people. Why don’t you tell me a little more?” His voice is friendly, but instead of calming her down, it’s scaring her. “Your father and brother are lucky to have one as pretty as you on their side,” he says. Hongsunim’s voice turns low and gravelly. “Some like tall girls or the full-bosomed ones. I’ve always been partial to the plucky ones.”

A squeaky laugh escapes from her lips.

“What would you trade for a chance to find your dear father and brother?”

“I’m only a tomboy,” she stammers.

“You’re not ‘only’ anything. You might try to hide in those boy’s clothes, but I can see that you’re delectable.”

The board looks the same, but she has forgotten how to play. “I should go.”

“We haven’t finished our game.” Faster than she could have thought possible, Hongsunim grabs her arm. She tries to pull away, but he holds fast.

“Your brother is full of stories, but I never heard about you,” he says. “I wonder why?”

“Let me go.” Oksoon pulls as hard as she can, but Hongsunim refuses to yield.

“What will you trade? Or maybe your father and brother aren’t as important to you as you say?”

Oksoon makes herself look Hongsunim in the face. His mouth smiles, but his eyes are humorless, his pupils flat discs. Her mind skates through the things she has seen in her wanderings around the city, the countless numbers of people coming in and out of Seoul.

“You know nothing of my father and brother,” she says. As she says the words, she understands them to be true. “You have nothing worth trading for.”

“How can you be so sure?” he asks.

Oksoon tries again to pull away.

“Your brother has had a string of bad luck,” Hongsunim says. “He owes me a proper amount of money. He thinks he can disappear and that I’ll forget. He’s wrong. My success depends on not forgetting. It’s to the peril of my entire enterprise if I am too lenient. Word spreads.” He abruptly lets go, and Oksoon sprawls onto the ground.

“Deliver your brother to me or come back yourself,” Hongsunim says. “And we can make our own deal.”

Oksoon turns and runs, dropping her sign as she sprints away, the back of her neck prickling. She will never give up Changho, and Hongsunim can go to hell. She’s indignant, her outrage masking her fear. But as she runs, her palms begin to sweat. She remembers the feeling of holding the bowl of baduk stones. Prove me wrong, she whispers.

Panting, she enters their small house and goes straight to the hiding place, following her dreadful hunch. She pries open the corner where the money jar is hidden. This time, she pours the coins into her lap. The few coins on top fall away to reveal the jar full of baduk stones.

All the money her mother has so carefully saved is gone—the money she saved for Changho’s school, for their return home. Oksoon thinks she’s going to be sick, but her queasiness is replaced by cold rage. She protected Changho, kept his secret, and all along, he’s lied to her. It’s hard to know which feels worse: that he drained all of her mother’s painstakingly collected savings or that he duped her. The baduk stones are scattered across the floor, but Oksoon barely gives them a second glance before running out.



By the time she comes to the Soup House, it’s dark, and her mother and Boatman are talking in urgent whispers.

“It’s unlike her to be so disobedient,” her mother is saying. The strain in her voice hurts Oksoon’s heart.

“How inconsiderate of her to make you worry,” Boatman says.

Oksoon storms in, a flurry of righteous indignation. “I haven’t been bad; it’s Changho who’s wrecked everything,” she yells. “We’re in trouble because of him.” Boatman catches her hand and squeezes so hard she cries out.

“Hush now,” he says. “It’s all right.”

“It’s not all right,” Oksoon says. She looks at her mother. “I know I should have told you sooner, but he’s been lying, and he’s in trouble with a terrible man. He threw away all your savings!”

She doesn’t know how long she struggles and cries with Boatman’s wiry arms holding her. Slowly, she registers the strange look on her mother’s face: She isn’t angry. She’s afraid. They’re not alone. She recognizes the sharp, astringent smell of a familiar cologne.






TWENTY

Lucky’s death brings a heavy malaise to the orphanage. The little boy had been a kind of mascot to them all, his buoyant hope lifting their spirits, even as they called him foolish and innocent. Junho doesn’t feel like doing anything, but forces himself to finish a batch of letters for Captain Chung to take with him.

“Peace talks between the North and the South are progressing,” Captain Chung had said.

“That’s good, isn’t it?” Junho asked.

The captain, who seemed restless, had only frowned in reply. In any case, he left and hasn’t returned. No captain, no truck. No truck, no food, no news, no letters. The director, meanwhile, mostly stays in her room, alone. And when she does emerge, her eyes often look past him. Miss Kim goes into seclusion, which means she’ll have her baby soon. He tells himself that what’s done is done. He need have nothing more to do with her.

And so the days pass, each one marked by waiting, worry, and, increasingly, hunger. Severe rationing has begun. Once more, the children stop running, chew deliberately, hunched protectively over their bowls.

“I’m thinking about getting out of here,” Kwondo tells him one afternoon. He leans against the doorjamb of the letter-writing room. “Want to come with me?”

“With you?” Junho asks. “Where to?” Despite everything, it surprises him that anyone would think of leaving.

“The little kids have to stay because they can’t take care of themselves,” Kwondo says. “But those of us who can are thinking of leaving. Bumsoo. Chul. Rat. Especially Rat. That kid is rightly named. He’s got a rodent’s sense of trouble. He says it’s time to go.”

“Rat is just a kid,” Junho says, though Kwondo’s pronouncement sends a current of nervousness through him. “Is it really better out there?”

Kwondo opens his mouth to reply when they hear a blood-curdling scream. They rush into the hallway in time to see Hayan hurry past.

“What’s wrong?” Junho asks.

“Go away,” Hayan says, looking annoyed at seeing their alarmed faces. Junho hears a low and plaintive moan. Old Cook limps down the hall toward them, carrying an armful of rags. Hayan lets her pass.

“We’ll need some water,” she says to Hayan. “Out!” she yells. “The two of you!”

Junho and Kwondo bolt from the hallway before Junho fully realizes what’s happening. They run out to the courtyard, then stop short as a crowd of children blocks the door.

“Is there a baby?” Sunni asks.

“Is it a boy or a girl?” asks Kyeongjin.

The air is heavy with heat and humidity and he breaks into a sweat as the children’s curiosity presses in on him. He sees Bumsoo and Rat hanging back, acting like they don’t care, but listening to every word. Kwondo stands easily with them, so that Junho finds himself alone.

“How would I know?” he stammers.

“Because you’re her friend,” Sunni says matter-of-factly.

He pushes past them to go up the stone steps to the pavilion. He sits on the bench and rests his elbows on his knees, breathing heavily. It was inevitable that this day would come, but until this moment, Miss Kim’s pregnancy hadn’t seemed quite real. Under normal circumstances, an expectant mother would be sent away to her family home in the weeks leading up to the birth. But there’s nowhere for Miss Kim to go. And that scream. That was a terrible sound. Old Cook and Hayan rushed in and out with purposeful urgency. Was the director in there, too? How did these women know what to do? Did all women know such things? Despite living among women his whole life, he’s never asked such questions, not once.

Junho swats a mosquito buzzing in his ear. His bold request has been sent to America. The letter should have reached Mrs. Hope Longfield by now. For all her hand-wringing concern, she did not strike him as a person of action. His plea had been an act of desperation, and may even have offended her by being so direct. Miss Kim once said that wealth was like building a thick stone wall between you and the world’s suffering. Is Mrs. Hope Longfield the type of person interested in breaching such a wall?

Walls and the world’s suffering—when will he learn? A poet indeed. In all the sappy, overwrought letters he’s sent to America, has he ever said one truly genuine thing? He looks down at the estate, at the trees and the red-tiled roof. There is no deeper meaning to any of this: A tree is just a tree. The sky is the sky, and a stone is a stone.

The children know to leave him alone, so he spends the rest of the afternoon sitting there, brooding. A storm moves in, a summer deluge that makes the leaves quake, then moves on just as quickly. The light bleeds from the midsummer sky. The fragrance of wisteria wafts to him as the mild breeze stirs the trees, filling his ears with a sound like rushing water.

Someone lights a lamp in the main house, and Miss Kim’s room warms with an orange glow. A shadow crosses in front of the window, but he is too far away to see who it might be. A child’s voice calls in the courtyard, and someone loudly shushes her. The entire orphanage is poised and waiting. The night deepens, a full moon rises, and the orphanage’s swooping roofs and tall trees cast long shadows in its light. A familiar figure emerges from the darkened building and makes her way toward him. Even from this distance, he sees she’s carrying something and that she’s tired. She moves slowly, rocking slightly as she labors up the stony steps to him.

“Kwondo said you’ve been here all day,” Hayan says. She’s carrying a small blanket, which she now unfolds and drapes over his shoulders. From her pocket, she pulls out a handkerchief. She unfolds it and holds out an apple slice to him. “You must be hungry,” she says.

Where did she find such treasures? He holds the apple in his open palm and peers at it.

“It’s a boy,” she says, and Junho nearly drops the apple slice. He leans over and puts his head between his knees. Hayan gives him three strong raps on the back. Vertigo makes the moon and the ground trade places.

“Easy now,” she says.

Is she making fun of him? In the darkness, it’s impossible to tell.

He sits up and bites the apple. Its sharp, brilliant sweetness fills his mouth. Hayan sits on the stone bench next to him. “It’s so pretty,” she says, looking at the view. “It’s like God painted everything with silver.”

“I wish she’d never come here. All those fancy manners and noble talk. She was just hiding. What a phony.” He expects Hayan to agree with him, but she’s silent for a long time.

“I once knew an unni from my hometown,” Hayan says finally. “Her family was very poor, and so she went to Seoul to work. When she came back, she had a baby with her. She wasn’t pretty anymore, of course. She lived as an outcast and didn’t seem to mind. Maybe she thought that after a time, the shunning would ease. She lived for a few months in an abandoned shack. No one talked to her, but she got by, so someone was helping her.”

“Is she still there?” he asks.

“She’s dead,” Hayan says. “They hanged her on a tree by the river. The baby, they drowned.”

“So the village rose up after all,” he says.

“Not the villagers,” Hayan says. “Her brothers did it. The family’s honor was at stake.”

Junho takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes. “Miss Kim isn’t some village girl. She has had more advantages than you or I could dream of.”

In the dark, Hayan nods but doesn’t respond.

“I’m sorry I made fun of you,” he says, recalling the day in the field when he realized she had never seen the ocean.

Hayan doesn’t say anything, but he senses that she’s satisfied. After a few moments, she stands and dusts off her skirt, and starts to walk down.

“I thought you didn’t even like Miss Kim,” he says.

Hayan turns. “Like?” She seems genuinely surprised. “What does like have to do with anything?”



After Miss Kim’s baby is born, the life of the orphanage drifts along. On the surface, things are as they’ve always been. The director hasn’t said anything about this new arrival, so everyone implicitly understands they shouldn’t either. Yet the baby is the only thing worth discussing. And if they had any inclination to try to pretend he isn’t here, there are the ceaseless, kitten-like cries emerging from the room where Miss Kim is sequestered. No one is allowed in there except the director, Hayan, and Old Cook. Supplies are running low, but everyone is aware that the best of what they have is being brought to Miss Kim. So this little baby, yet unseen and so new in the world, is already their rival.

Junho tells himself that he wants nothing more to do with Miss Kim, whom he hasn’t seen since before the baby was born. Even so, each time he walks by the closed door, it’s as though the wood panel emits an unnatural heat. He hears the baby crying and notes Hayan coming in with trays of seaweed soup and out with a chamber pot.

He’s thinking about this when the director sends for him. He finds her staring out the window.

“The man who built this estate is rumored to have made his money doing all kinds of bad things, including collecting girls to be used as comfort women for the Japanese army,” she says, not looking at him. “He would send his underlings into villages and convince the fifth daughter of some impoverished family to find work in a Japanese factory. There never was a factory, of course. With that money, he built this place. I imagine that he acted respectably and that he hired only the most clean-cut, earnest people to do the convincing. But maybe that’s just a detail that I added. Maybe the families would have sold their daughters no matter what. He built this estate and spent summers here because he believed that the contemplation of nature could rejuvenate his tarnished soul. In other words, he believed the loveliness of this place could wash away his sins.”

“Did it?” Junho asks.

“Beauty doesn’t wash away sin,” the director says. “I hope even he understands that by now. Any bit of soul left is likely haunted by the girls he’s sold off.” She abruptly returns to her desk. “We are trying to redeem the estate from the taint of its original owner,” she says. “But I haven’t saved half as many children as he’s sold. Sin cascades down in torrents; salvation comes one excruciating step at a time.”

Junho has never once considered the estate’s previous owner. He assumed its life had started in earnest when the director arrived. He’s heard Old Cook talk about the glorious days of the past but the people she described with their impeccable manners—their wine making, and lunar festivals—never seemed real.

“How did you find this place?” he asks.

She shifts. “Let’s just say I knew someone who knew someone,” she says. “When I heard the owner had fled to Japan, I knew we could use it for God’s purposes.” She opens the top drawer of her desk and pulls out a stack of envelopes. “I’ve been working toward something that seems to have merit.”

Junho looks at the letters in front of him but doesn’t reach for them.

“Have you found people willing to help?” he asks.

“No,” she says. “They are as immovable as ever. I cannot decipher what is most objectionable—that I am a single woman, my brother’s reputation, or that I’m too independent-minded.”

“Perhaps it’s a combination of the three,” Junho says.

“You have matured greatly since you first came here. You have transformed from a boy to an adult. You are ready to share fully in the responsibility of securing the welfare of the orphanage. I believe this about you.”

There was a time when such praise had the power to make him happy. Now he hears the compliment but can’t muster up enough feeling to feel pleased.

“I have an idea,” she continues. “And I need your help. You must redouble your efforts at letter writing.”

At the mention of the letters, Junho feels a stab of guilt for having resumed his letter writing without permission, and making his desperate request to Mrs. Hope Longfield besides.

“When we last spoke, you said it’s time to give up,” he says.

“I said that in a moment of weakness. But now I have the smallest of reasons to hope. Let me put things plainly,” she continues. “Next month will be the one-year anniversary of the opening of the orphanage. All these naysayers would like nothing more than to see this place crumble and blame me for its downfall. Chief among them is my elder brother, Miss Kim’s father. Though he is wealthy beyond measure, he refuses to share beyond his paltry contribution.”

“So what can we do?” Junho asks.

She turns to him, her eyes blazing. “We can fight, Junho-yah. You can continue to write letters, and I will also do what needs to be done.”






TWENTY-ONE

I came to see what all the fuss was about.” Hongsunim tucks his thumbs into his belt loops and makes a show of examining the wooden tables and canvas walls, wrinkling his nose and sniffing around. Her mother stands frozen, gripping the front of her apron; Boatman holds on to Oksoon, his hands digging into her shoulders.

“I owe all this to our little Oksoon. Her directions were written in such a clear hand.” Hongsunim waves Oksoon’s sign and holds it out to her. “You dropped this.”

“What do you want?” Oksoon manages to say, though the weight of her stupidity crushes her.

“I would have found him eventually,” Hongsunim says. “You only hastened the inevitable. But where is young Changho?”

“How do you know my son?” her mother asks. The fear in her mother’s voice strikes Oksoon as a physical pain.

“I didn’t realize the boy was playing with you,” Boatman mutters. His hands drop to his sides as he lets go of Oksoon.

“Do you dare to speak in banmal to me?” Hongsunim asks, bristling at Boatman’s informal address.

Boatman’s beard twitches. “Of course not.” He switches to the honorific and forces his face into a toothy smile. “I didn’t realize he was up to playing someone of your caliber. Whatever his business is with you, we can surely discuss it over a cup of rice wine.” He gestures for Hongsunim to sit.

“So I’m known even on this side of Seoul.” Hongsunim nods as he lowers himself onto a stool. “This is as it should be.”

Boatman waves nervously to Oksoon’s mother. “Some soup for our fine guest.”

“It’s not possible for you to have business with my son,” her mother says.

“But it is,” Hongsunim says. “Or, rather, he has done quite a bit of business with me and has gotten in—” He waves his arms over his head, mimicking a drowning person.

“There will be plenty of time to discuss all that,” says Boatman. His voice quivers but he presses on. “You should first taste the fruits of our humble establishment.” He repeats his order for soup, and when Oksoon’s mother doesn’t move, he comes toward her until he stands face-to-face with her. “Do as I say,” he pleads in an undertone. More loudly, he calls out, “You needn’t be shy. Just do your best.” He pushes her mother into the kitchen, and Oksoon follows.

“I’ve heard of this man,” Boatman whispers. “He has people all over the city who owe him money, including army people.” When her mother looks unconvinced, he adds, “He could call people in to raze this place and drag us away. We could go to prison. Changho could be sent to fight.” With those words, Boatman returns to the dining room.

Oksoon doesn’t dare speak. Through the red haze of her shame, she watches her mother pick up the large kitchen knife and wipe it across the front of her apron. Her hands shake. Over the kitchen fire, the broth for the day’s second round of soup is already boiling. The Yang sisters, Sergeant Suh, and the other regulars will arrive soon, and when they come in, Hongsunim will eat and go. She has to believe that.

Through the curtain that separates the kitchen from the dining room, Oksoon hears Boatman trying to tell a joke. She listens for the sound of Sergeant Suh’s deep-throated laugh, Dolly’s singing, or some other sign that the evening customers have started to arrive, but other than Boatman’s high-pitched bleating, the place is still.

“Is it true?” her mother asks.

Oksoon wants to say she’s sorry and promise to fix everything. She wants to say Changho started all this. But even to her own mind, her words sound hollow, her protestations unearned. All she can offer is a nod.

Her mother’s hands strangle the edge of her apron until her knuckles show white. Oksoon is sick with shame. Her recklessness led her to Hongsunim, and now she’s inadvertently led him here. The soup gurgles up and hisses as the steam condenses on the edge of the pot and slides into the fire. In the other room, Boatman talks faster and faster.

“We’d better get to work then,” her mother says. Fishing a large piece of pork from the soup and setting it on the table before her, she wedges the knife into the joint and leans down with her full weight to split it. She pulls the meat from the bone, then piles it in an empty bowl. Oksoon chops white and green onions. To the meat and vegetables, her mother adds generous slices of dduk, flat rice cakes, before carefully ladling in the hot, spicy broth. It’s a large and wonderfully fragrant bowl of dduk guk, with nearly twice the portion even a favorite customer would receive.

“What’s taking so long?” Boatman yells from the other room.

“We’re coming,” her mother calls back.

The bowl, nearly filled to the brim, is set on the serving tray. Her mother smooths her damp hair away from her face and straightens her apron before leaning over so her face is nearly touching the steaming broth. Then she spits, making no sound as she does it, but a viscous string of saliva falls from her mouth and plops into the soup. It’s this she takes to Hongsunim.

Oksoon sees now that Hongsunim is actually quite hungry. Her mother has added a heavy dose of chili. He blows his nose. “This is adequate soup,” he says.

“Whatever is between you and Changho, come here, and I will give you soup every day until it is remedied,” she says as Hongsunim slurps and gulps. Oksoon watches her mother, who in turn watches Hongsunim eat with a calm, steady gaze.

Hongsunim doesn’t speak until he’s lifted the large bowl and drained the contents. “There isn’t enough soup in the world to pay back what he owes,” he finally says. His eyes drift lazily to Oksoon. She’s still dressed in Changho’s clothes but suddenly feels exposed. She crosses her arms.

“Surely that can’t be,” Boatman says. “This is the finest establishment this side of the Han. No one in their right mind would turn down a steady, delicious, and nutritious meal for a few won notes that are decreasing in value by the day. How much is the debt?”

Hongsunim takes a toothpick out of his pocket and cleans his teeth before withdrawing a small notebook from the same pocket.

“I’ve never been a particularly diligent student,” he says, “but I’ve always known my sums.” He flips through the pages. “I’m willing to be generous since the soup was bona fide. We’ll knock a bit off the top and settle this for ten thousand won.”

“Ten thousand!” Boatman exclaims. “I took you to be a serious man. We both know that Changho could not possibly have come up with that amount to lose.”

“Which is why he borrowed from me,” Hongsunim says. “The first time, he hit a rather strong streak and made up all his losses, but of course he didn’t stop there.” He shrugs a what-can-you-do shrug. “They never do.”

“Even borrowing—” Boatman says.

“Interest,” Hongsunim cuts him off. “Compounded.”

Boatman shakes his head. “This is madness. You know we don’t have this kind of money.”

Hongsunim puts his little book back in his pocket and then sets his feet—still wearing his muddy shoes—up on the edge of the table next to the now-empty soup bowl. He takes the toothpick back out and began cleaning his nails. “I’ll take the girl then,” he says.

“Impossible,” Boatman says.

“You know as well as I do that this is just business,” Hongsunim says. He crooks his finger at Oksoon. All feeling drains from her limbs.

“Stay away from her.” Her mother stands at the entrance to the kitchen. The knife in her hand glints in the Soup House’s dusky green light. “Get out of here and don’t come back. I’ve gutted plenty of pigs, and I can take care of the likes of you.”

“I had a suspicion you might not cooperate,” Hongsunim says. “So it must be.” He turns his head toward the door. “You can come in now,” he calls. Louder, he orders, “Come!”

A current of air rushes in as the door flap opens, and a hulking man lumbers into the room. He’s both taller and more muscular than Hongsunim, but Oksoon sees the resemblance immediately. And he isn’t alone. One of his thick arms holds Dolly by the waist while the other hand covers her mouth.

“The other girls were fine staying away,” he says. “But this one insisted on coming in, so I brought her.” Hongsunim nods, and the man throws her in his direction. She falls forward, gasping and cursing, trying to squirm away, but he pulls her to him. Dolly’s dark hair covers her face.

“Look at this one,” Hongsunim says. “I’ll bet you’d do just about anything I needed you to.” He pulls Dolly’s hair so her head jerks back, and her eyes roll up. He pushes his face into Dolly’s neck and inhales.

“I told you to get out of here,” her mother says, raising the knife in the air.

“You should greet these people properly,” Hongsunim says to the large man, paying no heed to Oksoon’s mother. “They are not the riffraff that we’re used to associating with.”

Hongsunim’s associate looks a little confused, then bows. He walks toward her mother, who backs up in spite of herself. In a flash, he grabs the knife out of her hand, twists her around, and raises it to her throat.

“This is my younger brother,” Hongsunim says. “He’s very agile.” He pushes Dolly off him and gestures for Oksoon to come to him. She wants to run, but her feet are doing the opposite. She stands in front of the baduk master, trembling. Hongsunim takes her hand in his. His touch is surprisingly cool and dry. “An uncollected debt is not just about money; it’s about protecting one’s reputation,” he says. “You have to pay.”

“He isn’t joking,” Hongsunim’s brother says. His voice is respectful. “If you cooperate, it will go faster.”

“Let go of me,” her mother says, startling everyone with the strength of her voice. It’s the voice she uses when Oksoon and Changho are horsing around, a voice filled with maternal sternness that won’t tolerate backtalk or excuses. To Oksoon’s surprise, Hongsunim’s brother releases her.

“My God,” her mother says. “What would your parents think of how you are conducting yourselves?”

A ripple disturbs the placid plane of the man’s face. He casts a sideways glance at his elder brother.

“Don’t be a baby,” says Hongsunim. “She’s just the cook.”

“I’m not just a cook,” her mother says. “I am”—the words tumble out—“I am… mudang. I can interpret the future. Portents and signs. Omens.”

Hongsunim snorts, but his brother frowns. “I have a queer feeling about this,” he says.

“Ancestors speak with me,” her mother insists.

“I’ve seen it happen,” Dolly interjects. “It’s quite—unsettling.” She hugs herself and shudders as if an unbidden memory has risen up to frighten her.

“Ay, Changho’s mother,” Boatman says, adding his part to the performance. “You promised me you’d left that all behind.” He turns to the two men. “One episode, and she’s useless as a cook for at least three days. I told her we’re all Christians now.”

Her mother turns to make her appeal directly to Hongsunim’s brother. “Do not disregard the warnings when they come in plain form.”

“I haven’t heard warnings,” Hongsunim says. “All I’ve seen is a desperate bitch grasping at straws. But I am amenable to amusements of all kinds. If you can truly prove your powers, I will let you go.” He straightens up and folds his hands in front of him. His brother comes and sits next to him.

Her mother barks an incredulous laugh as she plays for time. “I can’t merely call up the ancestral spirits at a whim. Preparations must be made to properly honor them.”

“I’m afraid you have no choice,” Hongsunim says.

Her mother takes a deep breath. “With whom do you want to speak?” she asks.

“Our parents are dead,” says Hongsunim’s brother.

Her mother clears her throat and requests paper and pencil and a large bowl. As Boatman and Dolly scurry around the Soup House gathering the things she’s asked for, her mother asks Hongsunim for his parents’ names and tells Oksoon to write them down on the paper. She then places the paper in the bowl and has Hongsunim’s brother light it.

“It has to be lit by a descendant,” she insists.

They watch the paper burn, curling in on itself. Her mother tells Oksoon to pour a cup of water into the bowl, then briskly mix it with the tip of her finger.

“I can’t guarantee that they’ll cooperate,” she says. “Spirits are not obligated to obey our will. It should be the other way around.”

With that, she takes the bowl in her two hands and tips it up to her mouth. Her mother’s throat pulses as she gulps down the contents. When she’s drained it, even picking out and eating the last fragments of ash stuck to the bottom, she sits down.

“Now we wait,” she says.

Boatman pours large glasses of rice wine and, when the two men have finished, refills their glasses with another generous portion.

Oksoon’s mother sits with her hands on her knees, her eyes closed. The air grows still. Everyone is riveted. Even Oksoon, knowing her mother is pretending, can’t look away.

Her mother groans and sways back and forth. “Many things have gone wrong as of late. This is the real reason why you are here. Ventures have gone sour, and you have sent out things that have not returned to you. This is all because of your mother and your father.”

“I haven’t thought of my father for a long time,” Hongsunim’s brother whispers. “Or my mother.”

A strange momentum enters her mother’s body, and for the first time, it occurs to Oksoon that this might not all be a lie, that her mother might possess powers that she’s never revealed.

Her mother gasps and clutches her chest. “Your mother used to call you her ‘dear one,’ ” she says to Hongsunim’s brother.

“She did?”

“Not to your face,” she adds. “That would have spoiled you. But you were her younger son, her precious one. She noticed you and did not like the way your hyeong bullied you.”

“How does she know about that?” The brother turns to Hongsunim.

“Don’t be stupid,” Hongsunim says. “She’s guessing.” Is Oksoon imagining it, or does he look on edge?

“I see the little house where you grew up. Your mother in the kitchen, working so hard.”

Hongsunim’s brother stands up. “How does she know?”

“And you,” her mother directs new words at Hongsunim. “Your father was so pleased when you were born. I see him strutting through the town, chest swollen with pride. He had a son.”

“That’s enough,” Hongsunim says. His voice is tight, but her mother won’t stop. She stands and puts her hands on the table.

“They long for honor,” she says. “Your parents had enough wretchedness in this life, but they were brimming with happiness compared to how they feel now. What’s happened to their sons?”

Hongsunim stands up and moves closer to Oksoon’s mother, and Oksoon senses him listening intently.

“They see you and are hurt by what you’ve become. It’s not too late. You can straighten your path and become honorable men.”

Oksoon can’t believe it’s working, but there is Hongsunim nodding, listening. Then he grins and pushes her. Her mother falls back, feet stuttering across the floor.

“Our mother was a whore; our father was a drunk who died covered in his own shit,” he says. Hongsunim lifts her mother up with surprising ease and throws her against a table. He grabs her again and, in one fast motion, punches her in the head.

Oksoon’s mind blisters, but her body refuses to move. Boatman leaps forward, but he’s easily thrown aside. Oksoon finally comes to life and tries to run to her mother, but something yanks her back. Dolly screams.

Her mother is still trying to talk to Hongsunim’s brother. “There is something decent in you,” she says. “I see it. You must believe me.”

“They’re nice people,” the brother says to Hongsunim, snatching Oksoon’s wrists in one of his large, vise-grip hands.

“That may be,” says Hongsunim. “But she’s a terrible actor. To send the right message in situations like this, we—unfortunately—must shake the pot.”

Her mother leaps at the brother and falls at his feet. “Whatever he’s thinking, you don’t have to obey,” she pleads.

“He’s my brother,” he says.

Hongsunim turns and casually kicks her in the stomach. She half slides, half lunges toward the door. Snorting as she tries to roll away from him, he grabs her by the ankles and yanks her back, her nails scraping across the floorboards. He lets her sit up, then hits her with the back of his hand. She slumps over, her arms making a swimming motion.

“Think he’ll help you?” Hongsunim asks. “You understand nothing.” His movements are agile and dense, naturally coiling and uncoiling. He kicks her again, then bends down and jams his knee into her stomach.

Before Oksoon knows what’s happening, Boatman tackles the younger brother, who loosens his grip on her. In the commotion, Dolly grabs her by the hand and drags her out of the Soup House. Oksoon fights, screaming to go back in, but Dolly is stronger than Oksoon had imagined. She drags her, yelling and fighting the whole time, out of the alley.

“Listen to me,” Dolly says between gritted teeth. “This is what your mother wants. She wants you out.”

Oksoon shakes her head, but Dolly stands her ground. She grabs Oksoon by the hair and shakes her. “You stupid girl,” she says. “For once in your life, listen to her.” She half pulls, half drags Oksoon—still crying for her mother—down the narrow alleyways until they arrive at their little house.

“Bolt the door,” Dolly says. “And only open it for your mother or brother, understand? If you try to come back to the Soup House, I swear I will kill you myself.”



Their little house is empty and dark. Changho’s baduk board sits where she has left it, the jar of baduk stones spilled across the polished floor. Oksoon presses herself into the far corner of the room and puts her head between her knees, trying to think. Instead, her breath rushes faster and faster until she’s sure her chest will explode. Little moans burst from her throat, quietly at first, then loud sobs. A rush of nausea hits her, and she throws up right there, on the floor her mother takes such pains to clean each morning. Sobbing, gasping for air between dry heaves, Oksoon tries to find something to wipe the floor with, but she can’t make her shaking arms and legs obey her. The room won’t stop spinning.

Time passes. Oksoon’s breathing slows. She sits awake, unable to move, staring into the dim room, lit only by the sliver of moonlight that manages to seep through the cracks in the wall. The moon sets, and the room falls into deep darkness. And still, her mother doesn’t come back.






TWENTY-TWO

March!”

The director turns the corner, leading a line of children. They walk in obedient lockstep, eyes straight ahead. Sweat-soaked shirts cling to their thin bodies. The director is drenched as well, but her expression is unflinching. A wooden switch sways in her hand, like an orchestra conductor keeping time.

It’s August now, and even as this day fades, the heat sits upon them like a damp weight. Miss Kim remains in seclusion; the baby is now a month old. In their last conversation, the director told Junho she had come up with one more idea to save the orphanage, but she’s said nothing since. She approaches her work with even more vigor, if that’s possible, and insists they do the same. The battle of wills is palpable: the director versus a world that refuses to yield to her demands.

The director has also decided that morning devotions alone have been insufficient in the training of young minds, so she’s started drilling the children on chapter and verse.

“Kang Kyeongjin,” the director calls, and the little girl reluctantly steps forward.

“Romans 8:31,” the director demands.

“Romans 8:31,” Kyeongjin begins bravely enough. “ ‘If God is—’ ” It’s a simple verse, but three words in, she is already stumbling. “ ‘What then do we say—’ ”

The director looks up and down the line of unhappy orphans. “Who can help Kyeongjin? Who has been paying attention?”

Before they can answer, the director herself says, “ ‘What shall we then say to these things? If God be for us, who can be against us?’ ” The wooden switch comes down in a sharp rap on Kyeongin’s shoulder.

“We don’t cry,” the director says as Kyeongjin’s lips tremble. She wipes her forehead with the back of her sleeve. “We may be poor. We may be hungry. But God is on our side. Remember that.”

When she had been close to giving up, the director had said she would let the children be dispersed, but now Junho knows that’s impossible. There’s something in her zeal that makes him think she’d rather die, would rather see the estate burned to the ground than give in to those he knows she considers myopic and narrow-minded.

The director is soaked in sweat and is lecturing Kyeongjin and the other children sternly but earnestly, her eyes closing at intervals. Recognizing his moment, Junho slips away and hurries to the letter-writing room, something he’s been trying to do all afternoon. He’s sure that if anyone approached him now, the pounding of his heart would be audible to them. He hurriedly closes the door, then sits at the desk and takes the letter out of his pocket.


Dear Junho,

I’m writing to you from my lake house up near Lake Huron. It’s lovely here. During the day, I can sit on my veranda and look out over a quaint beach where young parents teach their little ones to swim. At night, I sit in the same spot and watch the fireflies dance. A friend once said to me, “You haven’t lived until you’ve spent the summer at the lake.” I have to agree.



He scans the letter as fast as he can, so nervous that his head spins.


You may read that I have a home by the lake and think that I’m wealthy. In fact, I’m a simple woman who lives on a limited income. I wish I had all the resources to do the good I want to, but I live within constraints. Even so, I am praying for you. We must hold on to the fact that our cause is righteous.



She goes on like this, but Junho understands that this is her way of refusing his request to come to America. Hope deflates in his chest. He looks around. This room that’s always consoled him seems hollow now. He has spent so many hours sitting here waiting—for what? The book of poetry that Miss Kim gave him sits on a shelf. He runs his fingers along its red spine, then picks it up and stares at the cover. This book is filled with obscure, archaic English words, threatening to overwhelm him, pointing out his ignorance and inadequacies. What once felt like a delight, a sign of Miss Kim’s favor, is now a burden. He returns the book to the shelf and sits, then lies back on the wooden floor. The leaves of the apricot tree are motionless in the windless evening. Through them, he sees the bright sliver of a rising harvest moon.

Down the hall, he hears Miss Kim’s baby fussing. Miss Kim says something he can’t understand. A minute later, Hayan begins to sing, trying to soothe him. He hasn’t seen Miss Kim since before the baby was born and doesn’t know if she’s content or miserable. As much as he tries, he can’t imagine her state of mind. For some reason, the memory of Lucky rises up. He thinks of what it felt like to hold his feverish hand and then, hours later, how cold that same hand felt, an inert piece of meat. Junho feels tears sting his eyes. He’s supposed to be a man, but he doesn’t have half the strength of the director or even Miss Kim, who has her own kind of power, even in her humiliation.



He doesn’t remember falling asleep, but he must have. Dawn’s cool blue light seeps in through the window. Junho sits up and stretches, feeling his joints crack. Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes and putting on his glasses, he wonders if he should go down to sleep in the dormitory, then decides it’s already too close to morning.

A door slides open, then closes. The sound is unmistakable. Footsteps patter down the hallway. Instead of opening the door, he goes to the window. In the pale light, he recognizes Miss Kim moving slowly across the courtyard, carrying the baby in her arms. Wearing her coat over her white nightdress, she comes to the gate, opens it, and slides out, moving slowly and quietly so as not to ring the bell.

Before he knows it, Junho is putting on his shoes and hurrying after her. He stands outside the orphanage gate, peering to the left and right before he makes his way down the hill. Miss Kim moved as one harboring a secret. A meeting, perhaps? The thought of some unknown lover sends a bolt of jealousy through him. Even with her head start, he doesn’t see how she could have disappeared so quickly. He keeps going, certain that he will see her around the next bend, or the next after that. After some minutes, he’s arrived at the place where the dirt road turns and the forest opens onto a ridge. From there, he has a view of the next winding section of the road. Though much of it is still in shadow, it’s light enough to see it’s empty. Where could she have gone?

Something ripples in the stillness.

Junho turns and sprints back up the hill. When he is nearly back at the orphanage, he takes the footpath that leads to the stream. It’s a docile little trickle most of the year, but in the rainy season as it is now, it could easily sweep someone downstream. He crashes through the brush, and there, he sees her.

The water runs fast and brown, washing silt and rocks down the mountainside. Miss Kim kneels in the shallows, holding the baby out over the water. A ray of the rising sun shines through the trees and bathes her in light. Her dark hair cascades down the back of her white nightdress.

Junho runs forward, sliding down the embankment.

“Miss Kim,” he says, but she can’t hear him above the roar of the water. She leans forward and opens her arms just as he reaches her. He wraps his arms around her and the baby, and the three of them tumble backward. He’s half sitting, half lying in icy, shallow water. Miss Kim is a dead weight against his chest. The baby bleats like a terrified animal.

Junho lies there, stunned, panting. Sharp rocks dig into his back, and cold water soaks his pants. A shudder of panic rises from deep inside him and threatens to overwhelm him. Just get them out of this water, he thinks. That’s all you have to do.

“There now, be careful,” he says, barely recognizing the sound of his own voice. As they sits up, ever so slowly, he manages to ease Miss Kim off while taking the baby from her. Cradled there in his arms, Junho takes his first look at Miss Kim’s son. So small! A squirming, crying creature—eyes tightly shut, mouth gaping—he doesn’t seem real. Another wave of terror washes over Junho. Has he ever seen anything so vulnerable?

Junho struggles to stand, clasping the unhappy baby to his chest with one arm, and pulls Miss Kim up with the other. He leads her to the shore. He picks up her coat, which is lying on the ground, and helps her put it on. They sit next to each other on a fallen log.

“My father is a great swimmer,” she says. She’s still staring at the water. “He swims early each morning, in three seasons. I never learned.”

“So you were trying to learn how to swim?” It’s nonsense, but Junho wants to believe it.

“I set my mind to something, but when the moment comes, I don’t have the courage,” she says. Her teeth are chattering, and her lips are tinged gray. The baby is screaming, but Miss Kim doesn’t seem to notice.

“Let’s go home,” he says. “Old Cook will be warming the porridge soon; you don’t want to eat it cold.”

“I was trying to be strong and honorable like her. Isn’t that what everyone wants from me?”

“Let’s go back,” Junho says, and after a moment, she nods. They stand, and he starts back up the path. The sooner he can get this baby back to Old Cook or Hayan, the better. He thinks of Hayan’s story of the family that hung the unwed mother, and he shudders, thinking what might have happened. Struggling up the bank, he assumes she’s following him, but when he turns back, she’s waded back out to the water.

“What are you—” he starts to say.

Miss Kim raises her arms, stiffens her body, and falls backward.

“Miss Kim!”

For a fraction of a second, he hesitates. Then he lays the screaming baby on the ground and plunges into the water. He rushes toward Miss Kim, who’s hurled her body toward the stream’s deeper pools. He grabs the edge of her nightdress just as she’s almost out of reach. Water rushes around them. They slide down the shallow stream; she’s crying and fighting him off. Junho chokes on a mouthful of muddy water, but he holds on. The stream isn’t deep enough to drown them, Junho knows, unless someone is really trying. He holds on as tightly as he can, begging her to calm down. Finally, she stops struggling. They are drenched, lying in shallow water, the hard pebbles of the stream bank cutting into their flesh.

“Please, let’s go back.” Junho’s crying now, gasping for breath. He slowly stands on wobbling legs, feeling the sky and trees spin around them. Miss Kim is soaked and smeared with mud. When he leads her out of the water, she doesn’t resist. On the bank, he tries to catch his breath and stop crying. Miss Kim is utterly still. Her face is so pale he can see the tiny web of blue veins beneath her skin. Her coat is unbuttoned and soaked, weighing her down. Her wet nightdress clings to her body, and he sees the outline of her full breasts and her dark nipples. She looks up and meets his gaze. Her eyes search his, as though seeking an answer to an unspoken question. Slowly, he pushes her wet hair out of her face. She leans her cheek into his palm and closes her eyes. For a moment—just a moment—she looks at peace. Junho gently pulls her toward him, and she leans against him. She shudders, then sighs. He tightens his hold, breathing in the smell of her wet hair.

The baby is still crying, his wails piercing the cold silence. Miss Kim pulls away and gives Junho an awkward smile. He gently picks up the baby, then reaches out to Miss Kim. They walk like that, holding hands, making their way slowly back to the orphanage. The air feels strange around them, charged with a peculiar tension Junho has never felt.

Back at the orphanage, Junho goes in first and hands the crying baby to Hayan, who looks at him in disbelief. Old Cook runs out and covers Miss Kim with her apron. She tries to pull her into the house, but Junho pushes her away and insists on leading Miss Kim through the courtyard himself. The children are lining up for the morning meal and they stare, but Junho ignores them. He escorts Miss Kim to the landing, holding her elbow while she wipes her bare feet on the threshold, and doesn’t leave her until he’s taken her all the way back to her room.

When he’s dried himself off and calmed down a little, he goes back and finds her there. The door is open, and Miss Kim sits with a cup of tea untouched in front of her. She has a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, and there are dark circles under her eyes.

“I didn’t think it was possible to humiliate myself further,” she says. “Please know that I am mortified. For a brief moment, I thought I could manage something grand, something poetic. But alas, I ended up just stupid and waterlogged.” She looks small. Her face and hands are very white. “If you are my friend, please go away, and let’s not speak of this again.”

“Let me marry you,” he blurts out. The idea occurs to him as he speaks the words. He’s sweating and huffing as if he has sprinted up the mountain. “I’ll take care of you and the baby.”

She looks at him with red-rimmed eyes. “You would do that for me?” she asks.

“A thousand times and a thousand times more,” he says. If he stops talking, he will lose his nerve. He needs to trust the words that are falling out of his mouth. “Perhaps your father would send us to America. We could start a new life where no one knows you.”

“To cover my great dishonor, you mean,” she says.

“Would you rather drown?”

Miss Kim starts at the mention of the water. “You are a good boy, Junho—”

“I’m not a boy,” he says. “There is no future for you here. In America, no one will know your story. We can be husband and wife with a child. We don’t have to be bound by the limits of what other people think of us. We can do what we want. We can do as the Americans do.”

Miss Kim doesn’t say yes, but she doesn’t refuse, either. Junho leaves her, his arms and legs feeling loose, like they don’t belong to his body. He thinks about how he found Miss Kim, or how she found him, and what it felt like to hold her in his arms and pull her away from the edge. His mind flashes to the feeling of them falling together. His imagination carries them beyond the muddy bank of the stream and into the water. There is Miss Kim gliding downstream, and there he is, falling after, refusing to let go.





TWENTY-THREE

Oksoon startles awake. A minute might have passed, or hours, she isn’t sure. It’s still dark outside. For a moment, she doesn’t even know what’s happened, aware only that she’s alone and engulfed in a clammy sense of dread. Then an image splits open her recollection: her mother’s wild, terrified eyes as Hongsunim looms over her. His terrible, raspy voice calling her “little Oksoon” rings in her head.

Voices murmur outside the gate, and the gate’s metal latch slides open.

“This way,” Dolly says, and her voice is so familiar in its melodic twang that Oksoon feels a surge of irrational hope that things will be all right. That thought evaporates as soon as she sees Dolly and Changho with her mother slumped between them. Her mother’s right eye is swollen shut, and she holds a bloody rag against her mouth. Bare skin shows through where her jeogori has been torn.

Oksoon begins to shake and can’t stop. She bites down on her lip and her mouth fills with a metallic taste. Changho and Dolly half drag, half carry her mother inside, and Oksoon follows. They lay her down on the bedroll, and Changho leaves the room as Dolly begins to undress her. Oksoon kneels down and gently strokes her mother’s hair. All is quiet, except for the shallow rasps of her mother’s breathing.

“Go get something to wash her with,” Dolly says. Oksoon obeys, grateful to have something to do. When she returns with a basin of water and a rag, a pile of torn and bloody clothes sits in a pile, and her mother rests under a blanket, looking tiny and pale.

Dolly gathers up the dirty clothes and gestures for her to follow her out of the room. “Let her rest,” she says, and again Oksoon finds herself quietly obeying. She takes the bundle from Dolly and brings it to the side of the house. The first gray light of dawn creeps toward them. Oksoon dumps her mother’s clothes into the washtub and ladles water into it. When the tub is full, she uses a wooden paddle to submerge the clothes, as her mother taught her to do. Blood seeps from her mother’s dress and turns the water a murky brown. Oksoon pulls out the washboard and the soap. She furiously dunks her mother’s clothes and scrubs as hard as she can, scraping her knuckles against the ridges of the washboard. She keeps washing, even as tears blur her vision and her chest begins to heave.

She looks up and sees Changho scowling at her. “You told him where the Soup House was,” he says.

“We needed you,” she says. “If you had been half the baduk player you think you are, we could have stayed out of this mess.”

Changho rushes at her and upends the washbasin, soaking her skirt. She jumps back, then picks up the wet tangle of clothes and hurls it at him. They hit the ground with a muddy splat.

“Stop it, both of you,” Dolly scolds.

A fat drop of rain plops against the ground, then another, and another. In an instant, a summer shower swirls around them, quickly mounting into a downpour. Dolly hurries them under the eaves. The three of them sit—Changho and Oksoon with Dolly between them—and watch the water cascade off the roof. The smell of wet dirt rises to them.

“What happened?” Oksoon turns to Dolly. Only then does she see that she’s hurt, too. An ugly welt cuts across Dolly’s face, in a thick red line from her forehead and across one cheek. Changho doesn’t have a mark on him. The enormity of what’s happened washes over her—the gambling, the lies, the empty money jar, her mother’s arm flailing and grasping empty air. Her voice rises. “You abandoned us.”

“You led him straight to us!” Changho says. “Oh my God, oh my God,” he mutters. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

“Stop it, both of you.” Dolly puts a hand on each of their shoulders. “Your mother needs you.”

Changho shakes her off, then stumbles off the landing into the rain. Water washes over him, and in a few minutes, he’s wet through.

“What happened?” Oksoon asks Dolly. “Where’s Boatman?”

At the mention of the old man, Dolly bursts into a wild cackle, on the verge of hysteria. Then, just as suddenly, she slumps forward.

“What’s the matter?” Oksoon asks.

“He bought us the time needed to save your mother,” Dolly says. “That scheming fool actually stepped up and did the right thing.” She slips off the landing and stands in the rain in front of Changho. He starts to turn away, but she stops him by taking his face into her hands. For a moment, Oksoon thinks she’s going to lean in and kiss him as she’s seen Dolly do with her favorite customers. Perhaps Changho thinks so, too. For an instant, his face changes to surprise.

“You have no choice,” Dolly says. Oksoon can barely hear her above the sound of the rain. “Look at me.” She touches Changho’s cheek, but he refuses to meet her gaze. “Be smart and get them out of here.”

Oksoon understands. “You’re leaving us,” she says.

Dolly takes her hand in a clammy grasp. “Good-bye, little sister,” she says.

“Where are you going?” Oksoon asks. “What about the Soup House?”

“It’s time for foxes to return to their dens.” Her expression softens. “It’s not safe here anymore. Tell your mother I apologize for not being able to take proper leave of her. I will miss her soup.”

They watch, stunned, as Dolly walks through the gate and disappears into the night.

Changho turns back to Oksoon, his face ashen. He mutters something, but she can’t understand him over the pelting noise of the rain. She moves to stand in front of him as Dolly did moments before, blinking the water out of her eyes.

“Please tell me what happened,” she says.

“I met Omma and Dolly when they were running away from the Soup House,” he says. “Dolly said Boatman tried to get between them and Hongsunim.”

“So where is he now?”

Changho shakes his head. Before he can say anything more, Oksoon is running out the front gate and down the street.

Rain changes the face of the city, staining the brick buildings and making rivers out of roads. Brown and gray water swirls around her ankles. At each corner, she glances up and down the street. The city seems broken and smashed, and every street pulses with menace. Around every corner, behind every ruined wall, she imagines that she sees Hongsunim.

She finally turns the corner to their alley. The narrow lane is dark and deserted. There is no sign of Hongsunim or his brother. In fact, there’s no one else here that she can see. Part of her wants to turn around and run back through the city streets she’s come to know so well. She wants to run home and into her mother’s arms. But she has a sense of the Soup House itself calling her forward.

So she walks up to the slumping building and pushes aside the canvas door. The dining room is dark and quiet, save for the sound of rain. She cautiously steps in. Shadowy forms of upended tables and chairs make the room feel unfamiliar. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees a scrap of bright blue peeking out from under a heap of splintered furniture. Her imagination tells her it is a rubber ball, a kite’s tail. Maybe Boatman, in fleeing, shed his favorite bit of clothing as he escaped Hongsunim’s clutches. In the darkness, she slips on something wet and falls to her knees, landing on something cold. She leans against a bench, and that’s when she sees him.

Boatman lies dead in a pool of blood, his throat cut. His eyes and mouth are open, and he looks surprised and insulted. He’s survived leaving the North, the river, the slow start of the Soup House, just for this? Even in the dim light, she can see that his skin is gray. When she reaches out and presses her palm against his face, her hand is wet. She jumps, realizing she’s smeared in Boatman’s blood.

Oksoon stands, feeling unsteady, and looks around the dark Soup House. It smells faintly of—is that Dolly’s perfume? But she knows it isn’t. Instantly, all the feeling drains from her body. She doesn’t move, tries not to breathe, as an icy fear pierces her. Expecting to hear that nasally, terrible voice or feel the clammy grip of his hand on her arm, she finally gets her legs to cooperate. She backs out of the Soup House. Then she runs.

Changho shouts when he sees her. She’s soaked through, but even all this rain hasn’t washed the blood off her. “Are you hurt?”

“He’s dead,” she says. She goes inside and changes out of her wet clothes. She’s trembling. It’s as though she’s been shaking for days. She wants to climb under the covers next to her mother. She wants to sleep as she’s never slept before, but when she approaches, her mother sits up. Her face is bloated and bruised, her eyes half shut. The undershirt she’s wearing exposes the welts up and down her arms. The imprints of long, ropey fingers ring her throat like a necklace.

“She wants us to leave,” Changho says, coming in. “I told her she needs to rest. We need to find a doctor.”

Her mother grunts sharply at his words and waves for Oksoon to come closer. Her hand, when Oksoon grasps it, feels cold but strong.

“Go back to bed, Omma,” Oksoon urges. “Let’s figure this out tomorrow—”

Her mother mumbles something garbled that sounds like, “We go.”

They try to dissuade her, to compel her to return to bed, but she snarls at them until they obey. She will not lie back down again until they agree to pack up and leave immediately.

So they flee Seoul in the pouring rain, brother and sister bearing their mother between them. It’s all Oksoon can do to put one foot in front of the other. Changho struggles along the muddy streets, the rain plastering his hair against his head. And though he’s told Oksoon he’s fine, he grimaces with each step, as though from some invisible injury. It’s hard to move, but staying in Seoul is impossible, so once again, they’re fleeing a place that had been their home. They head south with no particular destination in mind. It’s late August, and though the heat of summer hasn’t passed, the pelting rain chills them. A large truck passes by, churning up mud. Changho looks up and waves, hoping someone might stop for them, but no one does. Their mother stumbles often but resolutely shakes her head when they ask her if she wants to stop.

Soon it’s evening. They haven’t walked very far. They find a lean-to made for drying hay and shelter there for the night, not far from where they began.

“What are we going to do?” Oksoon asks.

“I don’t know,” Changho says.

For a while they are silent, listening to their mother’s breathing.

“What about Jinju?” Changho says, surprising Oksoon, who thought he had fallen asleep. “Isn’t that where Junho hyeong went?”

Oksoon remembers the stories she’s heard about the home for lost children. Are they lost children? She thinks of her cousin Junho and his kindness, and she wants to cry.

“We came all the way to Seoul to find Appa and Byungho oppa, only to leave?” she says. “And she’s so weak—how would we even get there?”

“He was trying to protect me,” her mother says. She doesn’t open her eyes. “He put himself between me and them.”

Though Oksoon and Changho wait, their mother says no more. She grimaces occasionally but doesn’t cry out.

“Extending hospitality in such barbaric times makes me feel human,” Oksoon remembers Boatman saying. He leaned back and crossed his arms in satisfaction, scheming for the future. Ever the optimist, always the fool. She can see other scenes with breathtaking clarity: Peony is fixing Rose’s hair, and Dolly stands, waving her arms, passionately making her point that there’s no such thing as a soup that’s too spicy. Oksoon feels herself growing still. She’s cold but doesn’t shiver. Her mother is hurt, their friends are gone. The Soup House is lost.
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TWENTY-FOUR

Autumn arrives with heartbreaking tenderness as summer’s sticky heat yields to fall’s cool temperatures. Soft breezes rustle through the trees, and the reds, browns, and golds of changing leaves spread out on the hillsides as though inked by an unseen brush. At night, the harvest moon glows orange, sitting just above the silhouetted hills. It should have been a time of plenty, of satisfying labor, gustily sung harvest songs, and steady hands shaping songpyeon—rice cakes filled with red bean, sesame, honey—to share with family and neighbors.

At the orphanage, autumn simply means they are marching closer to winter. Everyone feels pinched and anxious. As the war drags on, bellies cramp with hunger as their daily servings of porridge dwindle from a full portion to a half, to a third, to a third every other day.

The director continues to travel back and forth to Jinju, working on her scheme to save the orphanage. At times, it seems that her determination is the only thing keeping them together.

“You told me a photograph might generate pity, the way that one in the American magazine did,” she says to Junho, referring to the stranger who’s just arrived. “Maybe this will thaw the stone-cold hearts of people who don’t know how to share.”

The photographer, from an American newspaper, now stands in the courtyard. Despite the mild weather, he’s dressed in a heavy overcoat and a hat with earmuffs that swallow half his head. He’s ill at ease and stands fidgeting, camera in hand. The children have been called to the courtyard and mill about, shyly glancing at this overdressed stranger. Captain Chung is there, too, so the children feel hopeful. He’s always come with food and other supplies, and though he’s insisted that isn’t the case this time, they can’t help but bristle with anticipation that something special might yet appear. They’ve been scrubbed and buffed, a company of dark heads, rosy cheeks, and pink ears. With their shirts tucked into their worn waistbands, they’re trying to be as good as they look.

Junho watches them, affection tightening into worry. He remembers Kwondo’s words. The older children are indeed one thing. They could leave and take their chances on the streets. But what will happen to the little ones like Minha if winter comes and there is no more food left? And what about him? He glances up at the blacked-out window of Miss Kim’s room and shivers. Since that disastrous—miraculous—day at the stream, she hasn’t come out of her room. Had he really done it? Proposed marriage? And had she agreed? He scours his memory to remember what they said to one another. It’s all taken on a hallucinatory quality: Miss Kim dangling the baby over the water, the taste of mud in his mouth, her body pressed against his, the pounding of his heart drowning out all other sounds.

Hayan sidles next to him. “It’s getting chilly,” she says. “You should wear your coat, or”—she nods to the American—“ask him for half of his. Looks like an extra person could fit in there.” She smiles and quietly slips something round and flat into his hand: a cracker. His mouth waters.

“Where’d you get this?” he whispers. “You know you’ll be whipped if you’re caught.”

“Stop worrying about me,” Hayan says, clearly pleased.

He slips the cracker into his pocket and looks up at the dark window. “Does she ever ask about me?” he asks.

His question wipes the smile from Hayan’s face. “Still?” she says, louder and not bothering to hide her dismay. “After what she tried to do?”

Junho’s about to reply when he becomes aware of the quiet. Everyone is staring at them, even the American. Hayan turns away in disgust, shaking her head. The children won’t meet his gaze. They’re embarrassed for him. You understand nothing, he wants to say. We’ve made a plan.

“Junho-yah, come here,” the director says. She may be trying to ease his embarrassment, or she may just need help.

“Do-you-speak-Eng-lish?” The man speaks slowly and loudly, enunciating each word with exaggerated patience that signals the opposite.

Hearing these English words sends a jolt through Junho. It’s been years since he practiced speaking it aloud. He takes a deep breath.

“How do you do?” Junho says, sticking his hand out the way Miss Craig taught him.

“Thank God.” The photographer reacts immediately, grabbing Junho’s hand and pumping it up and down. He speaks faster now, but with some kind of accent that makes his English incomprehensible. Junho strains to hear where one word ends and another begins, but it’s hopeless. It sounds like a string of gibberish syllables.

“What is he saying?” the director asks.

“Someonehereenglishgodforsaken—”

Junho stands paralyzed, feeling everyone’s eyes on him. He knows English words. Lots of them. But his mind is blank. “How do you do?” he repeats.

The man’s brows furrow in confusion, then he shakes his head. No one needs to speak English to understand his meaning now. Look at what he has to deal with, he seems to be saying. What a waste of his valuable time. Junho is reminded of the presumptuous familiarity of Americans. They laugh loudly and are quick to pat you on the back, but there is an expectation that everyone and everything will bend toward them. Junho thinks about how proud the director is and wonders how many times she’s had to feign patience and meekness in her search for help.

He looks to Captain Chung for help. He’s the one who drove the American here, after all. But the captain is as helpless as he is.

“What’s he saying?” the director asks, but Junho has no idea. The harder he tries, the more incomprehensible the words are.

The photographer peers into his camera, then looks up again.

“—stop moving—” Junho catches a few words.

“When’s the truck getting here then?” Kyeongjin asks in her bright, bossy voice. Even the older children are too shy to speak in front of the American, but his presence seems to make the little girl bolder. She puts her hands on her hips and looks up at the adults. “We’re pretty hungry, you know.”

Her impudence emboldens the other children to chime in with their questions.

“Will there be cans of salty meat? My favorite!”

“What about chewing gum?”

“Why is the uncle’s nose so big?” asks Bumsoo, and the children giggle.

“Quiet down, or you’ll never see another truck again,” the captain says, but they ignore him. The photographer looks at his wristwatch.

“What about the truck?” Kyeongjin says again, eyeing Captain Chung. “We’re hungry.”

The director steps forward and claps her hands. “No more nonsense,” she says, and the children quiet.

“I told you there’s no truck today,” Captain Chung says. “If you keep being naughty, there won’t ever be.”

Kyeongjin frowns. There’s a willful gleam in her eye that signals trouble, but before anyone can react, she walks over and pushes Minha off the front step. It happens so quickly that the little girl falls straight onto her face. There is a split second of silence before Minha opens her mouth in a mute scream. Kyeongjin looks up, defiant.

Hayan rushes forward and forcefully pinches Kyeongjin’s arm. “Bad girl,” she scolds. “How could you?” Kyeongjin’s eyes fill with tears and her face reddens, but she stubbornly refuses to cry.

Hayan yanks Minha up and brushes her off. “And you, stop it,” she says, wiping her face. “Stop crying or a tiger will come and eat you.”

The foreigner throws up his hands. “I didn’t come—waste—all day.”

“Do something.” The director is almost pleading now. Junho doesn’t know what it’s cost her to bring this man here, but he senses the desperation of all the failed attempts, all the closed doors.

The photographer sputters, spewing his frustration and indignation. Then he stops, and his eyes widen.

Without looking, Junho senses her presence, which palpitates the air. Miss Kim steps out of the shadows. She has dark circles under her eyes, and she’s so pale as to seem nearly bloodless. Yet her beauty is undeniable. Her hair is pulled away from her face in a loose ponytail, and the collar of her jeogori frames her long, graceful neck.

The children are silent. When she first arrived, everyone loved to gossip about her—the creams she rubbed on her face, her trips to America, the rumor that she was waiting for a wealthy lover to sweep her away. Now everyone believes she tried to drown her baby, or herself, or both. They’re afraid of her.

Miss Kim looks directly at the photographer, neither smiling nor frowning. The photographer stares back, then grins.

“Go back inside,” the director says. “Now.”

“May I be of assistance?” Miss Kim’s English is crystalline, confident, and musical in its cadence. Unlike the foreigner’s English, Junho understands every word.

“At last!” The man resumes his avalanche of words.

Miss Kim listens and nods. “We are so grateful to have you here,” she replies in a soothing tone. “Of course we appreciate all the trouble you’ve gone to.”

“What is he saying?” the director turns away from Junho to ask Miss Kim.

Miss Kim waits until the man finally stops talking.

“He’d like to hurry,” Miss Kim says placidly. “He doesn’t want the children to catch a chill.”

The director considers her niece as if seeing her for the first time. Junho can almost read her thoughts: This same person who tried to drown her baby in the stream is now stepping forward to help. An expression moves across the director’s face that he can’t quite name. Puzzlement? Satisfaction? Both?

Miss Kim leans in to confer with the American, who smiles a toothy smile at her. He talks, and she nods, and he talks some more.

Miss Kim is doing what needs to be done. Everyone can see that. Though he is still humiliated by his own failure to speak English, Junho is grateful for her help. They all are. The photographer is loud and boorish, but their survival may depend on him. So he will be tolerated and flattered. They’ll laugh at his clumsy jokes, whether they understand them or not, and nod at whatever he says. This is what it means to be poor.

At Miss Kim’s direction, the children line up on the steps in front of the main house.

“The little ones will do more to draw sympathy,” the director says to Miss Kim. “But we don’t want to give the impression we have fewer children than we do.”

“I don’t understand the point—” Captain Chung begins, but the director silences him with a small shake of her head.

The director and Miss Kim walk among the children. One by one, they sort and arrange. A tall one to the back, a little one to the front, the children yield to their guiding touch. They lay their hands on each head as if conferring a blessing. When the director comes to Bumsoo and Kwondo, she asks no one in particular, “Do they look too thuggish? We must present ourselves in the most sympathetic light.”

“I think the director just called us thugs,” Kwondo says to Bumsoo, feigning surprise.

“But we are respectable gentlemen,” Bumsoo says. He straightens to attention, salutes, then bows, and makes the children laugh. Junho sees a small smile play on the director’s lips. This is what the director has managed to give these children, he thinks. After all they’ve been through, with their bellies growling from hunger, with no prospects and no idea what will become of them, they still trust her.

The photographer looks into his camera.

“Will this work?” Miss Kim asks the director, but she’s looking at Junho. “Can this make a difference?”

The director stares at the smiling children. Junho can’t read her expression, but her eyes flit back and forth from one child to the next. Then she turns to the rest of them.

“I want everyone in the photograph, not just the children,” she says. She looks around, gesturing at Junho, Hayan, and Old Cook. “Everyone.”

“Everyone?” Old Cook asks, smoothing her hair.

Junho watches as the others line up on the steps. The children stand in the middle, and the adults flank them, with Old Cook and Hayan on one side and the director and Miss Kim on the other. He tries to see them as a benefactor would. They look pitiable, that’s true. The children are scrawny, and the adults, even the director and Miss Kim in their clean hanboks, look gaunt. If this picture makes it into an American newspaper, some of the American letter writers might see it. He wonders if they’ll be able to see beyond the poverty. He hopes so.

“Junho, you, too,” the director says. He joins them on the steps.

“On the count of three,” the photographer says, and Miss Kim translates.

“Everyone look at me. One, two—”

Everyone stands a little taller.

The orphanage bell clangs loudly, signaling an arrival at the front gate.

“Three!” The camera clicks.

“It’s the truck!” the children shout, the carefully arranged rows collapsing.

“I’m sure that can’t be,” says Captain Chung.

“It is! It is!”

“Attention!” With one word, the director brings a hush to the courtyard. “It’s probably nothing,” she says, but she holds her hands together as in prayer. “Junho may open the gate. The rest of you, stand back.”

Junho slides the bolt, and the gate swings open.

There are three of them at the gate, three desperate souls, clearly starving. They stare at him, their eyes protruding unnaturally from large, deep sockets.

“Only beggars,” he says, and everyone groans.

It takes him a moment to register that the smaller one is not a boy but a girl. The woman reaches a bony hand out to him. He backs away. “We have nothing to spare,” the director says and puts her hand on the gate to shut it.

“Is it you?” Something about the girl’s voice rustles through his memory.

“We can barely feed ourselves,” the director says. “Move on, you pitiable ones.”

“Junho hyeong!” the boy says.

The girl launches herself through the air and nearly knocks Junho off his feet. Her scrawny arms cling to his neck as she sobs against his chest. “Oppa,” Oksoon cries.

He looks up and meets his aunt’s startled gaze. It can’t be. And yet—“Weh soong mo?” he says. The word “aunt” feels strange in his mouth.

And then they are all crying, hugging, falling over each other.

“How—what—” He has so many questions, has so much to say, but he can’t get the words out. Seeing his family astounds him. Their familiar voices, their faces, as ragged as they are. He doesn’t know how long they stay like this, crying, breathless, exclaiming in joyful disbelief. When he finally gathers himself to look up, he sees everyone staring at them.

The orphans gather around them.

“Your family?” the director exclaims. “From Pyongyang? But how—?”

“We walked,” Oksoon says as if it were the simplest answer in the world.

“But how did you find us?”

His aunt says nothing, gripping the edges of a ragged shawl with bony hands. She is smaller than he remembers, hunched over and shriveled. Her face looks scarred and misshapen. Changho looks around and stuffs his fists into the pockets of an old school jacket. His pants have been patched many times, and there are large holes on the tops of his shoes. Junho mistook Oksoon for a boy, and no wonder. She wears an old school cap pulled low, nearly covering her eyes, and pants that are rolled at the ankles and belted with hemp rope.

“I remembered what you said to Father,” Oksoon says quietly. “A place in the mountains above the city. We were in Jinju for days before we finally found someone who could point us in the right direction.” She looks at him. “We didn’t know where else to go.”

A wind comes up, and his aunt looks up at the trees. The sound of stirring leaves rises like a tide, bringing with it the smell of dry grass, pine, and, somewhere farther away, the smell of something burning.

Kyeongjin approaches and stares intently at the newcomers. Minha pushes her way through the crowd. She leans into his aunt’s side. “Where did you come from?” the little girl who never talks whispers, surprising everyone.

“From Seoul, but first from Pyongyang,” Oksoon says, trying to put herself between Minha and her mother. The other children see this and press closer.

“Stand back,” the director says. “Let’s have them wash first.” The children ignore her. More are talking now, emboldened.

“Are these your children? How old is she?”

“Did you come by train?”

“Have you come to take Junho away?” Hayan says.

The children move closer, drawn to his aunt—a skeletal woman with a terrible face. They reach for her skirt, touching her wrist, her elbow. Oksoon backs away and scolds, “Hey, now, stop grabbing,” and Changho slaps their hands away, but his aunt stands rooted, unmoving.

The photographer snaps a photo. Then another.

There are perhaps a dozen of the littlest ones reaching for her. Tiny hands rub against her legs, and coarse heads press against her stomach, her back. Arms reach up to touch her neck and her cheek. The more they press in, the stiller she stands. She doesn’t move. She doesn’t seem afraid. The children move around her like swirling water.





TWENTY-FIVE

From where she stands, Oksoon sees the orphanage roof peeking out like a red mat tucked among brown and gold leaves. The hillside feels alive: Branches reach out to scrape her arms and snag her skirt, and all around her, tall grasses rustle and moan. She continues up the hill, tramping along a little-used trail, likely made by other foragers. A movement in the brush startles her. It’s impossible, she tells herself. This is too far for him. It’s a squirrel. A field mouse.

She comforts herself, recalling the difficulty of their journey from Seoul to here, the days of walking, the gasping sprint onto a refugee-packed boxcar, the acrid taste of coal smoke in their throats. They couldn’t have been followed. Still, she can list as many terrors as she can consolations: the sting of Hongsunim’s cologne, her mother’s battered face, Boatman’s broken body.

The ground is damp and loamy from recent rains. Oksoon stoops as she walks, pushing aside the brush to search for edible plants. She finds a few stalks of bracken fern that have been overlooked. A treasure. Maybe they’ll sweeten Old Cook’s mood. The lower branches of the trees have been sheared off for firewood. Beneath a stripped tree trunk, she spots a spray of pale yellow circles growing pertly on an old log. She bends down and lifts a mushroom, smelling it and checking the gills. They’re small, but the log is spotted with them. First the fern, and now this. Yesterday she searched for hours but found little more than a handful of woody dandelion stems. She twists off the mushrooms and puts them in her bag.

By some miracle, they’ve found Junho oppa. Perhaps it’s a sign of good things to come. If they’ve been reunited with him, against all odds, is it too much to ask to find her father and Byungho oppa also? Is it greediness to ask for that, too? She will be greedy, she thinks, gritting her teeth. She will be good in every other way, will pay any price, if her family is reunited again.

Oksoon thinks of Junho’s pale, surprised face at the gate and almost smiles. They were the last thing he expected to see, that’s for sure. It had been pure instinct to tackle him. The sight of him standing there, looking so whole, a little thinner, but so complete, was overwhelming. That life you knew before wasn’t a dream, his presence seemed to say. We harvested chestnuts and talked about books. We laughed at Changho’s antics. We used to live the most ordinary of lives. It was real.

Years ago, in an unguarded moment, Oksoon had blurted out her plan to finish high school.

“Father will think it’s a waste of money,” she said, flushing.

Junho listened with a serious expression. “Maybe I could speak with Samchon,” he said.

“Would you?” Hope buoyed her. “He’d listen to you.”

“I’m not sure about that,” he said. “But times are changing. Everyone in America goes all the way through high school, even the girls. They even go to university.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a special place where you can study and read for hours,” he said with a sigh. “There are enormous rooms filled with books. They’re called ‘libraries,’ and the books sit on shelves and go from the floor on up.”

“How high?” Oksoon asked, pointing. “As high as that chestnut?”

“Higher,” Junho said. “The books reach up to the clouds.”

This might be why she hasn’t told Junho oppa—or anyone—what happened to them in Seoul. She hopes she won’t have to. She craves a silence that will cocoon them. Besides, as happy as he was to see them, she knows that Junho has worries of his own. He broods behind his round glasses, scuffing around with hunched shoulders and furtive glances. No need to add to whatever burden he’s carrying.

Oksoon sits down on a stone. Her shoes are damp, and wet cold comes through her skirt. Since the attack, she hasn’t slept for more than a few hours at a time. She has fiendish nightmares: clusters of rats gnawing on Boatman, Hongsunim chasing after them with a giant sword, or—most painful of all—she dreams that all is well. In those dreams, they are at the Soup House. Everyone is together, even her father and Byungho oppa. Dolly sings and Boatman tells jokes. Her mother’s laughter is unabashed and full-throated. To make matters worse, Oksoon has lost count of the days. This is her secret grief, something that shouldn’t matter but does terribly. She doesn’t have her notebook anymore. That notebook, lost when they fled Seoul, had been a talisman to the hope of finding her father and brother. Oksoon bends over and presses her head to her knees. Then she hears the crunch of footsteps.

This time, it is not her imagination. Someone stomps through the woods toward her, moving with slow steps and—from the sound of snapping twigs—not caring much about being heard. She thinks of Hongsunim and the hate in his dark eyes, and suddenly this remote place, this hideaway in the mountains, doesn’t seem far from Seoul at all. She quietly picks up a small rock, heart pounding. She must strike first and hard. Aim for the head.

A small man emerges from the bushes wearing a woven straw hat that shields his face. Oksoon hears him panting and sees immediately that it isn’t Hongsunim, but she reacts without thinking, launching herself forward. The man looks up, and Oksoon catches the startled expression on the director’s face. Oksoon half falls, half rolls on top of her, then scrambles up in horror, trying to help the director to her feet. The director pushes her away, then stands up slowly, dusting herself off.

Oksoon bows her head, mumbling frantic apologies as the director wipes her face with a folded handkerchief.

Oksoon holds up her bag. “I’m bringing some things in for Old Cook,” she says lamely. She backs away and bows deeply again, giving the director room to pass.

“You’re Junho’s cousin,” she says.

Oksoon knows the director moves in the mysterious spaces of the orphanage’s inner rooms. The few times she’s seen her, the director was dressed in a pristine gray hanbok with perfectly arranged hair. Now she’s wearing a man’s work shirt, heavy trousers, and boots. Oksoon believed the woods to be safe enough, but is it like Seoul? Who is prowling around in these woods such that the director has to disguise herself?

The director sits on an old log near Oksoon and surprises her by taking out a cigarette from a half-bent carton in her pants pocket. She lights it, and the smell of the tobacco reminds Oksoon of the Soup House.

“Are you appalled?” the director asks. When Oksoon doesn’t reply, she continues, “From the looks of you, I’d say it would take more than a lady smoking to scare you. You’ve seen a thing or two, haven’t you?” She blows out a long, thin stream of white smoke. She tilts her head and motions for Oksoon to sit next to her.

“Don’t worry,” the director says. “I won’t hurt you. Despite what you must think, I’m not an unfeeling person.”

Oksoon gingerly sits down, feeling the strangeness of their meeting. “Why are you dressed as a man?” she asks, not daring to meet her gaze.

“I have always liked to walk in these hills,” the director says. “There is a wonderful view from up there.” She points up. “Even better than this one. In clear weather, you can nearly see the ocean. It was forbidden, of course, for a young girl to walk alone through these hills. They made a fuss and forbade me. At first, I yelled back but soon learned that was no good. So I acquiesced, except that when they thought I was resting, I changed and sneaked out. Old Cook caught me once, but I made her promise not to tell. I’ve kept up the habit ever since.”

“This was your house?” Oksoon asks.

“The estate belongs to my brother,” the director says. “Miss Kim’s father. He built it because he wanted a salve for his soul. He isn’t a very good man.”

“Is he very bad?” she asks, her mind still on Hongsunim.

The director turns to take in the view. Down the hillside past the garden, the rice fields rise and fall like deep breaths, adding their sharp gold-tinged green to the darker green of the woods. “I don’t know,” she says at last.

“I used to dress like a boy,” Oksoon blurts out. “In Seoul.” She feels self-conscious but presses on. “It was the only way to look for my father and eldest brother.”

“Of course,” the director says, still looking out. “A girl can’t go unaccompanied around Seoul. Dressing like a boy would be the way to do it.”

“My mother thought it was too dangerous,” Oksoon says.

The director nods. “But you felt you needed to. I understand perfectly. Sometimes there’s an impulse—a sense of mission, shall I say?—it calls to us and won’t be denied. This orphanage is such a place for me.”

Oksoon hasn’t expected sympathy from the director. “Some very bad things happened to us in Seoul,” she says.

And then she is telling the director nearly everything—about searching through the alleyways of Seoul for her father and eldest brother, making and posting the signs, and how hard she looked down every street. About forming a bond with Boatman and Dolly that made them feel like family. She talks to her about the Soup House, discovering her brother’s baduk playing, and their subsequent troubles with Hongsunim. Oksoon stops short of telling her what happened to her mother or to Boatman or Changho’s mistakes. Or how she led Hongsunim to them. She’s been thinking of nothing else, but she can’t say the words. The director listens intently.

“You’re a very determined girl,” she says.

Oksoon shakes her head. She didn’t mean to give the impression she was brave. A breeze blows across them, and the leaves of the aspens dance.

“It’s too pretty,” Oksoon says.

The director seems to understand this, too. “Sometimes the beautiful days are the hardest to bear,” she says. “A day like this. The sun shining. A little kindness.”

The director, sitting here in the woods in her workman’s clothes, feels like a friend. She is not as she first appeared.

“You’ll let us stay, won’t you?” Oksoon asks. “We don’t need much. We can be strong and useful.”

The director smiles as though remembering something. “Usefulness runs in your family.”

“And my mother is a wonderful cook.”

“Does she know how to make food from air? That’s the kind of talent we need.” The director stands and tears a branch off a small tree and waves it. “I have given everything to make this place the haven I’d planned for.” She throws the branch to the ground. “Ruin is easy. It’s the building that’s difficult. I’m heading to Busan to continue a certain kind of negotiations. I’ll also try to make something with the photograph that man took,” the director says. She brushes the dirt from her pants. “Pray that I will succeed. If I do, of course you may stay. If not—”

Oksoon leaps up. “I told you the whole story of our lives. Did it mean anything to you?”

“It isn’t just you, selfish girl,” the director says. “If I don’t succeed, we are all lost. Besides, you have a mother and brother with you. You’ve found your cousin. Do you understand how rich you are? Don’t be greedy.”

Oksoon watches as the director makes her way down the hill. The little straw hat bobs up and down. She’s told the director so much—too much. She did it to win the director’s sympathy, but it didn’t work.

“I will be greedy,” Oksoon yells. “I will!” The director must have heard her, and Oksoon half expects her to return to reprimand her, but all Oksoon hears is silence.






TWENTY-SIX

Heaven, fire, water, earth. Junho feels the elements shifting, the ground tilting beneath his feet. A miracle. He didn’t think he believed in such things, yet how else can he account for the unexpected appearance of his aunt and cousins? He glances up at the sky as though newly aware of some omniscient gaze. They dropped into his life like something from a folktale. Did you do this, he mutters a half-prayer. Was this you?

In one sense, his aunt and cousins are like everyone else: hungry, poor, battered. But in other ways, they are as different from the others as a bird is from a fish. He sees how intently the orphans watch them as they do their chores and show their humble gratitude by receiving their bowls of porridge with two hands. The orphans are especially drawn to his aunt. Even stranger, she seems drawn to them as well. Some invisible bond of kinship has sprung up between his weh soong mo and the orphans, these scrawny and rootless children who have nothing to offer except their persistent need.

The arrival of his family is a wonder. Yet the weight of expectation troubles him like a toothache. Until they are reunited with his uncle and Byungho, he’s the head of the family. He looks across the yard and sees Oksoon huddled on the bench with Hayan. The two have become fast friends, and Oksoon has taken it upon herself to teach the older girl to read. As he approaches, he sees they’re giggling over a slate, their heads bent. Half the wash drips limply on the clothesline. Across the courtyard, Bumsoo and Kwondo sit on the landing, bowed over something Junho can’t see.

“What are you girls up to?” he asks.

Hayan jumps up, flustered. “You shouldn’t sneak up like that,” she says, brushing invisible crumbs from the front of her skirt. “We’re not doing anything.” She abandons the laundry and hurries into the kitchen.

“You don’t have to leave,” Oksoon protests. She turns to Junho and smiles. “You brute. You scared her away.”

“What were you writing?”

“None of your business,” she says, pressing the slate to her chest. Then she breaks out into giggles.

“What are you up to?” Junho demands, not liking the sense that they’re playing some joke at his expense.

Oksoon hurriedly wipes the slate with the back of her sleeve. “Nothing, really,” she says. “Though you should know Hayan unni thinks very highly of you.” She bursts into giggles again.

It’s good to see her laugh. When he’d last seen his cousin, Oksoon seemed on the cusp of becoming a woman, with soft, wide cheeks and a body that rounded out in ways that embarrassed him. All softness is gone now. She’s flat-chested and bony. Her cheekbones jut out and make her eyes look enormous. When she laughs, he sees only a bit of the girl he knew in Pyongyang.

“Hayan told me you write letters to America,” she says. “Is it hard, writing in English?”

Junho clears his throat. “It’s not easy,” he says. “But hours of studying paid off. You should keep that in mind. Apply yourself because you never know when you’ll need it.” He’s trying to speak as her elder, lecturing and giving advice. He sounds pedantic, even to himself. It doesn’t suit him, and they both know it.

Oksoon grins. “You think you’re pretty smart, eh? Well, English isn’t so hard. Get out of here, buster!”

Junho is so surprised that he snorts. “Where did you learn that?”

“I don’t have all the days,” Oksoon declares, lifting her chin. “Have a good monkeying around.”

They laugh together, and a wave of emotion catches him off guard. The affection he feels is so familiar—homesickness surges through him. It wasn’t so long ago that he sat on his uncle’s porch, shelling roasted peanuts and listening to his cousins bicker over some petty thing. He brought those peanuts home to his mother. He recalls her opening the bag, inhaling the toasty smell, and smiling. “It was good of your aunt to send this,” she’d said.

“How’s your mother faring?” he asks. Oksoon’s smile fades.

“Changho oppa and I can take care of ourselves,” she says. “But whatever happens, you have to help us take care of Omma.” She grabs his hand, startling him. “What about you? Any news of gomo?”

Junho shakes his head. “I wish I did,” he says. “What I wouldn’t give to have my mother with me as you have yours.”

Some of the older boys saunter across the yard, kicking a paper ball wound tight with string. They pass the makeshift ball back and forth, cheering each other on. Changho follows them at a short distance, hands shoved into his pockets. His hair has grown out unevenly, and he walks about with a perpetual scowl on his face.

“Junho hyeong!” Kwondo and Bumsoo call out to them.

Junho walks over, and Oksoon comes along. He sees that the two boys have set up a game of baduk. Bumsoo scratches at a scab on his elbow. Kwondo runs his dirty hand along the edge of the polished game board.

“Hey, what are you up to?” Junho says. “If you’re caught, you’ll be in big trouble.”

“The director gave us her permission,” Kwondo says, emphasizing the word “permission.” He sits up a little straighter. “It belongs to this house, but she told us we could play with it.” He looks up at Junho. “I’ve been trying to teach Bumsoo, but he’s too much of a dunce.” The younger boy just shrugs. Kwondo looks up. “Who wants to play?”

“Not me,” Junho says, rubbing his head. He barely remembers the rules. “But, hey!” He brightens with the idea. “Oksoon can play! Changho, too!”

“Me?” Oksoon steps back. “Why me?”

“Of course you!” Junho says. “You were rabid for it. Had an almost unnatural fondness for it, as I recall.” He’s trying to tease her, but the joke falls flat. She glances at the intricately carved wooden bowls holding the baduk stones. “It’s all right,” he assures her. “The director gave her permission. Just be careful with it.”

Oksoon gives Changho a panicked look, as if she’s been caught doing something forbidden. Had someone finally put their foot down about Oksoon playing baduk?

Across the yard, Hayan has gone back to the wash. She grabs a pair of muddy pants, beats them against the side of the washtub, and sends quick, frequent glances in their direction.

“If you won’t play, then Changho,” Junho says. He points to Kwondo and Bumsoo. “They’re just beginners.”

“Don’t ask him!” Oksoon throws herself between her brother and the baduk board.

The front door slides open, and Miss Kim steps out. Since the day with the photographer, she’s quietly rejoined orphanage life. Junho tries to catch her eye, but she seems preoccupied as she walks past carrying a tray of dirty dishes. They watch her as she disappears into the kitchen. Hayan plunges the pants she’s been scrubbing back into the water, lifts them out to let the water shear off, then twists them in her strong brown hands.

“I taught Oksoon how to play,” Changho says. “But that was a long time ago.”

Oksoon shakes her head, as if she can’t bear hearing her brother’s words. She abruptly turns and runs. Hayan drops the wash into the bucket to go after her. Junho thinks Changho might follow, but he doesn’t.

“What’s this?” Junho asks. “All because of baduk?”

Changho ignores him and slowly sits down across from Kwondo.

“What kind of handicap should I give you?” Changho asks.

“What makes you think I need a handicap?” Kwondo is offended by the suggestion. “Do you think you’re better than me, just because you came from Seoul?”

“Suit yourself,” Changho says.

Junho’s still waiting for Miss Kim, who hasn’t emerged from the kitchen. She obviously has something on her mind—he hopes it’s him.

Kwondo plays his first stone, and Changho answers with a sharp click. As soon as Kwondo places his black stone, Changho is ready with his white. Kwondo scrunches his face in concentration. Junho can see he’s outmatched and wants to tell Changho to take it easy on him. It’s just a friendly game, after all. Kwondo takes longer and longer to play his stones, while Changho moves faster and faster.

“You’re leaving crucial groups unattended,” Changho says. “You should take care.”

Kwondo throws up his hands. “I give up. You’re destroying me, Hyeong.”

“You should say, ‘I resign,’ ” Changho says. He points to a section of the board. “If you had connected here, you could have made an eye—”

“Can you teach me how to play bangneki?” Kwondo asks suddenly. “I heard you were quite the gambler in Seoul.”

Where does Kwondo get such stories? Junho is about to scold him, but one look at Changho tells him it’s true.

“Is that what you were doing?” Junho asks. He knows Changho has a temper, and wonders if he’ll storm off as Oksoon just did. Instead, he seems to be mulling something over.

After a long silence, Changho begins carefully sorting the black and white stones into their respective bowls. “There’s more to baduk than winning a few coins in bangneki,” Changho says. “Look, I’ll teach you.”

Miss Kim comes out of the kitchen. They fall silent and watch her go back into the house. Junho leaves the boys, all of whom are listening intently to Changho, and follows her inside.

He finds Miss Kim in the letter-writing room. She’s standing next to the window, looking out at the bare branches of the apricot tree, and he is again struck by her elegance, especially with her hair pulled up like her aunt’s. He feels suspended, as though a portal has opened through time and that it’s not Miss Kim he sees but a younger version of the director, her face unlined, and her heart set in determination for what is before her.

The starched skirt rustles.

“I’ve been meaning to ask about your well-being,” he says, using honorifics. Despite all that’s happened, he can’t quite bring himself to lower his speech, to use the language of familiarity and intimacy.

“Your family is here,” she says. “How extraordinary.”

Junho crosses the room to run his fingers along the painted wallpaper. “My uncle’s family has always been deeply kind to me. I used to visit them in Pyongyang every summer. I am an only child, so it felt wonderful to be embraced by them. My cousin Oksoon, especially, was so smart and lively.” He thinks back, remembering. “They seem very different now.”

“This war is changing all of us,” Miss Kim says.

Junho nods but wants to steer the conversation away from his family. “I’ve been studying the book of poetry you gave me,” he says. “There’s a line that’s been perplexing me.” Junho knocks against the desk in his hurry to reach for the book, which sits on the bookshelf. He flips it open to where he’s bookmarked it and holds it out in front of him.

“We’ve spent a good deal of time talking about books,” she says. “But I’m wondering if the time for poetry is over.”

“What do you mean?”

“ ‘When I was a child, I thought like a child,’ ” she says. “ ‘Now that I’m grown, I put away childish things.’ ”

“Is that from the Bible?” he asks.

“It’s something the director told me.” She turns back to the window. “Before she left, she sat me down and told me I may have a hand in saving the orphanage.”

“In what way?”

Miss Kim frowns. “I don’t know. But I hope to make myself of use to this place. I plan to earn my keep and make a home for the two of us.” It takes Junho a moment to realize she’s talking about the baby, not him.

“But…” He hardly knows how to say this. “What of our plans?”

She flushes deeply. “Junho-yah, this isn’t a time for one of your stories. Thank you for trying to ease my burden.”

“I meant every word.” He strides across the small room and takes her clammy hands in his, finding even the shadows under her puffy eyes strangely beautiful.

“I want to bear my own responsibilities,” she says, looking up at him.

“You don’t belong in a place like this,” he says.

She pulls her hands away. “Maybe I just didn’t appreciate what I had.”

“Scrubbing, cooking, cleaning—you’re not suited for this type of work,” he says. “You said so yourself.” She gives him a sharp look. “I’m not making up stories. I can get us to America if you would just give me a chance. Our life here is so precarious,” Junho continues. “Soon the food will run out. We lost Lucky, and we’ll lose many more, and the ones we don’t lose will be scattered. I’m thinking of you and of the baby. If that happens, how will you survive?”

“Perhaps Captain Chung is correct,” she says. “I’ve heard him suggest we should move closer to Jinju.”

“The director would rather see this place destroyed than give it up,” Junho says. “We both know that.”

‘ “Knowledge comes in three parts,’ ” she begins, invoking the Confucian quote she’d cited before.

“I think we’ve learned plenty of lessons from suffering, don’t you?” he asks. He’s suddenly impatient with her. “You don’t belong here, and in truth, I don’t either. You speak excellent English. My language is improving daily. Why not make a fresh start?”

“What about your family?” She asks the question he should have anticipated. It stops him cold. He feels a surge of guilt but pushes it away. “I’ve given that some thought. The best way to help them is for me to get to safety. Then I can find a way to help them, too.”

She meets his gaze at last. “You’re serious about this.”

“I’ve never meant anything more in my life,” he says.

“But how?” she exclaims. “How will we escape? Have you hidden treasure to take us there? Magical birds that will carry us?”

“We don’t need treasure,” he says. This is the thing he has come to see so clearly, a point of pain that could be used to their advantage. He knows it will hurt, but he says it anyway. “It would be a relief for her to see you go. She’ll help us.”

At this, Miss Kim sways away from him. He reaches out to steady her, but she brushes him away. He takes a deep breath and steps forward to take her hand again. She doesn’t resist. The heat of her hand radiates up his arm and into his body. He’s close enough to see the hair follicles in her severe new hairstyle.

He knows what he has to offer is a tiny branch compared to the oak of the director’s will and wisdom. Can Miss Kim trust his word instead of following the director’s advice?

“Do you trust me?” Junho asks.

“I do.”





TWENTY-SEVEN

Oksoon carefully pours the boiling water into the bowl, taking care not to splash. As heat warms metal, Hayan arranges the other items: seasoned bellflower root foraged from the woods, a piece of salted fish, and hot rice.

“Out of my way.” Old Cook cradles a brown dish in her gnarled hands. Oksoon and Hayan step back to make room, holding their breath. They peer down at the carefully arranged dishes of food. In the brown bowl, a half peach floats in a small pool of sugary syrup. Hunger makes it seem as if it’s shimmering. Her mother stands in the corner, wiping and stacking metal dishes.

“Get ready,” Old Cook says. She dumps the hot water out of the bowl and fills it with murky, delicious broth. “Hurry,” she says, “before it cools.”

Curious about the mysterious Miss Kim and her baby, Oksoon has convinced Hayan to trade her a day’s porridge for a turn at bringing Miss Kim her midday meal. A ruined woman with a bastard baby, yet Miss Kim is treated like royalty. Is this just because she’s the director’s niece? She mostly stays in her room, and the best bits of the remaining food are saved for her. Not only that, something is going on between her and Junho oppa. He’s distracted and mopey, coming to life only when she comes out of her room and loping after her like a stray dog. Could Junho oppa be the baby’s father? Oksoon wonders, though she dare not ask.

Hayan gives the metal spoon a final polish before adding it to the tray. The children sit listlessly on the front steps, but when they see Oksoon, they rise as one. She keeps her eyes on the tray and the path ahead of her. The children lean toward her, and she feels their avid interest, their hunger. “Stay back,” she warns.

“We only want to see,” they say. They gather nearer, a hush falling over them.

One of them might make a dash for it, she fears, maddened by the smell of tangy garlic. And who would blame them? A lunge, a scramble, the soup spilled and spoiled. Given their circumstances and how hungry Oksoon knows they are, she marvels at their self-control.

Oksoon moves past them and composes her face into what she hopes is an agreeable expression. She taps Miss Kim’s door with her foot. It slides open, and she steps across the threshold. A quilt blocks the window, but the light from the open door reveals a simple room: a suitcase next to a dresser in the corner, a woven mat with a little table, and a pile of rumpled bedding. The room carries the pungent smell of breast milk and unwashed blankets. Oksoon sets the tray down and hurriedly closes the door to hold in the room’s heat.

“Here is your midday meal,” she says.

Miss Kim is still in her nightclothes. The hanbok she wore the previous day hangs from a hook next to the dresser. Oksoon kneels and transfers the dishes from the tray to the table. “The soup is nice and hot,” she says. “Old Cook made sure of that. And look. A peach!”

Miss Kim leans forward to examine the tray of food. Her black hair is shiny and dotted with white flecks of dandruff. She picks up her spoon and begins to eat enthusiastically, slurping loudly, and Oksoon’s mouth fills with saliva. Oksoon moves about the narrow room, tidying and clearing the breakfast dishes, which have been licked clean and set on the floor. She glances at the baby sleeping among the rumpled quilts, a moon-faced creature with pink cheeks and a head of dark, fuzzy hair. A fat fist pops out, and he begins to squirm. His mouth turns down in an exaggerated frown, and his face turns bright red.

“Let me,” Oksoon says as the baby starts to cry. She hurries to pick him up, and his dense little body sets her off-balance. She wobbles. Miss Kim pauses mid-bite, the metal spoon in front of her open mouth. The baby stops crying long enough to glance at Oksoon. Apparently not liking what he sees, he cries louder.

“Now, now,” Oksoon says, shifting the baby to her shoulder and straightening to gently bounce him up and down. To her relief, he quiets. “What a head of hair,” she says. “And such an intelligent face!”

“Do you think so?” Miss Kim is clearly pleased. “I know I carry a mother’s bias, but when he looks at me with those bright eyes, I do think he might be the smartest boy in the world.” To Oksoon’s surprise, Miss Kim looks abashed.

“Every mother feels that way,” Oksoon says. “But I’ve helped my mother care for lots of babies in our neighborhood, and your son is genuinely good-looking.”

“You’re Junho’s cousin,” Miss Kim says.

“And the director is your aunt.”

“You must wonder how we might come from the same stock,” Miss Kim says. “She’s so giving, so strong. She insists I must keep eating, even though I know children are going hungry. I feel terrible about it, but she says it’s for the sake of the baby. And look what she’s made of this place. She’s transformed it. To take in the children and to provide shelter for even someone like me. It’s remarkable.”

Miss Kim isn’t what Oksoon expected at all. She’s quite friendly, not spoiled and haughty as Hayan made her out to be.

“Does your baby have a name yet?”

Miss Kim frowns. “My aunt says it’s premature. We must wait to make sure he’ll live, but look at this boy. He’s so robust. We’ll name him any day now, I’m sure of it.” She tips the last of the soup into her mouth, exposing her long, pale throat. The peach she slices with her spoon, scoops it up, and holds it out. For a moment, Oksoon thinks she is offering to share. But in the blink of an eye, Miss Kim plops the sweet fruit into her mouth. Two bites and the peach is gone.

“Junho mentioned you,” Miss Kim says. “He says you’re very smart.”

Not for the first time, Oksoon wonders what’s going on between Miss Kim and Junho. She waits to see if Miss Kim will say more. Instead, she begins asking Oksoon about her family and their journey. The baby falls back asleep, but it feels good to hold him. Oksoon stands, bouncing from foot to foot.

“Where have you come from?” Miss Kim asks.

Oksoon almost tells her the same things she told the director about her search for her father and Byungho oppa, the Soup House, and their troubles with Hongsunim. Miss Kim looks up at her wide-eyed, and by a quiet intuition, Oksoon understands she doesn’t want to hear about their troubles. So, she describes the light on Taedong River as the sun crests over the eastern hills. She tells her about the cosmos blooming along the side of the road, gorgeous pink and white blossoms waving on fronds of feathery green. And though it hurts to do so, she recounts what it felt like to hear Dolly sing and how her songs could make you feel sad and grateful at the same time.

When Oksoon finishes, Miss Kim blinks back tears. “Your cousin Junho has a poetic soul,” she says. “I see he’s not the only one.”

The next day and the next, Miss Kim asks Oksoon to bring her meals, both the morning and afternoon trays. When Oksoon does, Miss Kim asks her for another story. Oksoon tells her about watching farmers stack sheaves during harvest and how there would be so much chaff in the air that the setting sun would turn the sky blood red. She lifts her arm past her head to show how tall the mountain of cabbage was when the women of the neighborhood gathered to put up kimchi for the winter. Sometimes she even tells her stories from history, about Admiral Yi Sunshin and his famous armored “turtle” boats, or about Yu Gwan Sun, that revered freedom fighter who resisted Japanese occupation. Miss Kim has surely heard these stories before. She is far better educated than Oksoon. Yet she listens to every word, rapt. She laughs at the funny stories and gasps at tales of danger. Oksoon sees why Junho is so enamored of her. All the while, Oksoon takes care of the baby. She changes him, takes out his soiled diapers, and feeds him rice gruel and American powdered milk.



Hayan confronts her. “I traded with you for one day, not a lifetime.”

“She keeps asking for me,” Oksoon says. “What can I do?” She shrugs helplessly. She does feel a little sorry for Hayan, but the truth is, she likes spending time with Miss Kim and even more so with the baby. The weight of him, the feel of his fuzzy head under her chin, soothes her in ways she can’t quite name. He’s recently started to laugh. On milder days, Oksoon wraps the baby onto her back as she goes about her other chores. Hayan scowls and asks for a turn, but Oksoon makes excuses and even walks the other way when she sees her coming. Caring for the baby feels as natural as if he were her little brother or baby cousin. For the first time since the happiest days of the Soup House, she feels connected to something genuine and good.

Hayan glares at her when she goes in and out of Miss Kim’s room or when she’s called in to confer about the baby. She pinches Oksoon when no one is looking until her upper arm is mottled with bruises. Knowing she’s taken something important away, Oksoon doesn’t fight back. When she’s with the baby, she feels a warmth she’d trade for a thousand pinches.

“It’s jeong,” Old Cook says. “That deep affection—it can come upon you when you least expect it.”

Oksoon thinks her mother might agree. She brings the baby around the kitchen and tells her stories about his latest antics and the funny expressions he makes. Her mother listens and sometimes even smiles, and when she does, Oksoon’s heart lights up with happiness. Her mother is getting stronger. Oksoon sees that. And she’s found some strange solace in the orphans.

One day, she and Changho find her on the bench near the cisterns, letting little ones crawl in her lap. She’s telling them the old folktale about the heavenly maiden who finds her old clothes, leaves her woodcutter husband, and flies back to heaven. There are several versions of this story, Oksoon knows. Most times, the children in the story are left behind, but not in her mother’s telling.

“She flew with them?” one of the little ones asks.

“Yes, with one under each arm,” her mother says.

“And she had one boy and one girl.”

Her mother nods. “Yes, a boy and a girl.”

There are other parts of that story about what happens to the woodcutter when he tries to retrieve his fleeing wife. But the orphans have little interest in that. They want to hear about the children and how their mother never left them.

“They lived with her forever, and had lots of delicious things to eat and games to play.” The children sigh.

Changho and Oksoon watch them from the periphery.

“Does she seem better?” Oksoon asks. Worrying about their mother is something they can still speak of.

“Because she lets those mangy kids smother her?” Changho asks. “I suppose so.”

They still haven’t spoken of what happened in Seoul. Oksoon’s not sure they ever will, though the pain of it sits in her throat like a piece of broken glass. She can’t shake the feeling that she should know the answer to what went so terribly wrong, that she should know the precise moment when they went right when they should have gone left.

Changho stands next to her, but it’s as though she sees him from a great distance. She tries to imagine what might be coiled inside him. Maybe it’s rage. Maybe he hates her. It could be both. He hardly speaks to her, which both hurts and is a relief.

They hear a whoop as a few boys run into the yard and form a circle to play a game of jegi chagi. They’re laughing, despite the hunger they all feel, flailing their arms and kicking this way and that, trying to keep the folded cardboard square up in the air. Kwondo and Bumsoo are playing, as is the one nicknamed Rat. Oksoon doesn’t know the others by name, but they all look happy in this moment, extravagantly spending what little energy they have, utterly engrossed in playing a simple game.

A wave of nostalgia sweeps over her. She remembers that feeling of delight, focusing on an amusement that could take one’s mind, just for a moment, off the terrible things unfolding. Escape. That came at the cost of vigilance. In their home in Pyongyang, Changho had been her teacher, and she had the luxury of worrying about when she’d be strong enough to play him without a handicap. She thinks of the last game they played there, the day before they fled their home. He had upended the board, in another one of his bad moods. The pieces were scattered across their smooth ondol floor. Her knees had hurt as she swept the baduk stones back into her hand, looking under the bedding and behind the chest, tidying up as a little sister should. Those were brief, sweet moments when they were allowed to let down their guard. Now she couldn’t give herself over to a game, even if she wanted to.

“What a bunch of numbskulls,” Changho says, scowling at the boys.

“Please try to fit in,” she says.

“To what end?” Changho says. “Aren’t we running out of food anyway? And then we’ll be back on the street.”

“For Omma,” Oksoon says. “She seems—” Oksoon almost says “at home,” but instead just says, “better.”

“You’re not the only one who cares about her, you know,” Changho says.

“I never said I was,” Oksoon says. “Stop whining.”

“I thought at least you’d be on my side,” Changho says quietly.

“Why is it always sides with you?” she demands. “Oppa, when have I ever sided against you? Even now after—after—” Oksoon’s chest heaves, and she has to stare at the ground to keep from bursting into tears.

“Say it,” Changho says.

Oksoon shakes her head, refusing to look up.

Changho grabs her upper arm, but she yanks herself away.

“No,” she says. Her head spins and she feels like a little kid again. She can only manage simple, childish sentences. “Don’t hit me,” she says. “I don’t like it.”

Her brother’s face contorts in pain. She used to be able to read him so well, to anticipate his frustrations and mollify his injured feelings. Now she has no idea what he wants from her. And even if she knew, she doesn’t know if she has it in her to give it to him.

Someone rings the bell at the gate. “The director!” Hayan runs into the yard, shooting Oksoon a quizzical glance when she sees how pained Changho looks. “She’s back!” The children gather together.

The bell jangles again, and Hayan hurries to answer.

“I only wanted to help,” Changho whispers, refusing to look at her and instead fixing his gaze on Hayan. He doesn’t hate her, Oksoon realizes. Or, even if he does, he’s hoping she’ll make him feel better. She feels him asking—demanding—for her to agree with him, to soothe him, to reassure.

She’s saved from having to reply by the director charging through the gate, her face damp with sweat. She smiles broadly, showing her teeth. “I could have waited, but I wanted to bring the good news as quickly as possible,” she says. She is out of breath, flushed, and exuberant. Her hair is coming undone, but she doesn’t care. “I tell you, I veritably flew up the mountain. I’ve never felt so light-footed. The truck will arrive tomorrow, the next day at the latest. There will be food again and enough for the rest of the winter.”

Her eyes shine. “We are saved.”





TWENTY-EIGHT

The smell of burning oil from the truck stinks up the yard, but no one cares. The children run out, falling over themselves to cheer for Captain Chung, receiving him like a god. He wears his best uniform for the occasion, and Junho sees his freshly cut hair and new boots. Each button on his coat is burnished. Junho assumes it’s for the sake of impressing the director. This time, though, the captain has been avoiding meeting the director’s gaze. He stands at a remove, feet planted and hands behind his back.

“You arrived earlier than expected.” The director comes forward smiling and bows deeply.

“I wanted to come while the weather held,” Captain Chung says.

“It’s perfect.” The director glows. “You’ve set everything right.”

“As you say,” he says, surprising Junho with his curt tone. He’s never heard him be anything other than solicitous and affectionate toward his friend.

“It’s for all our good, not just this time,” the director says, “but for all the months to come. We thank you, Captain.” She bows again, and the children do the same.

“You needn’t praise me.”

“But I must. You’ve done so much for us.”

“Not as much as I would have liked.” He scans the adoring crowd around him and then finally locks eyes with the director. She nods, signaling some private understanding.

There’s something the director is keeping from him, Junho senses, but that detail seems to pale in light of their—and his—good fortune. The director’s wealthy brother has finally relented and agreed to supply the orphanage. Junho doesn’t know what made him change his mind, and he doesn’t care. The children will have what they need. Furthermore, his aunt and cousins will be sheltered and provided for without depending on him. He feels like he could fly.

This good fortune may mean it’s time to broach the subject of marrying Miss Kim. The director is the closest thing to a parent they have, and they need her blessing. He tries to quiet his nerves by reminding himself of the soundness of his idea. Miss Kim and the baby will have a husband and a father. They can move far away, taking the stink of scandal with them.

He watches the director, telling himself he is waiting for the perfect moment before speaking to her. She had been preoccupied with preparing for the captain’s visit. She’d bustled about, ordering floors to be polished and rooms to be aired out. She’d spent one long afternoon sequestered with Miss Kim.

Junho reminds himself he’s no longer the ignorant and fearful boy who arrived the year before. He’s a man who has helped shine light on the work of the orphanage. The director sits alone at the pavilion, serenely gazing out across the estate. He approaches, determined to speak his mind. The setting sun spreads its warm orange light across the scene and brightens her face. She gives him a big smile when their eyes meet. He’s never seen her look so happy.

“I used to wonder if there really was a God,” she says. “This war, the children—it isn’t the suffering that made me doubt his existence. I could accept that. But when you have given your life to serving our heavenly father—when you work day and night and pray without ceasing—when you do all that’s asked of you and more and still feel thwarted…” She trails off. “Now I know my prayers have been heard. Deliverance has come. All that was required was a willingness to sacrifice petty desires for the greater good.”

I want to marry your niece. The words swell in his mind like a bubble ready to burst. Just say it, he tells himself.

“I want—” he begins.

The director holds up her hand. “I know what you want,” she says.

Junho’s heart pounds. “How could you know—?”

“We’ll discuss this soon enough. For now—give me this moment of peace.” A breeze stirs, and the director closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. “I don’t think I’ve ever loved any autumn as much as I love this one,” she says. “I know it’s silly of me to be so sentimental, but that is the truth, Junho-yah. My heart is full,” she says before rising and swiftly walking away.

The truck that’s come with Captain Chung brings the largest delivery any of them have ever seen. There are sacks of barley, millet, and rice. It brings not just food, but blankets and winter coats of all sizes. The children play games, trying to peek when the director isn’t looking. They aren’t disappointed. The boys help unload yellow beans, ropes of dried fish, boxes of crackers, and even cheese, which they all refer to as the horrible thing that smells like dirty feet.

In the dining room for the evening meal, the director and Captain Chung sit side by side at the head of the table like a queen and king. They look so natural together, with such an air of quiet conspiracy between them, that Junho wonders—despite the director’s insistence that she would never marry—if the two have made a plan for their future.

Everyone is to eat together, so they sit waiting, shoulder to shoulder, feet tucked under them. To match the celebratory mood, the director orders the oil lamps to be lit so that light glows on their cheeks and on the metal tables. Junho feels the comfort of heat coming up through the polished floor. This, too, is on the director’s orders. He can’t remember the last time the ondol heater was lit, and the extravagance of it all—the warming floor, the food, the presence of the director and Captain Chung at the table with them—makes the children a little shy. As hungry as they are, they wait patiently and pass the bowls down each row, hand to hand.

The director makes a speech about God’s provision, the importance of gratitude, and never forgetting one’s humble circumstances. Junho watches her lips move and hears the sound of her words, but his mind drifts to thoughts of Miss Kim. Why isn’t she here? Finally, the director tells them to bow their heads so she can ask for a blessing for the food.

“Father in Heaven,” she starts.

Junho listens to the sound of his own breathing and the rhythm of the director’s words. She’ll start evenly, softly, and slowly build, as she always does. When her voice grows a little louder, her eyelids squeeze shut, and her prayer becomes the fiercest, they’ll know the end is near. Until then, they will keep their heads bowed and let the smell of toasted barley tingle their nostrils. From the vigor in the director’s voice, he knows she is about halfway through. She takes a deep breath—a pause before the next cascade of words—then is interrupted. It’s as though the house itself carries the sound to them, small but persistent: a baby crying.

Junho is surprised at its clarity. At first, they all listen, entranced. Even the director stops mid-sentence. It has its own rhythm. Gnah-gnah-gnah. The children look at one another, only daring to peek at the director through their peripheral vision. Her face is frozen in the mask of prayer, eyes closed, mouth half open. She reaches out and, for the briefest of moments, grabs Captain Chung’s shoulder before letting go. The gesture makes Junho sit up. He wonders if the captain’s affections have succeeded. Is the director marrying him? Is that why the trucks have returned? She continues the prayer, not shortening it, not altering it, following its course until the final amen. With a collective sigh, the children begin to eat. And just as quickly, the baby’s crying is forgotten.

“The porridge is tasty,” says Captain Chung to the director. “As usual, Old Cook has a talent for dressing things up.”

Miss Kim appears in the doorway. “I can’t get him to stop crying,” she says. “I think he hates me.” The baby’s loud cries echo from down the hall.

“I’ll help.” Oksoon hurries out. A moment later, the baby is quiet again.

Miss Kim gazes over the scene, then unceremoniously sits on the other side of the captain.

“I thought you were resting,” the director says with a placid smile. “No matter.” She gestures to Junho’s aunt. “Changho’s mother, please bring another place setting.”

Miss Kim looks around the room. “How shiny everyone looks,” she says. “You are a masterful arranger, gomo. You’ve taken care of everything.” Her tone is venomous. From where he’s sitting, Junho notices Miss Kim’s swollen eyes and realizes she’s been crying. She looks down at the bowl his aunt has set before her.

“Aren’t we all tired of this gruel?” she demands. “Where are all the wonderful things the captain brought with him?”

“We haven’t eaten properly for days,” his aunt says. “We must start slowly, or we’ll be sick.”

“Where is Old Cook?” Miss Kim ignores his aunt and addresses the director. “Why isn’t she in charge?”

“Old Cook is enjoying a well-deserved rest,” the director says. “You needn’t trouble yourself.”

“But I want to trouble myself,” Miss Kim says. She looks around at the children. “Do we have eggs? I gave them eggs.”

“They must start slowly, Miss Kim,” his aunt repeats.

“Do you dare speak so directly to me?” Miss Kim says. Her eyes fill with tears. “Do you know who I am? My father is a rich and powerful man. My comfort must be preserved at all costs.”

Something is very wrong. Miss Kim is breaking down.

“Am I to be coddled?” Miss Kim’s voice grows shriller. “Or am I to be sacrificed?”

“Stop being so dramatic,” the director says. She looks at Miss Kim with something like pity. “Each of us understands our duty. We each have a part to play in God’s plan.”

“Is it God who planned this, then?” Miss Kim’s eyes bulge. Help me, she seems to be imploring. Junho remembers how Captain Chung once carried the director home on his back after she fell and broke her arm. He thinks of Miss Kim’s desperation at the stream. He shakes as he rises from his seat. “I have something to say.” His voice cracks a little as he speaks, and his knees feel like they might give way, but he presses on. “Miss Kim and I plan to marry.” He looks at her, but she refuses to meet his gaze. The room is suddenly very quiet. He barrels along. “We ask for your blessing before we move to America.”

The director also stands. The pale hanbok rustles around her. “Sit down,” she commands.

Despite his determination, Junho sinks obediently into his seat. His ears are ringing, but he isn’t sorry. He’s jumped into the water with both feet.

“Miss Kim is going to marry Captain Chung,” the director says firmly.

The idea strikes Junho as so preposterous, a stifled laugh bursts out of him. The room grows even more still. “That can’t be,” he says, almost to himself. He wants someone to explain what’s happening, but no one will meet his gaze, except for the director. He looks into her eyes, and the pity he sees on her face brings sour bile to his throat. Miss Kim is silent now, her head bowed. All threat of rebellion, gone.

Junho thinks about the way Captain Chung looks at the director. “But he’s your friend,” Junho says, then immediately realizes how little that matters. The director has one purpose. She would rather see the orphanage burn to the ground than give it up—Junho had said so himself. And then he understands. The director has used Miss Kim and Captain Chung to save the orphanage.

Humiliation courses through him. Junho stumbles away from the table and out of the dining room, knocking into several children in his hurry to leave. He steps out onto the porch and takes in large gulps of the night air before putting on his shoes and rushing out the front gate and down the hill at a dead sprint. The ground is hard, and he can’t see a thing, but he pushes himself headlong. Tripping and falling, he hits his shin hard against a rock. Pain shoots up through his leg. Back on foot, he fights his way through branches and bramble. His lungs feel like they’ll burst out of his chest. The sound of the creek rushing means he must be close to where the hill slopes down to the water. He bends over, hands on his knees, dry-heaving, willing that all he’s ever taken in from the director’s table might be purged out of him. What if he fell down the creek or into the ravine? Wouldn’t they be sorry then, all of them, when they found his body floating downstream? Junho collapses at the very spot where he tried to save Miss Kim and draws his knees up to his chest, regretting every stupid word he has ever said to her, the way he lumbered after her, his mind filled with foolish dreams of America. Then he puts his head down on his arms and weeps.

When he finally lifts his head again, he is shivering from the cold and from something else, an awareness that spreads inside him like an ink stain. He is alone, again, as he’s been for so long now. An almost full moon rises above the tree line. Its reflection wobbles in the water below, and the shadows of bare branches fall across the ground, a nighttime lattice. It feels like something is stalking him. Holding his breath, he feels it coming closer.

Someone touches his shoulder, and he nearly wets himself. Groaning, he tries to pull away, but the grasp is firm. He struggles against it, but only halfheartedly. When he looks up, a woman stands next to him. It’s his aunt. It’s too dark to see her expression, but he senses something familiar and comforting. Her presence seems to bring the world back into focus. Above the rushing sound of water, he hears voices calling his name. They’ve all come out looking for him. She holds out a hand to him. Junho takes it and stands up. He waits for her reprimand, but she says nothing. He lets her lead him back.





TWENTY-NINE

Oksoon sweeps the landing, lost in thought. The baby is asleep, tied against her back in a snug bundle. The twig broom makes a soothing scraping sound as she brushes away dirt and leaves. It’s a lovely autumn evening, the air tinged with a cold that signals winter is near. Her nose and cheeks tingle, but the baby warms her back.

Captain Chung had hoped for a future with the director, but would marry her niece instead. They have food again. The children are safe. Her mother is safe. Oksoon marvels at how the director has brought all this to pass. Was it indeed the work of prayer? She feels bad for Junho oppa, who humiliated himself in front of everyone. She looks out over the courtyard. A breeze stirs, and a flurry of red and yellow maple leaves swirls through the air. It was on a day such as this about a year ago when she last saw her father and Byungho oppa.

Oksoon’s mind telescopes back to the evening before her father and eldest brother left for Seoul. She recalls how her mother looked standing in the front yard, washing out a kimchi jar that stood almost to her waist. It was a grand thing, glazed to match the color of ripe chestnuts. She ran her thumb along its smooth rim, then leaned her face toward the dark opening. A flick of her finger against the side—once, twice—the empty jar answered with a dull ring.

Her brothers sat on the landing, engrossed in a game of baduk. Above the wooden board, their heads and shoulders caught the amber glow of the declining afternoon. Changho oppa slapped his leg and let out a satisfied whoop as he encircled Byungho oppa’s white pieces with his black ones.

The jar would have sold for much more had it not been for the weak place where the side had buckled and folded in on itself. It was good despite the defect. It was durable and watertight, her mother said. That was all that mattered. She tossed a pail of water into the jar, then grunted as she heaved it on its side. She grabbed a rag and plunged her arm, her shoulder, then her head into the opening, scrubbing and washing. Oksoon sat just inside the doorway, mending a vest for her father. She itched to get into the baduk game and wasn’t paying enough attention to her sewing. After finishing the patch, she bit through the thread and inspected her work. She sighed as she pulled out the stitches to start again.

Her father came out of the house and sat on the landing. The smell of his pipe filled the yard. “The wind is turning,” her mother said. “Winter is coming fast.” All week, she’d been trying to talk them out of leaving. She gave the jar a final wipe, and her brothers left their game and helped her turn it upside down. The cleaning water drained and pooled around their feet.

Her father sat cross-legged and puffed on his long pipe. Oksoon sensed his irritation at what he thought of as her mother’s jansori—a woman’s weakness to nag and complain.

“It’s not yet cold,” he said. “Autumn will stay.” When he wanted his way, her father swallowed objections like so many well-boiled eggs.

“Ah!” her mother exclaimed. “If only.” But she said no more. Oksoon stayed quiet. It wasn’t her place to speak, but more than that, she trusted her father.

Now, standing on the landing, she feels the ache of regret. She should have trusted her mother. If she had begged her father not to go, screamed and cried, if she had thrown her body across the doorway, would it have made a difference? Where are they now? There are so many moments when her father and Byungho oppa feel so close to her. She thinks of the way her father’s eyes crease at the corners when he smiles and how Byungho oppa purses his lips when he notices something funny but is trying not to laugh. Even the harsher memories—her father whipping Changho oppa with a wooden switch or refusing to let Oksoon finish high school—feel precious for their sheer ordinariness. She closes her eyes and calls them back to her. They’ve been reunited with Junho. They’re safe now. More is possible. It has to be.

“Daydreaming again?” Hayan startles her out of her reverie. “Yah, look at his pudgy cheeks.” Hayan climbs up to the landing to coo at the baby. The news of Miss Kim’s imminent departure and marriage might have brought humiliation to Junho, but it has breathed new life into Hayan. She doesn’t bother to try to hide her cheerfulness, quietly humming to herself and doing her chores with a little smile on her face.

“Want me to take him for a while?” Hayan asks.

Oksoon shakes her head. “He’s asleep, isn’t he? Let’s leave him.” She adjusts the weight and reties the blanket.

This answer might have elicited a scowl or a sneaky pinch before, but Hayan seems satisfied with it. She sits on the landing, letting her legs dangle off the edge. “Ah, what a day,” she says. “What sweet weather. My unni used to say a day like this was as sweet as a piece of dried persimmon.”

Oksoon has never heard Hayan mention family before.

“You have an older sister?”

“To our family’s great shame, I have four.” Hayan shrugs. “And no brothers.”

“I have only two brothers,” she says. It hurts to refer to Byungho oppa out loud, but she feels compelled by a sense of loyalty.

She expects Hayan to ask more about them, but instead, she just says, “Do you know how I ended up here?”

Oksoon sets the broom aside. The sleeping baby on her back makes her move like an old woman. The two sit side by side, looking at the leaf-strewn ground.

“I’m the last daughter of a poor man’s family.” Hayan sighs. “Three sisters married, and one sent to work in some Japanese factory. Never heard from her again. I thought my parents would keep me around to take care of them in their old age, but they were only too glad to get rid of me. That’s how it’s always gone for me.”

“Don’t you like it here?” Oksoon asks.

“What I like or don’t like doesn’t matter,” Hayan says matter-of-factly. “Things never work out in my favor. Until now.”

Oksoon raises an eyebrow. “You could at least pretend you’re sad to see her go,” she says.

“Why should I?” Hayan retorts. “Have I ever been anything more than a servant to her?”

“But don’t you feel sorry for Junho oppa?” Oksoon asks.

“He doesn’t know what’s good for him.” Hayan lifts her chin defiantly.

“And you know what’s good for him, I suppose.” Oksoon is teasing, and Hayan doesn’t seem to mind.

“Our families are far away,” Oksoon says. An invisible weight presses against her chest. She should have known better than to reminisce about Pyongyang. Longing and loss rise up inside her. If she doesn’t watch out, she’ll start bawling. She bites the inside of her cheek to steady herself, not moving until a feeling of dull control returns.

Hayan sits up. “At least we have each other, eh?” she says, looking thoughtful. Then she adds, “Meet me at the pavilion in an hour. And don’t tell anyone. This is just between us.”



Oksoon puts the baby to bed, finishes the last of her chores, and then walks up the stone steps to the pavilion. Hayan is already there, cupping her hands around a small candle.

“What are we doing here?” Oksoon asks

“Be quiet and sit down.”

She reluctantly lowers herself onto the bench, and Hayan places a little dish of dark ink between them.

“Where did you get this?” Oksoon asks.

“So many questions,” Hayan scoffs. “I got this from the director’s desk. She’ll never miss it.” She pulls out a sewing needle, then holds it over the candle flame to sterilize it. Once the needle has cooled, she pulls out a length of white thread and carefully wraps it around the sharp end.

“Give me your arm,” says Hayan. It’s not a request.

Outside the orange glow of candlelight, the night is impenetrable. Hayan dips the needle into the ink. “We aren’t sisters by blood, but we belong to each other.” Her words sound carefully chosen. Oksoon has heard of girls giving each other friendship tattoos and has always thought of them as silly gestures, something to alleviate boredom or to be a little naughty. But this moment feels solemn. She stretches her arm toward Hayan.

“The trick is to push it just under the skin,” Hayan says. “Just deep enough, or it will wash off.”

Hayan prods the skin with her index finger. “Ready?” And before Oksoon can reply, she jabs the needle into Oksoon’s arm. It stings, but just a little. She watches the dye form a tiny dot. Tap, tap, tap. Hayan wipes the excess ink with a rag. Oksoon finds the pain in her arm oddly soothing. The weight in her chest recedes, at least a bit.

Once she’s made her first pass, Hayan examines her work. “Let’s make it a little darker,” she says, and goes over the design again. When she’s done, she holds Oksoon’s arm up to the candlelight. In the middle of a raised pink welt is an inky purple circle.

“Not half bad,” Hayan says. “Okay, your turn.”

Oksoon feels a little jittery, but she feigns nonchalance. She holds her arm up and squints. “Will this wash off?”

“Yah, is that what you think of friendship? Just something casual that you can wash off?” Hayan sticks out her arm. “Your turn.”

“Maybe you should do it yourself,” Oksoon says. “You did such a good job.”

“That’s not how this works,” says Hayan.

Oksoon picks up the needle and looks down at the brown plane of Hayan’s forearm. In the flickering light, she sees that it’s dotted with small scars and smudges from cuts and burns. She purses her lips and presses the point of the needle into the skin. It won’t go through, and she pushes a little harder. Hayan flinches. A dot of blood appears.

“I’ve done it wrong,” Oksoon says in dismay.

“No, you haven’t.” Hayan purses her lips and inspects her arm. “It’s just a little deep. Try again.” She holds her finger over the cut to stop the bleeding. “You’ll feel a gentle pop when your needle pokes through. The trick is to go right to that point but no deeper.” The worry must have shown on Oksoon’s face because Hayan laughs. “It’s just a tattoo,” she says. “You’re not midwifing a baby.”

Oksoon nods. She tries again and does better this time. The needle pokes the skin and leaves a dark dot, just as it’s supposed to. She taps again, then wipes, following Hayan’s example.

Her circle is a little lopsided compared to Hayan’s effort, and the ink along the edges looks feathery, but it’s close enough. When they are done, each girl has a dark purple ring on the inside of her forearm.

“Now you can’t take it back,” Hayan says, satisfied.

Oksoon stares at the candle. “Will they move very far away?” she asks. It’s a question that’s been worrying her since she heard the news about Miss Kim and Captain Chung.

Hayan raises an eyebrow. “Why do you care?”

“Will they hire someone to take care of the baby? She’s never cared for him alone. Who will help her? Or will she try to do it by herself?”

Hayan starts to laugh.

Oksoon is thinking about how much Miss Kim relies on her and Hayan’s help. She doesn’t cook, wash, or change diapers. “I wish I could tell whoever the new helper is the little things we know about him,” Oksoon insists. “Like how to make sure he finishes the whole bottle and how he doesn’t like to be bundled too tight.”

“Yah, how old are you?” Hayan asks.

Oksoon takes a moment to think about it. “I’m fifteen now,” she says.

“And still so naïve,” Hayan says. She grins. “Of course Miss Kim will hire servants. They’ll probably have an army’s worth. But she won’t need someone to help with the baby.”

“Why not?”

“Do you really think someone like Captain Chung would agree to marry Miss Kim if he had to take her baby? He’s supposed to be a man of God.” She grabs Oksoon’s arm and peers at her forearm in satisfaction. She keeps holding her hand and smiles. “The baby’s not going with her. He’ll stay here. We’ll get to help raise him, little sister. He’ll be ours.”






THIRTY

Word comes to Junho that the director has sent for him. A whole day and a night have passed, and he hasn’t spoken to anyone about his outburst. Everyone moves around as though nothing’s happened, but he sees the pitying glances they cast in his direction. There will be consequences. This he knows for sure.

Count your blessings, he tells himself. The orphanage has provided safe harbor; he hasn’t had to fight in the war. His lost family appeared out of nowhere and is now here with him. A calm comes over him as he makes what might be his final walk to the director’s office. He pauses in the doorway of the letter-writing room, feeling a rush of nostalgia and trying to imprint it all—the light, the fading wallpaper, the smell of cedar and dust—in his mind.

Just as when he first laid eyes on her, the director sits behind her large desk. She might have been recollecting similar things because she says, “Remember when you first walked into my study? You were filthy, but I recognized something in you that day. Your work here has confirmed my good judgment.”

It’s the kindest thing she’s ever said to him and not what he expected. He tries to receive the gracious words even as he braces himself for punishment.

“Now your family has appeared,” she says. “While you were scheming to run off with Miss Kim.”

“They knew nothing about our plans, please believe me,” he says. It had never occurred to him that his family might be punished for his actions.

“The orphanage is a haven for them,” the director says.

“Miss Kim and I—” he begins.

“Never mind,” she says. “We can put that behind us. We have the work of the orphanage to consider.”

“It’s just that—” Junho doesn’t know how she can be so nonchalant. “I assumed you and the captain—perhaps after the war—”

The director reaches under the Bible on her desk and holds up a small envelope. She slides a letter out and pushes it across to him.

Junho’s heart pounds as he recognizes Mrs. Hope Longfield’s familiar slanting handwriting and the three colorful stamps lined up side by side on the envelope.

“Miss Kim says you’ve been corresponding with an American widow. This is what I thought you wanted to discuss with me the other day. It’s come to my attention that you’ve asked for a chance to study in America,” she says. “I must say, you have more audacity than I could have ever imagined. Marrying Miss Kim. Studying in America. Is there anything else I should know?”

Junho was sure Mrs. Hope Longfield had turned him down. Hadn’t she said so, citing her limited income? The letter seems to have materialized from another time and place. The time before he humiliated himself in front of Miss Kim, in front of everyone. “May I read the letter?”

“She’s not ready to administer your education, if that’s what you’re hoping for,” the director says dryly. “However, your letters have convinced her that God is calling her to raise one of our children as her own.”

“She wants a child?” Junho asks, taken aback. He thinks of the letters Mrs. Hope Longfield’s written him. The questions she asked—how many children were there? What were their names? There’s never been a sponsor who’s taken as much interest in the overall running of the orphanage. He remembers how often she has mentioned feeling compassion for the children, how she longed to be a mother.

“She wants a baby,” the director says. She leaps up and goes to the window. “Typical American. She thinks she can order a child like some doll from a catalogue.” She looks back at him. “Nevertheless, it would be inexcusable to let this opportunity slip away. Think of how it would benefit him.”

“You’re sending Miss Kim’s baby to America,” Junho says, understanding. Miss Kim will marry Captain Chung, and the baby will be sent to America. The two things he most hoped for are being given to others.

“There is one more thing,” the director says. She walks over to her desk and pulls out a second envelope from the top drawer. Junho sees that the writing on the envelope is in Korean. “These are instructions from the bishop in Busan,” she says. “This American widow of yours does not want to be burdened with your education as well as the baby, but she had enough compassion to ask if there is another way. I’ve learned her inquiries have found their way to Miss Craig, our common teacher. The little boy from Pyongyang with such an appetite for English. She remembers you quite well.”

In all his letter writing, Junho never once considered writing to Miss Craig herself.

“They’ve arranged these things among themselves—this American woman, Miss Craig, and our bishop. I don’t know what strings they pulled to bring this about, but if you agree, you will deliver the baby to America, and Miss Craig will oversee your education.”

“Do you mean—?” Junho can’t take in what she’s saying.

The director turns again to look out the window. “When I gave my life to the Lord, my one prayer was that I would be of use to him. I thought taking over my family’s summer home and using it to save children was the answer,” she says. “I had a bargain with my brother. A year to establish my work, and if I could not find a way, I would follow him to Japan and live again under his rule. His wartime dealings make him rather unwelcome at home, but he still has friends—unsavory though they may be—and has managed to establish himself there. Little did we know his own wayward daughter would provide the help I needed.”

In his mind’s eye, Junho had always imagined that the director had arrived at the estate with the children. The realization dawns that the owner she referred to was her brother. He is the man with the unsavory business dealings. This place was built for him. And for Miss Kim. He suddenly understands why Old Cook likes Miss Kim so. She isn’t responding to just any high-class person. She’s welcoming a daughter back to the family home.

She turns back to him. “Your letter writing moved this woman enough to bring a Korean baby to America,” she says. “There is more your talent can do. With your help, we can send more children where the war will never find them again. I once thought I might rely on my niece to take over, but she will not be with us much longer. It took some effort on my part, but my brother has agreed to provide us with enough funds to carry us forward in exchange for her being married off to a suitable husband. Think of it as her dowry.” The director lifts her head, and all trace of wistfulness is gone. She is once more his superior, his adversary.

“Why would Captain Chung agree to this?”

“Captain Chung and I are of the same mind,” the director says. “As we read in 2 Corinthians, ‘For our momentary light affliction worketh for us an exceeding weight of glory.’ Captain Chung is not as unworldly as he may first appear. Wealth can be of use, wherever and however the Lord directs us.”

“Is it really so easy?” Junho asks.

The director lifts her arm and for a split second, Junho is sure she’ll slap him. Her eyes flash, and he can almost hear the torrent of words she wants to unleash. Instead, she lowers her arm. “It’s not easy,” she says. “But it’s necessary.”

“Then Oksoon can take over the job of letter writer,” Junho says. “She knows quite a lot of English already, and she is a fast learner.”

“Her English isn’t nearly good enough, and you know it. Stay here and do your work, and help me send more children to America. In exchange, I will allow your family to stay as well.”

“If I refuse?”

“I’ve given this careful thought. I would not stand in your way. You are perfectly within your rights to go. It’s what’s been proposed,” she says. “I would also do what is within my right.”

“Meaning you would expel my aunt and cousins.”

“With the loss of our letter writer, it would be impossible to continue the true work of the orphanage. It would be impossible to justify allowing them to remain. The choice is yours.”

Junho leaves the director’s office without giving an answer, his head ringing. His aunt and cousins cling to him like drowning people. To fulfill his dream of going to America, he’ll have to push them off, let them sink. The director is counting on his obedience to her and his sense of duty to his family. He bristles at the presumption. America. He feels himself strain forward. It’s nearly in his grasp.

As he walks outside, the first snow of the year falls softly and steadily, blanketing the ground and catching on the eaves and branches. Junho turns his face to the sky and opens his mouth, letting the cold melt on his tongue. In the kitchen, his aunt kneads dough, her arms dusted white with rice flour. Old Cook watches her and says something, and his aunt answers in a way that makes Old Cook laugh. His aunt looks up, catches his eye, and motions that he should get out of the cold.

The fresh snow sends the orphans shrieking out to the courtyard. Kwondo and Bumsoo immediately try to make snowballs, though there isn’t enough to do much yet. They clomp around the yard. Oksoon and Changho rush out and join the others. Their bellies are full. Their rooms are warm, and they even have new coats that have come with Captain Chung. Winter doesn’t feel so ominous now. Lucky would have liked this, Junho thinks.

Miss Kim steps out into the yard, wearing the same green coat and matching hat she wore when she first arrived at the orphanage. The coat is still in beautiful condition, but looks utterly out of place. She doesn’t belong here. Maybe she never did.

“Is it true, what they say?” he asks as she stands next to him. They watch the children play.

“What is it they say?” She’s always been so interested in rumors. But her tone is very different now.

He turns from watching the children to look directly at her. “That you are marrying the captain.”

Miss Kim raises her finely shaped brows. More times than he could count, Junho wished for moments just like this, to speak intimately with her, to discuss poetry or the quirks of English grammar, or whether there would ever be great writers in Korea again like Kim Sowol and Jeong Jiyong. He waits for the familiar feeling to rise up, that potent, awkward thrill.

She inclines her head toward him. “You’ve grown up a lot since we first met.”

“You’ve changed, too.” The words are an accusation.

“Perhaps I have.” Her blushes belie her calm, reminding him of her old habits. “You have become much more forthright,” she says. “No more stories. This is a good thing.” When he doesn’t answer, she continues, “Now, this is where you should say how I’ve changed. Maybe you’ll say, along with everyone else, that I’m a wretch for abandoning my child.”

Light snow continues to fall. She motions for him to follow her, and they move under the eaves. She dusts the snow off her shoulders and then reaches up to do the same for him. Without turning in their direction, he feels Old Cook and his aunt watching them.

“I feel so old,” Miss Kim says. Her eyes are shadowed, and her cheeks have lost their buoyant look. Her voice has changed, too. Its melodious quality has been replaced by something more brittle. She is still beautiful but remarkably changed. Is it Miss Kim who is transformed? Or the quality of his seeing?

“I thought we were going to build something together,” he says finally.

“You’re a good friend, but how can I attach myself to you? You’re a young man with a bright future. With me and the baby, we’d all drown. The captain is the son of a servant. It would have once been impossible for someone like him to attach himself to our family even if the director were capable of acknowledging their attachment. But he is a man of God who is serving our country nobly. And I’m no longer the prized possession I once was. We will marry, and my father will accept me back. It’s the only way out.”

Her words are coming fast, spilling out. “There was another man, my tutor. Dead now. I thought I would similarly pay for my crimes. When I realized I would be allowed to live, I thought I could embrace a life of poverty in order to be a mother to my child. I believed this orphanage was my fate. I wanted to be a part of it, but you saw how I struggled. Now that there is a path to get back to my old life, I find I cannot give it up. For his part, the captain will get connections that will help him rise in the world and a respectable dowry. In exchange, he is willing to forgo the luxury of an unstained wife. We’ll move far from here. The war will end. We’ll have a grand house with servants. We will have children and raise them the right way. But for everyone to get what they want, I have to give him up.”

She covers her face with her hands. He thinks she’s crying, but when she lifts her face again, her eyes are dry.

“Some things are too sad for tears,” she says. “Don’t think of me as heartless. I have to give my child the best possible chance.”

Junho isn’t sure if this is something she’s telling herself or if she really believes it.

“I’ve been given a chance to go to America,” he says.

“I know,” she says. “A bright spot in an unhappy situation. I’m happy for you. I can’t think of anyone who deserves it more.”

“If I go, she will evict my family.”

She shakes her head. “Nothing my aunt gives is without cost. But this is too much.” She pulls the wide collar of her coat up to her chin. “I do not deserve the good opinion you once held of me. And I certainly cannot expect you to take my advice, but I offer it anyway. Go to America, Junho-yah. Fly far away from this place. Your aunt and cousins are survivors. They are not like you and me. They have a tenacity that people like us—people who read poetry—can never understand.”

She makes it sound so easy. And perhaps it is. All he has to do is follow her lead, to do as she’s doing. To escape to America—isn’t that all he’s ever wanted? Junho wipes his glasses on his shirt. “I remember you standing in the snow,” he says.

She looks puzzled, then her face eases into recollection. “Ah, yes. The director was scolding me. I was crying. You were hiding in the bushes.”

“You recited a poem from memory.”

She laughs, and for an instant, she sounds like her old self. “I suppose I did.”

He whispers the lines he committed to memory after that first night.


“Snow is falling.

In empty hills under a darkening sky

the woods are desolate

no regrets for past days

and no fear for the future.”



“I’d never met anyone like you,” he says. “You were so pretty and so smart. I felt like a country bumpkin.”

“And now?”

He searches her face, trying to read her. She leans in and looks up at him. He has a fleeting sense that if he asked her to marry him again, she might agree. His heart draws up inside him, a reflex of self-preservation. He hears the sound of children laughing. Something is slipping away from him, and as it does, a sliver of understanding emerges, sharp and crystalline. She’s a dream, always has been. Like America.

Miss Kim looks at him expectantly. Junho stares back, the white snow falling.






THIRTY-ONE

The orphanage buzzes with all that’s happened. Tomorrow Captain Chung will take Miss Kim away. The baby will stay at the orphanage. On the surface is the delicious scandal of it all; beneath that is a reminder, a begrudging admiration, at how the wealthy find ways to thread themselves out of trouble.

Old Cook bursts with frenzied activity, pulling Hayan and Oksoon along with her. The few items of clothing Miss Kim brought with her need to be washed, ironed, and folded with crisp creases. Her favorite dishes must be prepared, and extra rice cakes and dried sweet persimmons bundled for her journey. Old Cook keeps dabbing her eyes with her apron. Oksoon wonders if she’s sad that Miss Kim is leaving or happy she’s found a suitable husband. Either way, it means twice as many chores for Oksoon.

She doesn’t mind. She and Hayan often work side by side, giggling and making faces behind Old Cook’s back. The sore spot on her forearm is a pleasant reminder of their friendship. The baby sleeps on her back as Oksoon clips Miss Kim’s blouse to the clothesline.

“Junho’s looking for you.” Hayan walks up with outstretched arms.

“He’s asleep,” Oksoon protests.

“Shh,” Hayan says, lifting the baby from Oksoon’s back. The baby rubs his face back and forth on Hayan’s shoulder before settling down again.

Oksoon doesn’t know what’s on Junho’s mind, but she’s glad for the chance to speak with him alone. She wants to help Junho see Hayan’s good qualities, to be a little nicer, for him to appreciate her friend’s loyalty and good character. She feels the future spreading out before them: They’ll make a life here at the orphanage. Changho will settle down, her mother will eventually take over the kitchen, and Junho and Hayan will become even better friends—maybe something more. For the first time in a very long time, thinking of the coming days consoles her. The war will end. Then Oksoon will resume the work of finding her lost family.

The door to the letter-writing room stands open. Junho sits alone, and Oksoon has a moment to observe her cousin, who is staring out the window. He removes his glasses and wipes them on the front of his shirt, a habit he repeats when he’s unhappy, Oksoon knows. Junho fidgets in his chair, crossing and uncrossing his legs, before turning and seeing her in the doorway. He motions her in. She doesn’t move.

“This is where you do all the letter writing,” she says. “I’ve never been here.”

“It’s nothing special,” he says. “It’s just a room.” He sounds weary.

“Your letters saved all of us,” Oksoon says. “At least, that’s what Hayan told me.”

She comes in and sits cross-legged on the floor. She thinks of Changho’s baduk lessons. Despite feeling sorry for him, Oksoon can’t help thinking that Junho oppa is a rather shortsighted player.

“We’re so relieved,” Oksoon says.

Junho looks surprised. “Relieved? Did weh soong mo say something?”

Oksoon’s stomach clenches as she senses trouble. What could be wrong now? She knows he’s heartbroken over Miss Kim but hopes he’s not about to repeat his foolishness. Surely the humiliation at dinner taught him never to do that again. Or maybe he wants her to disclose the whole story of what happened to them in Seoul.

“Whatever you have to say, just tell me,” Oksoon says.

Junho rises and sits on the floor directly across from Oksoon. She notices that his forehead is glazed with a thin film of sweat, but when he looks at her, she sees kindness. It’s the same expression he had when she used to talk to him about her dreams of finishing high school, a reason why she loves him so. But now—for some reason, his kindness frightens her.

“The baby is being sent to America,” he says.

She sits up. The outrageousness of the idea is almost laughable. “How can the baby go to America?”

“An American woman wants to raise Miss Kim’s baby as her own,” he says.

It takes a few moments for Junho’s words to sink in. And then Oksoon understands. “He’s supposed to say here!” she cries, desperation surging. “Hayan and I know how to take care of him. He doesn’t need to go to America! No need to throw him away.”

“America is hardly being thrown away,” Junho says. “That you would say so shows how little you know about it.”

“He belongs here, with us,” Oksoon says. She thinks of the baby’s softness and the feel of his warmth against her back. Loss rings her like a bell.

“You’ve taken good care of him.”

“No one knows him better than I do,” Oksoon says. She lowers her voice. “I know him better than his own mother.”

Junho nods. “That’s what I mean,” he says. “We need someone to take him to America.”

“H-here,” Oksoon stutters. “I know how to take care of him here.”

“I’ve arranged for you to live with one of my former teachers,” Junho says. “A very nice American lady.” He leans forward and grabs her hands. “And you’ll get to go to school.”

The room contracts and then expands. She hears the words—teacher, school, lady—but she doesn’t understand.

“You go,” she says. “America is your dream.”

“This is a job for a girl.”

“Hayan, then. I need to take care of Omma,” she says.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Junho says. “This is a way to help your mother.”

“No,” Oksoon says. “I belong here with Omma.”

“It’s not a choice,” Junho says. “It’s the condition of your mother and brother being allowed to stay.”

“That’s impossible.” Oksoon leaps up. “The director can’t mean that. I’ll speak to her.”

Junho grabs her by the wrist. “You can’t change her mind,” he says. “She thinks the baby may pave the way for other children to also be sent to America. She’s captivated by this idea, and she won’t relent. I know her.”

Oksoon pulls away and runs out, her head reeling, her heart pounding so hard she thinks it might explode. She rushes to the director’s office, but the room is empty. She circles the grounds, ignoring the stares of the children in the yard. No director, no Omma, no Old Cook. At the back of the estate, she stops suddenly in front of the water cisterns. Without thinking, she pulls the cover off the nearest one. There has to be another way. Her mother would never consent to sending her away.

Oksoon leans over the cistern and stares at her watery reflection. She’s always thought of herself as having a round, flat face, but the image that stares at her has angular cheeks and large, sorrowful eyes. She blinks. Her reflection blinks back. She yanks the kerchief off her head and runs her fingers through her hair.

Oksoon takes a deep breath and plunges her head into the water. The air kicks out of her. Still she holds on, gripping the side of the cistern. She opens her eyes underwater, but she can’t see anything. The only sound is the thudding of her heart in her ears. Shock and pain turn into numbness. How long can she bear it? A little longer. How long can she last? A little longer. She gasps as she heaves herself up and sputters. She stands and squeezes the water from her hair, her body quaking.



Junho jumps up when she returns to the letter-writing room.

“What have you done?” he exclaims. “Your lips are blue!” He runs out and returns a moment later with a blanket, which he wraps around her shoulders. Oksoon sinks onto the floor.

“Did you fall into the stream?” Junho asks.

Questions ricochet around her head, but she can’t push the words out for the clacking of her teeth.

Junho rushes out again, shaking his head and muttering to himself. Oksoon draws her knees into her chest and wraps the blanket more tightly around her shoulders. From somewhere outside, she hears the sound of Hayan’s scolding and the answering protest from the errant child. She listens for the baby’s crying, but all is quiet.

A sudden rattling surprises her, and she looks up to see Junho return carrying a small table laden with food. Her mother follows, carrying a rag. She sits next to Oksoon and begins wordlessly, brusquely drying her hair. The rubdown hurts, but Oksoon doesn’t pull away. Finally, her mother releases her and turns to serve the food.

They have been eating bountifully since the arrival of the truck, but even so, it’s nothing like what is being set before her: two clay bowls filled to the brim with steaming jjigae. In the still-bubbling brown broth, there are green onions, sliced dubu, and pieces of meat. Two hot bowls of rice sit next to the stews, along with plenty of banchan: baechu kimchi, seasoned radishes, bean sprouts, burdock root, quickly pickled cucumbers, and even quivering acorn cakes slathered with sesame seeds and soy sauce.

“I can’t—” Oksoon starts to say.

“Did you know that I was the one who sent him away?” her mother says. “Your father wanted to go alone.”

“Yes, of course,” Oksoon says, remembering an overheard conversation. “You wanted him to take Changho oppa, too.”

“I said it was for his safety, but now I wonder. We were all so terrified about the war, but your father had his eye on some new adventure. That was his nature. He was looking for something that was always around the corner. Along the way, if there was something sweet to taste, he wanted to taste it.”

Oksoon thinks of her father’s boisterous laugh and what she’s always thought of as his optimism.

“I was afraid that your father would do something foolish,” her mother says. “So I selfishly sent Byungho with him. He’s level-headed and responsible. I knew I could count on him. If I hadn’t done that…” Her mother trails off. If she hadn’t done that, Byungho oppa would be here with them now. If they had somehow talked her father out of leaving or insisted on going with him, they’d all be together.

“We didn’t know,” Oksoon says. Her mother nods and even manages a rueful smile. She seems more herself than she’s been since the best days of the Soup House. She laughs with Old Cook in the kitchen and calms a crying child. Children listen, rapt, as her mother tells them stories. The littlest ones cling to her mother’s skirt, but even the older kids love her. In a flash of wonder, Oksoon sees that her mother is slowly transforming the orphanage, the way she breathed life into the Soup House and into their home in Pyongyang.

“Please let me stay here,” Oksoon whispers. It’s a kind of betrayal, she knows, to express her want so blatantly. Still, she can’t help herself. She has to say it. “I want to be with you.”

Her mother fusses with the dishes on the table. “A mother’s duty is to save her children,” she says. “A child’s duty is to obey. I didn’t save Byungho, but I can save you.”

Junho bows his head, pauses to mumble a prayer, and then begins to eat. His forehead breaks into a sweat. He makes breathy sounds as he digs into the too-hot food. Oksoon and her mother watch him eat, as they’ve done countless times with her father and brothers. Junho sniffles as his nose runs, and he takes out a handkerchief to wipe his brow. He is halfway done with his food before he becomes aware of them again. He puts his spoon down and waits.

Oksoon reaches for the chopsticks, but her mother grabs her hand and stops her. She takes a metal spoon and cuts it into the bowl of rice. She fills half the spoon with hot rice and the other half with some of the best morsels from the stew. She blows on it the way she used to when Oksoon was a baby, then holds it out to her. The spoon is steady, suspended between them. Oksoon’s senses are transported, and for a moment, the only thing in the world is fermented soybean and garlic and her mother’s work-weary brown hands. How Oksoon longs to rest her head on her mother’s lap, to feel the coolness of her papery palm on her forehead. It’s the only touch that can subdue the illness inside her. Tears slide down Oksoon’s cheeks, and for once, she doesn’t try to hide them. Her mother’s eyes are dry. She holds the spoon out to her. Her mother, this meal, the whole world. Oksoon opens her mouth.





THIRTY-TWO

The entire orphanage comes out to say good-bye. The children line up outside the gate, from youngest to oldest, with Hayan, Old Cook, Junho, Changho, and her mother flanking them. Oksoon stands in front of them with her head down, feeling like a student being shamed in front of the entire class. She carries three rice balls rolled in sesame seeds and wrapped in perilla leaves. Junho wrote out her destination on a piece of paper, which her mother sewed into the lining of Oksoon’s blouse. When her father and eldest brother left Pyongyang, Oksoon had shouted “good-bye” and “come home soon” from their gate. No one says anything now.

The director steps through the gate with Miss Kim, and Captain Chung follows them. Hayan holds the baby in her arms, tears streaming down her face.

Changho approaches and opens his mouth, but no sound comes out. His face is set, and she can’t tell if he’s angry or sorrowful, if he wants to apologize or expects her to beg for forgiveness. She thinks back to the children they once were, back when they were innocent enough to argue over a game.

“I’m glad you taught me how to play baduk,” she says. “Someday I’ll be good enough to challenge you.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” he says. He pinches her arm, but gently. “See you in just a little while.” It’s what he said to her on the banks of Taedong River, when he pushed her into the boat.

Miss Kim and Captain Chung get into the truck, neither of them looking at the director, at any of them. The engine growls to life.

Oksoon stands before her mother and bows deeply from the waist.

“Show those Americans what Koreans are made of,” her mother says.

Oksoon straightens but continues to stare at the ground. Her mother steps closer and lays both hands on her daughter’s bowed head. She keeps them there as Oksoon raises her head to look into her mother’s eyes. This is it, Oksoon realizes. She has to memorize every contour of her mother’s face. She isn’t old yet, but her mother’s hair has gone almost completely gray. A jagged white scar runs along her hairline. Her eyelids sag at the corners. Fine lines crisscross her face. Oksoon wants to hold on to the sound of her mother’s voice. She wants to capture her clean smell.

She should have held on to all of it, she realizes in a panic. Their house in Pyongyang was too hot in summer and never warm enough in winter. Her brothers’ snoring used to wake her. Changho loved to make fun of her baduk playing. She hated to clean the chicken coop and the outhouse, especially in winter. How mundane her life felt. Now she can’t hold on hard enough. The teacher who thought Oksoon talked too much and once gave her a bad mark on an excellent essay out of spite. Their neighbor Taeil, who was always picking fights. She complained to her mother about the boys always leaving her out. “Cham-ah,” her mother said. Bear it. She closes her eyes, remembering Boatman’s grinning face and Dolly’s singing. Their lives—their days—were so dull, so ordinary. What she wouldn’t give now for just one more boring, ordinary day.

She still has her eyes closed when Hayan puts the baby in her arms. Oksoon looks up at her friend, the only person openly crying. She wants to say something consoling about being sisters and forever friends, but the words dry up in her throat. Hayan turns away, and there’s nothing more to do except get in the truck.

Miss Kim has already taken the middle seat and stares ahead. Oksoon takes the seat next to her, the baby on her lap. The truck’s engine revs as it pulls away. As it makes the first turn, Oksoon cranes her head out the window. She catches a flash of the orphans, Junho, Changho oppa, and Hayan, all waving to her, and her mother, standing with her hands at her sides.

The truck picks up speed. It guns its engine as though eager to flee the orphanage’s orbit. It thumps, careening down the hillside. Oksoon holds the baby a little tighter and presses herself against the side of the truck. Through the windshield, she sees the ground rush toward them like a river. She tries to quell her rising panic. The truck revs faster.

It begins to snow as they whip down the hillside, and white flakes swirl around them. The truck skids on a tight corner. She’s lost count of the days since she has seen her father and brother. It’s been something like a year, but it might as well be ten thousand days. The game has been upended.

All she wanted to do was reunite her family. Now she is being sent away. The war will not last forever, she tells herself. It’s a prayer, an incantation. Korea will not be divided forever. She’ll go to America, but she’ll come home again. She’ll find her father. She’ll find her brother. Her mother and Changho will be right here waiting for her. They’ve been torn and bruised, but someday they’ll be made whole again.

The baby in her lap starts to fuss. She shifts him onto her shoulder and bounces him up and down. An old melody surfaces from the deep recesses of memory. Almost despite herself, she hums the familiar song:


My hometown is a village on a blooming mountain.

Peach blossoms, apricot flowers, tiny azaleas.



She senses the days will come even faster now, blowing past like the trees rushing by the truck window.


How I long for the days when I used to play there.



The baby stops crying and settles down again. America. The word catches in her throat. She can’t imagine what lies ahead. All she can do is count the days. She starts again.

One.
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