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				from the beginning of time,

				in childhood, I thought

				that pain meant

				I was not loved.

				It meant I loved.

				—Louise Glück, “First Memory”

			

		

	
		
			Poem

			Before you are anything, you are a daughter.

			You are there in the water when it rises above her ankles, haunches, stomach that’s grown to shocking proportions. The master bathroom is dark, only half-lit by the moon, and with her body submerged she closes her eyes, water steaming her skin. Every night she yearns for this, to be buoyed, feel something other than her body. For almost a year now, everything has been expanding: new home, new extended family, her body getting larger, you the bandleader marching her organs into corners. She is already long-limbed, and now her hip bones press right up against the porcelain walls of the tub. A nauseous spell overtakes her, and she knocks back her head, steadying her hands over her taut, round stomach. She can feel you beneath the skin, growing inside her, but when she looks down, all she sees is a lock of her black hair falling from the lilac plastic barrette clipped above her ear.

			She towels off, balancing her weight on the dresser with one hand. Her feet mash into the holes of the long underwear she insists on for modesty, even though the winter months have nosed into spring. She takes one step, then another, around the enormous square frame of the bed, where she lowers her body next to your father, careful not to wake him. In the darkness, she pulls up the covers and lies stiffly on her back, waiting for sleep to shroud her. She inhales, exhales, the heavy mound of you sinking her abdomen into her pelvis. She was born in ’68, into Korea’s bleak, wretched postwar decades that had known famine, and hardship, citizens of all classes taught to value diligence and endurance as the utmost qualities. In bed, she silently tells herself what she’s been told all her life: Endure, mortify the body.

			Just as she falls off the edge into sleep, you tug at your umbilical cord. Ring-a-ding-ding. Fermented beans. Pickled cucumber spangled with spice. Peaches so ripe they’re about to burst. She clutches her hand over the sharp pang, buried deep where you are wired to her organs. Your yearnings whet the underside of her tongue, as familiar as the thrum of her own pulse. Her spit thickens as she gulps it down the gullet to the stomach, where it passes through small intestines churning for you both. “I will ask him tomorrow,” she tries insisting, but you continue to kick, sensing the false promise: language between you, obviated. “I will ask him,” she repeats, meaning it this time and appeasing you with hollow pulses until your attacks diminish and her wide, stricken eyes close.

			When they reopen in the morning, you see the world through her eyes: wan blue light awash on the paisley wallpaper of the bedroom. She cranes her neck toward your father, still fast asleep, the bedsheets crumpled beneath his limbs, his face coated in a dewy layer of film as though he isn’t thirty-one, but seventeen and carrying over features from boyhood. Her sweat-sopped clothes plummet to the floor as she changes, splashes water on her face, and then takes slow steps into the kitchen. She hits the switch and the room lights up: her favorite place in her new home, white, gleaming, and all hers. Her slippers glide over the tiles and she runs her fingers over the ridged aluminum cabinets and glass surfaces, pleased at all the new appliances.

			From the fridge, she removes ingredients: chili peppers, tofu, bean paste, sacks of red roe, and a silver-tailed croaker, which she rinses under cold water and salts generously. She keeps the water running and washes zucchini, fresh peppers, and the day’s batch of rice. It is her morning meditation, feeling the clean water stream into the wooden bowl and the hard kernels shift between her fingers. She turns on the stove and slices the tofu into blocks of even smallness, stirring it with vegetables before pouring in the broth. She prepares everything in a precise, logical order until the hour passes, and she is setting the table: quaint batches of side dishes arranged around the baked croaker, and two bowls on the placemat in front of your father’s seat, steaming rice on the left, and bean paste soup on the right, the misty surface bobbing with sliced zucchini and tofu.

			Your father strides into the dining room, harried, shiny black hair parted to one side, his fingers buttoning the cuffs of his starched white collared shirt. He drags out his chair, sitting with his gaze still fixed on the last button. “Mashit-getne,” he says without looking. His compliment invigorates her, and she sits across from him, dissecting the croaker lengthwise, her chopsticks maneuvering nimbly around the white flesh to cleanly remove the spine. She picks up the largest piece, placing it on his spoon. “Eat this,” she says gently. He looks into her clear black pupils, pleased by another breakfast his wife has set in their first year of marriage. He places the second-largest piece atop her rice. They eat together until she raises a spoonful of the bean paste soup to her mouth and the pungent smell rouses her morning sickness.

			Her spoon clatters to the table as she bolts to the kitchen sink, holds the counter edges, and turns to face out the window. She sees the neighboring apartment building across the busy asphalt parking lot, another fourteen floors of sand-colored concrete and slabs of glass the same as theirs, one of many stacked like dominoes, silently armed in the urbanizing city of Seoul.

			“Guenchana?” your father calls from the dining room, and she hums yes, stepping back from the sink and pulling herself upright by the kitchen’s sliding door. She walks to the refrigerator, reaching inside to pull out a firm tomato. She twists the blender and it erupts into life, ripping the fruit in an oozy red she empties into a tall glass, downing it with pinched nostrils—she’s read somewhere it will give you fair skin.

			Back at the table, he spoons up the last of the rice kernels floating in the bottom of his soup bowl, and she is reminded of her own mother’s agility with the knife and intuition for how much of any ingredient to add. She understands now: There is no feeling like watching her food being eaten eagerly, and she watches as he lifts the bowl to his mouth, tipping his head back to gulp the last remaining swig. He sets the bowl down on the lacquered placemat, checks his wristwatch, and gets up from his seat.

			“Yeobo,” she calls out, and he devotes all his attention, surprised to hear his demure wife speak. “Do you think…would it be trouble finding peaches on the way home? I’ve been having this craving….”

			“Peaches?” he laughs, nodding eagerly. “Geugeh dah-ya? Tell me anything else you’re craving. There must be something more precious I can get for my wife.” He insists she now remain seated, to rest, and makes two trips to carry the side dishes to the refrigerator, adding their empty bowls to the sink. He returns to the table with jaunty steps, tossing a peanut into his mouth. His thumbs slide over her shoulders to give a quick rub. “I won’t return home tonight until I find the roundest, juiciest peaches. Jinsim-iya.” He strokes her soft black hair. She sits back, allowing herself this pleasure, then looks up when his hands drift away, leaving a coolness the width of his fingers. She follows him to the front door, which he opens up to the metallic corridor’s blinding sunlight. His hand fans out into a wave, then the door slams shut. She waits until hearing the last rumble of the elevator doors, then turns around, facing her lone shadow on the wooden floor slats extending into the empty corners of the apartment.

			

			◆◆◆

			Night after night, he returns empty-handed: He looks everywhere, but it is 1998 and fruits are dependent on weather. For three full days it is hazy outside, brown-gray from fine dust particles blown in from China. Then, on the fourth day, a hard rainfall smashes it all to the ground, and when she looks out the windows she can once again see the neighboring apartments clearly. Each morning she prepares breakfast, dinner, then breakfast, while on the other side of the river your father anticipates the stock market in the city’s tallest, sixty-three-floor office building. Once, when she is standing in front of the rice cooker, he calls to apologize about a last-minute work dinner. He hangs up, and in silent anger she waits for the fresh batch to finish cooking, then scoops the opal-white kernels into storage containers. Inside her, you kick around with sharp elbows and knees, and she plants her hands firmly, making her first demand: Mortify; control your body.

			Then she relieves the pressure, feeling a surge of sympathy. Her earliest memory: being three years old and wailing behind a closed window as her mother rushed to pack the car for a trip to Busan, the southern seaside, taking along her two older sisters, but leaving her, the baby, behind. Now grown, she sympathizes with her mother: It was her vacation too. A reprieve from the around-the-clock managing of needs of her businessman husband and their three children, her devotion to the household approaching the point of the sacred, castigating herself, even in the brief lapses between working, with an abiding sense of shame.

			She cleans the apartment using a vacuum with removable parts, steam-mops, rolls the laundry bin into the kitchen corner, and as the clothes tumble in the washing machine, she scrubs the dirty dishes in warm, soapy water before loading them in. From the refrigerator she takes out a carrot, an onion, and a quarter-cut cabbage, which she rinses one leaf at a time under running water until she unloads the dryer. She wields the iron over wrinkled spreads and shirt collars, hangs them over all the doors, and ties her blue-checkered apron around her waist. At times she feels breathless, small discomforts and twinges, but she endures them, telling herself to revere the pain.

			

			◆◆◆

			You grow bigger, heavier, and walking begins to feel like wading through deep water.

			In the mornings, she rinses the rice. He leaves for work, occasionally returning near midnight, reeking of beer and the smoke of pork belly grilled over charcoal. The window-cleaning man pulleys himself up at daybreak, balancing dangerously outside their floor as she twists the blender, ripping tomato after tomato.

			One morning, she wakes to a vacant half of the bed. In a hurry, she follows the harsh light into the kitchen, where she spots your father at the griddle with a spatula, amid a whirlwind of bowls containing ingredients or ringed with egg yolk, or batter. They are well-meaning signs of his labor, but in the raw shock of morning, the soiled dishes seem nothing other than a needlessly added chore. Flour particles dust surfaces she likes to keep spotless, and next to a pile of discarded roots and crumbled, red-rust onion skins, a pile of fried meat pancakes oozes oil onto her precious china. “Jagiya,” he whispers. His left eye bulges, the way it does when he is caught surprised, or in need of explaining something, but in the unexpected sight of her reticence, the silence is white as the ceramic plates. They stand regarding each other until she makes a cumbersome walk to sweep a handful of bowls into the sink.

			

			◆◆◆

			When the appointed day arrives, she buckles herself into the car and drives to the maternity wing, where she is undressed layer by layer and slipped into a thin paper gown. She is laid out on a gurney, breathing in and out as the nurse flicks the needle, shooting oxytocin, prostaglandins into her bloodstream. The nurse leaves. She rests her eyes on a single orchid in the room and plants her hands over her mountainous stomach, thinking bravely, I’m going to have a baby. Within minutes, she surrenders to biology, hands gripping the iron railings. By the time your grandmother rushes in through the double doors, her head is rolled to one side, mouth agape. Halmuni wastes no time, slamming her large quilted bag over the bedside counter and sticking her arm inside to rummage for a canteen: the bitter reek of decoction, medicinal herbs wafting immediately through the room. She pours the drink into the lid, brings it to her daughter’s shaky lips. The orchid doubles in her view, the room around her distorting. The contractions come quicker and stronger, and when she tries to speak her voice sounds full of spit.

			The nurse reenters. “Guenchan-ayo? It’s time to check your dilation,” she says gently, snapping on latex gloves and sticking two fingers into her cervix. “Can you feel this? Eguh-neun?” Her body jolts up on the gurney and she mutters, “Oh, oh.” She wants to vomit, but can only rotate her chin halfway toward the door. “I think you’re fully dilated.” The nurse rubs circles on her lower back, clucking at the struggle of turning the pregnant body to the side like a lopsided gourd. “Jamshi shuil-leyo?” asks the nurse, and, receiving no answer, proceeds to brush orange ointment onto her back, stinking of camphor and paralyzingly cold. Halmuni doesn’t notice that the doctor has stridden in until abruptly she yells, “Mohaseyo!” nearly swatting the long epi needle drawn in his hand. The drug is still new in Korea, deemed by word of mouth to be for whores or simpleminded women from dishonorable families. Her mother’s eyebrows knit so tightly that the folds in between bulge white. It is settled: She will feel the pain, all of it, how far her body can go.

			They cart her into a deep-bleached OR, where above blinking machines her legs are raised into stirrups. Overhead lights flip on, penetrating her skull like three angry white eyes. The doctor rushes in last-minute, barking orders for medical instruments as he dives underneath the blue curtain. “Ja, heem juseyo”—he orders her to push. Out comes a guttural groan, her exertion a tight whip cracking open a black hole of pain. There is no time to be brave. It is a violence that shocks her. Her mind goes blank, going under: breath catching in her lungs as in the battle before drowning, nose hovering just below the surface. After a steep succession of pushes, her body unclenches and she breathes unevenly: the calm before, she senses, the portending stages. “Please,” she whispers, but the nurses don’t hear her, and she sees them exchanging glances, evoking feelings of conspiracy. Then she feels it, the second coming, a dry burn stinging the backs of her eyes, the tailbone straining as she begins to push.

			Invisible hands strap her legs onto the stirrups, an iron fist plunging her through a tunneling, gravity-bending, black underground. Erratic sounds escape her—her body turns inside out, fingers extending and touching nothing. She asks for your father, for an epi, hardly able to speak. The doctor’s black shadow engulfs her as he reaches, fiddling with the position of the overhead light, once again blinding her. She is unable to get loose, and out of nowhere a nurse’s darkened face hovers over her, and a large palm is planted on her forehead.

			Again, the darkness takes hold, and when she blinks open again, the nurses and doctor appear blue-blurred, underwater. Death is no longer a suspicion. Pain separates from her body, then blackness again. She is somewhere deeper than consciousness, a cave where there is no sight or sound, only her cold feet moving toward what she knows to be a blue glass cube locked inside her head: six sides of thick, real, and physical walls. She slow-blinks and sees the hovering nurses, the doctor nodding emphatically at her, saying, “Muliga boyeo-yo. The baby is crowning. You must get her out in this push.”

			The rest is a quick-tug, oxygen flow snapping from the mangled green cord to the set of fresh lungs, her body’s final push beckoned by the forceps and rasp of scissors on the side of cruel brightness, a narrow and overwhelming rush that ends before it starts, the doctor’s strong hands suddenly making the final snip, carefully raising you above the curtain. A miraculous cry rings out, piercing her eardrums in a sound that’s stark as the blood of delivery. The doctor’s gloved hands bring you to her wrapped in a stained bundle. He places you in her arms and she looks, training her eyes on your wet, jet-black hair as slick as fish.

			By the time your father arrives, it is over. The sky has twice changed color, now as black as your pupils he stares into. His head floats above your bassinet, drowning out the punishing hospital light, and you squint into his eyes. He swallows a lump in his throat to ease the eerie feeling that somehow you’ve been watching him this entire time. In the private ward in the maternity wing, everything is quiet, all the surfaces immaculate and clean as if nothing at all has happened, your mother still hazy with the blur of oxytocin and carbetocin, staring out the open window.

		

	
		
			Dol

			She is with you, but somewhere else: you out in the world, and her inside herself, adrift. The feeling of wading through deep water until the light strikes upon your skin, almost transparent, as if she could look right through you. The wooden window frames in your room rattle, icy air seeping in from the wind outside, but most of it blocked off by half-translucent mulberry paper—these windows are the traditional, old-fashioned kind, the only pair left in the apartment. When she’s staring into the lighted paper, she could be stuck in time, as though just by sliding it she might see tile-roofed houses from past dynasties, women passing by in wide-hemmed skirts with water basins balanced on their heads, and she could step over the windowsill, joining them. For months, days pass by unrecognizably as ones she’s never lived. It is night for a long time, then, one morning, it is dawn and she is looking into your crib. Below it, the helper’s silk mat is folded and pushed neatly against the wall. With the old woman gone, tending to her own family out east in the Gangwon province, she is on her own this weekend.

			Shadows fall from tree branches onto the mulberry paper, but within the room, all is dim and expressionless. Any sound from you reaches her beats after it should. Your cries are physical, bouncing off walls and ringing through the apartment, off the glass windows, mirrors, empty bowls ringed with gluey remnants of porridge, water glasses left out for days. There is a coating of dust in every corner. Weeks-old newspapers are piled below the low mahogany table, on which balances a plate of browned apple slices.

			Her eyes rest on you. How long have you been crying?

			Your father rustles in the corridor, his belt buckle clinking as he makes his way to the dining room. She attaches you to her breast in a sling.

			The helper left a lidded pot on the stove, kept cold through the night by the kitchen tiles chilled by winter: seaweed soup with clamshells, the way it’s made in the helper’s coastal hometown, rather than with the tiny slices of meat he prefers. She heats the soup and sets the table with a spoon, chopsticks, and side dishes prepared by the helper and stored in glassware.

			He is surprised to see her in the kitchen and glances toward the living room couch, where most days she lies buried in quilts. She sits down in the chair across from him, one arm supporting your head. He eats the soup, the clams. If he can detect the difference in brine, he says nothing. You cry a pulsating wail that has only grown since the hospital, taking on a dense, material quality that encloses her, blocking out all sound.

			“Baby Mother,” he repeats, though she hears him for the first time. Her eyes adjust to the black of his eyebrows and the shine of his hair. “Na deulyuh? Should I get her bottle?”

			“Mwuh? Why are you wearing work clothes?”

			“I’m called into the office this weekend.”

			He doesn’t wait for her answer and rises from his chair, disappearing into the kitchen. The fridge door hisses closed, and she hears his footsteps returning and the thump of the bottle being placed down in front of her. Your wails ring out and he sits, clearing frustration from his voice. “Dowa-julka?”

			“You think I don’t know she needs milk? Just leave for work.”

			“Dodaeche weh geuluh-neundae?”

			“What do you know about me? Naga. Don’t come back until I’m asleep.”

			The metal door shuts behind him, sealing the air inside the apartment. She is left sitting at the dining table, speckled in flecks of sunlight. Out the window: the hundreds of other apartment units. She turns her back to them, planting her feet and insisting herself back to the body. On the couch, she directs her exposed breast to your mouth, but you are all tremors, rejecting her brown, distended nipples with your fists. Suddenly there is milk everywhere, on her clothes, and she continues to drip as she lays you down again, feet to her face. Once latched, you are savage, selfish with her swollen breast, and when you are finished she leaves you there, too tired to move. Her body feels tingly, and she burrows under quilts, into the crook of the couch that abuts the west-facing windows. She stares, another wall of stacked and multiplied blue-glass cubes glinting into infinity.

			You begin to sob again in heaves, struggling to get loose from her hold. She feels your bottom, still dry. She rocks you atop her chest, your grating noise ringing directly into her eardrum. She stares at the wooden wall clock, at her mind encased inside the ivory circle, alone. She tries different positions, other rooms, the bamboo rocker, rice-filled maracas that make the soothing sand sounds, to no reprieve. Oh, baby. Why do you cry? What do you want from me? She lays you down in the crib in your room, staring into your wrinkled, bunched-up face inscribed with the moldings of your father’s family’s wide nose and his faint crease above the left eye, nothing taken from her.

			The cries continue, hours passing. She stands erect above the wooden crib. She leaves the room, shutting the door behind her to diminish the sound. In the kitchen, she kneels in front of the storage cabinets, digging in the back for sponges, spray bottles, plastic basins, a tattered rag, and pair of rubber gloves, carrying the load into the master bathroom. She tosses the soiled bath mats over the sill, exposing the freezing tiles. The faucet turns left; scalding water pours from the showerhead, aimed at the floor, lassoing up the filth, the loose black hairs and flecks of dried skin, over to the rusted drain cover, the steaming water gradually pruning the bottoms of her feet. She purges herself, immersed in the repeated bodily motion of scrubbing off grit, around iron-rusted corners, sinkholes, bathtub, until the knots in her muscles throb. She drags the showerhead all over to rinse off the lather, hosing everything into the drain. Wet surfaces gleam, even her own body.

			She carries you into the bathroom, water streaming from the tub faucet into a basin as she lays you down, using a pale handheld bucket to pour water over your chest, which then trickles back into the basin. You stare up, finally silent without a trace of a wrinkle or frown, as she alternates soap and water. She tilts your head back for the final rinse and you open your mouth, spit sputtering down your chin. Her face is a barren clock that talks to you:

			Forgive me for being pulled into these waters. It is not me who has absconded, but the rest of me. The glass tides engulf me with their depths. Endurance means nothing now—none of my past beliefs remain on the shore dotted with far faces appearing as apparitions. “I can’t help you,” she says aloud.

			You peer up at her parted lips. She dries you, and later, when it is time to nurse again, you latch without commotion. The sun moves across the sky. She loosens her bones on the top rail of your crib, the wood holding her weight until she lowers herself down onto the silk mat. No longer standing upright, the glass cube tilts open like the pointed petals of a lotus. She sleeps, drifting off on a pond-clear surface.

			Dreams are punctured by the muffled slam of the front door. It’s dark now—the baby asleep in the crib, her on the silk mat. Plastic rustles as he follows the low amber light in the hall. He pokes his head into your room, meeting her half-open eyes.

			“Baby Mother! Look what I brought home,” he whispers. His outstretched hands grip a large basket of rotund sand pears, each wrapped preciously in white fishnet styrofoam. “They’re honey sand pears, cultivated on the eastern coast, on a farm where the soil is rich with calcium. I got them for you. Guess how much they cost,” he says, then immediately answers his own question. “Each more than twenty thousand won.” He flashes a grin, steps in, draping her body with his shadow. He stops in front of the crib. “Guenchana? Why are you lying on the mat?” He reaches down one hand, and when it appears in front of her face, she slaps it with such force that he stumbles backward. The quiet snaps open, your wails starting up again. He drops the basket to the floor, and when he stands back up his eyes are abruptly flat, devoid of affection.

			Your cries hit a new register and he turns his attention, searching frantically around the room. He goes toward your crib holding a single maraca, but she stops him. “Manjijima. Don’t touch her. You can’t have her.” She rises from the mat, pushing past him out of the room and into the dark kitchen, where she staggers toward the fridge. When she opens the door to reach for the baby bottle, the milky glow fixes her like a spell. A freeze dashes up the length of her arm and she yanks it away, examining it in surprise. Red-cast memories stab her faintly, of sitting on the floor with her mother to help peel the moistened skin off of mung beans, of hearing about a postpartum woman trying on open-toed heels too quickly after birth and to this day not being able to feel the top halves of her feet: a medical quandary. In the bottle, the white milk froths upside down, oval tufted flakes like a million cells crashing downward. Everything is strange. The magnets unpolarized. She doesn’t know her back is sliding down the ribbed exterior of the fridge until her tailbone hits the tile floor.

			

			◆◆◆

			At night she is relieved to be alone, the moon cycles repeating from a white sliver to a full moon bright enough to shine through the gauze curtains and print patterned shadows on the wooden slats of the floor. Sometimes she stands by the mulberry panels in your room with the quilt draping her shoulders, watching the interlocking tree-branch shadows. The windows look brighter somehow—and farther away. Once, she forgets she is in your room and notices you watching her with an open gaze. Without thought, she walks over and touches the back of your head with her fingertips. Brought to her nose, the smell is soap mixed with earthy scalp. It passes through her lungs, and in a sudden lapse she extends her arms, but she can’t reach you, stopped short by invisible strings.

			

			◆◆◆

			Sensation returns slowly, but not all of it, and there is a long period when she cannot feel what she is touching. Months and months. She is in the kitchen washing carrots under sink water, but if she closes her eyes she could be in university, in the back of the narrow art studio, rinsing the tips of her paintbrushes. She goes on like that, unfeeling, and on the morning of your first birthday, your Dol, the stereo is off, TV off, she is staring at you. She hears a banging, rut-tut-tut-tut, thinking it is in her head until she rolls her gaze down the hall to the front door.

			The grainy intercom screen is lit up: her mother-in-law with tight curls raised above her head, shaped and trimmed like topiary. Her earlobes hang low with gigantic pearls, matching a three-strand necklace whose orbs gleam as she strides inside, wafting naphthalene, boxes of fruit hanging from her fingers on red plastic string. Her eyes are rimmed with kohl, makeup streaked and powdering her entire face, which sours at the sight of her, without adornment and still in nightclothes draped over her too-tall, slim bones.

			Her mother-in-law brushes through the apartment, making imperious gestures as if she owns the place, which she does, a wedding gift purchased in a neighborhood close to her own so she can keep them under watch.

			“Where is the baby?” she demands.

			She spots where you’ve been left on the couch, but looks at your mother anyway for an answer. She’s brought along her two older daughters-in-law, who are from shoddy, rural towns, plucked by her sons for their attractive faces. They escort her everywhere and serve her every whim, anticipating money envelopes they’ll be awarded for their obedience. Your mother, raised in the city in a household of equal wealth, has always come off to her as an ungrateful, stuck-up bitch. But now your mother walks to the couch, handing you to her without protest. Ever since the birth she’s been vacant, less resistant, to her mother-in-law’s content.

			The doorbell continues ringing all morning as others arrive, taking over preparations for your Dol. The helper stoops, organizing the loafers and moccasins in neat rows, bowing each time more families arrive and disperse into separate rooms: the wives into the kitchen to help, the husbands finding a place among those already standing in the living room, and the children nosing around until they find the father-in-law in the study, sticking to him like burrs. A generous, noisily jubilant figure, his body rattles in the armchair as he throws wads of pocket money up into the air. In the living room, the furniture is cleared for the low mahogany table, slowly getting filled by women ferrying bowls from the kitchen, plum-shaped rice cakes, stacks of apples, yugua, yakgua. The AC whirrs as the men place porcelain coffee cups down on mantels, sticking hands below armpits as they exchange matters of business, talk heating up until the mother-in-law passes you down the line of relatives like Jesus blessing different apostles. Your father arrives just in time with a new silver camcorder, his body spirited as he makes the rounds, bowing, receiving with both hands as the men reach into inner jacket pockets and pull out thickly padded white envelopes.

			

			◆◆◆

			In another room, aunts dress you in the vibrant colors of a hanbok: simple lines, no pockets, on your head a traditional hat like armor. Your mother stands in the doorway as her mother-in-law takes you into her arms again, observing you up close.

			Over the months you have grown plumper, your red flesh turned porcelain and wrinkles evened into defined features. You blink at her slowly, eyelids opening and closing softly like petals. It amazes her that her blood has produced your skin, and already you are her favorite, fairer than all the other grandchildren. She rummages through her purse for two gold cubes, tokens inspired by war. She holds them above you, and lit by the sun they glow like magical objects. You crow with delight, and she grins as if she were a sorcerer bewitching you, turning them between her fingers hatched in gold and jade rings. Your mother observes this. Her heart quickens as all the other women clap at whatever her mother-in-law says. Your own laughter mixes with theirs, and for the first time in months, your mother feels fear. She turns away, disappearing into her own room.

			Behind closed doors, she perches on her makeup stool, staring into the mirror as her own mother runs fingers through her black hair. It doesn’t take much to unearth beauty: her hair done up with framing wisps, face powdered white of imperfections, eyelashes upturned above vermilion lips. Her head droops down, but halmuni hisses, nudging her back up with her fingertips. “Aigo, won’t you look at this Baby Mother.”

			“I want to die,” she says.

			“Then die.” Halmuni hands her the mustard retractable knife from the open pouch, used over the years to sharpen kohl makeup pencils. The gesture, ignored.

			“How could you be so cruel? You didn’t warn me of anything.”

			Your grandmother slaps her hard on the neck. “Straighten your mind. How much longer will you be like this? Wake up.” She grabs her roughly from the stool, beating her other body parts with knuckles and hot fingertips, then pushing her out into the living room.

			All heads turn; chatter dies down. The women pull children into their skirts, making room, and your uncle appears out of nowhere with the silver camcorder, urging Baby Mother to sit at the head of the mahogany table with you in her lap. She watches you getting passed like a parcel down different sets of hands into your father’s; he steps around the table, delivering you as he takes the seat next to her. Their knees brush, their first contact in weeks. She looks into your eyes, wet black tadpoles with feminine features already starting to show. The bowls of food arranged around the table, hardly eaten, get taken away by hovering relatives.

			They place a series of objects before you: a pencil for wisdom, jujube for fertility, string for long life, and money for you already know. Everyone gathers in close, forming a dome of heads above you, each voice guiding you to a different item. Your mother lightly stabilizes your hips, focused on helping you hear the object to which fate leads you. After minutes of uncertainty, you lean to the left side of the table, and before there is time to react, her mother-in-law swoops in, placing the money by your fist. A chill paralyzes your mother. The dome of heads kicks back in laughter, and she remains composed until her ears single out your father’s own free, oblivious laughter. His brothers’ wives shout directions, urging you to pick up the money, but when you finally reach for it, your mother slides the pencil in the way.

			All eyes turn. She looks no different since giving birth: body and gestures chiseled into an attenuated thinness, a shell of herself. But inside her, new vivid blood courses through. Her gaze trembles as it rises, slowly, to meet your father’s, and her mother-in-law’s.

			Then, out of the corner of her eye, she spots unexpected movement: the pencil hovering above the table, your fist wrapped tightly around it.

			Then, silence—burrowing into a tunnel deep as the mother-in-law’s fury for your mother, crouched over the table with one hand covering her head and the other clasped to her breast, where, tucked in the crook of her cold arm, is you.

		

	
		
			Bird, Born, Burn

			It is winter in Minnesota, snowing so hard that inside your house, the white plaster walls blur with the view beyond the windows. In this small town of redbrick row houses, smooth white mounds cover gables like fondant, and the chimneys produce wisps of smoke that get carried off by the wind. Four paved paths from the houses in your cluster lead out to the same courtyard. A family lives across from you, four hay-yellow heads that occasionally flash through the windows, the father outside every morning in protective garb, his stout arms held out front and gripping the black metal bar of a snowplow.

			Shoveling the pathway around your house is the last thing your father does before catching the plane, not to return for months, and when your mother pulls back into the driveway from the airport, she looks out at his footprints already covered in snow. It piles on for days, until one afternoon the falling snow thickens into gigantic heaps, and your mother hurriedly buries herself in layers before marching to the front door, shovel in hand. When she opens it, she sees a confusing sight, the pathway around your house plowed clean with the same exactness as the house across the courtyard. When she looks the laureled door is shut tight, the kind man nowhere to be seen.

			She closes the door, a gust of wind wafting in. She shivers, uncoiling the red scarf from around her neck. She turns to face the inside of the house, the wide stretches of tan loop carpet empty other than the furniture the rental came with. The walls, mantels, and cupboards she keeps bare, spending money only on what’s necessary, their simplicity more dear to her than the ornate items in the house she had grown up in. She wraps her arms across her chest, ignoring a draft as she moves through the different rooms, looking for you. She slides open the accordion doors hiding the rattling laundry machines and finds you inside a basket, lost in the folds of cotton fabrics. Your eyes transfix her, reeling her in. The sensation of floating as she picks you up into her arms, until you are laid down on the bed you share, along the curve of her body. She rests too, gazing into the ink-blackness of your hair against the white fitted sheets. She tries putting you down to nap, but you stir, wide awake and unyielding. She tries another position, another room. Finally she gets up, begins to dress you: socks, hat, fleece-lined mittens.

			Outside, the sky has darkened into evening, sharp winds burrowing into you both as she steps slowly forward, the brick of the plowed path hard under her boot soles. She carries you with both arms, her wrist exposed to the biting cold as she supports the back of your head. Negative twenty Celsius: a nose-tingling, arctic cold she’s never experienced before. She steps to the car parked along the road and buckles you into the back seat. She starts the ignition, steering out for a drive around the neighborhood. Slowly she loops around the pond, sealed thick with a foot of ice, the only sound coming from the ticking hazards she keeps on even when alone on the street. Up ahead, a red fox lopes through a thicket of evergreens that abut the road, and her boot slams down on the brake. She wonders in disbelief about such a red color on an animal, but it disappears, the windshield revealing nothing other than buds of snow falling, then breaking into powder. She admires the wealth of snow, nothing like the wispy, rationed portions at home. Here, with all the surfaces covered and made even, she could be anywhere: this town wiped and morphed into another, then another, in infinite possibilities.

			She drives up the rest of the hill and onto the highway, leaving the isolated rental town to see real local homes. Long, empty roads glide under the tires until she takes a familiar exit, on which she slows the car down, anticipating a roundabout. Headlights flash the spindly arms of trees lining the street, her chest cracking wide open at the lights of Christmas decorations. Red door, green door—each house adorned with wreaths and holiday lights skimming down sloping eaves. Through undrawn windows, she sees living rooms with pine trees lit up and draped in tinsel and red, yellow, and green ornaments. She slows down, admiring the foreign opulence, finally halting the car at the end of a long driveway: the largest estate, lit up in stoplight colors, on the lawn a family of reindeer with shiny red bows on their necks. The lights blink; her heart quickens. Oh, these funny Americans. She taps the back of the passenger seat, calling out, “Look,” and your name, but when she turns around, you are asleep.

			Since arriving, she’s been wrestling to locate the middle and high school English in her brain. She attunes her ears to the pronunciations of anchormen, well-spoken passersby, grocery baggers, collecting phrases in a palm-sized notebook to practice them at home. No day goes wasted on the last week before classes start, during which she follows a strict schedule to listen to tracks of a native English speaker on the CD player, repeating the phrases into a mirror as she observes the movements of her tongue. During meals, while you are half eating, half jamming the tip of your spoon down into the surface of the table, she practices s phrases: spatial properties, physical setting, sight lighting. In a week, the semester will begin. She is enrolled in classes for a degree in architecture at the University of Minnesota—a three-year addendum to her bachelor of arts. In a few years who knows where it will take her. She stares out of the house windows in reverie, vision blurring, then refocusing upon hearing a dollop of tomato purée splat on the floor. Your eyes are wet black orbs that draw her in, and she pushes the textbook aside.

			

			◆◆◆

			On the early morning of her first day of school, she has to shovel the wall of snow blocking the front door. By the time she is finished, the sky just begins to lighten. At the end of the drive through winding roads, the parking lot of the charming purple-brick building comes into view, with long-coated mothers leading children of different ages through sliding glass doors. She switches the ignition off and catches your alarmed look of suspicion in the rearview mirror. She gets out of the car and takes off her mittens to unbuckle the car seat. Cold seeps into the car, making your face red and rubbery. Resistance: You bite down until your lips whiten, feet kicking in the air. Her watch ticks, and she waves a strict finger in front of your face, saying, “Banhang-hajima. Come.” When you step down onto the sleety asphalt, she catches a wide-eyed, amber-haired mother through the windshield of her car, watching.

			Inside the building, she inhales the dark, aromatic smell of coffee drifting from a station stocked with a silver machine and white ceramic cups stacked neatly upside down. Two women stand behind the reception desk, calling out the names of children as in a well-rehearsed play. “Good morning, Luke!” “Juliette, don’t run!” Parents stroll behind, their gaits confident as they step down the corridor and the carpeted ramp, some carrying younger infants whose faces bob over furred lapels. The brunette from reception, face lit with recognition, taps your mother on the shoulder and leads you both down the ramp through a barrel door, opening up to a nursery of nicely arranged play spaces, each domed in by pastel walls. Your mother sees the abundance of toys, bins for arts and crafts and teaching tools, all the obvious, rich-country things, which elate her, a feeling that in the most private part of her heart devolves into shame. She remembers to stick out her hand while being introduced to the teachers, Jamie and Fran.

			“Come, let me help you with that,” says Fran, who is older and looks in charge. The lines around her eyes deepen as she reaches for your coat, but you latch desperately on to your mother’s hand. They try luring you with colorful gadgets, and by folding a flat square paper into a crane. Finally, the sight of Fran blowing bubbles from a plastic stick elicits your first bout of laughter, and your mother slides you off.

			You erupt like a fire hydrant in your red puffer, wailing your native word for mother. Both of your faces vanish under snot and despair, and the teachers try taking you, trading you back and forth like goods being bartered. “You have to leave. Go now,” says Fran. Her face is wide with wrinkles and beady eyes, so it comes as a surprise when her grip is firm. Her brows furrow, a look of both great pity and understanding. Your cries ring more urgently, but finally your mother holds you once more, then lets go.

			Fran carries you to the back of the nursery, and having stood by watching the entire time, the brunette from reception takes your mother by the arm, patting her shoulders that heave in sodden gulps. “What can I get for you?” she repeats in whispers all the way back to the front desk, where she seats her, handing her a warm cup of coffee. Your mother rubs a spot on her forehead. The woman is young, apologetic as she hands her the waivers, then more papers, at the end of which is the large bill your mother signs, eyes lingering on the last, implacable zero.

			

			◆◆◆

			It is not poverty. But it is life stripped down to its essentials, dependent on deposits from her father for both your tuition and hers, and on your father for all else, rent, gas, everything down to a grain of rice. The amount he sends varies, depending on how much he can persuade his parents to give, the in-laws who had a distaste for her from the start, a hate turned decisive when she took you to America despite their order to remain in Seoul. But for that same reason—you, the baby, are in America—the deposits are never truly deficient, just lacking enough to convey her in-laws’ scorn, and to force her to live vigilantly.

			She figures out tricks. Each week, she waits until Thursday evening, when there are the most clearances, to go to the grocery store, checking her wallet before waving at Anne M., the burly, hairnetted woman behind the butcher counter who plunges her arm deep into the ice barrel to hand her the juiciest package of bacon. Back home she cooks it, scissoring off the fatty ribbons and black burned bits, giving you the earth-brown trim. You chew full, square cubes of mango while she sucks on the oval seed. Dinner leftovers get stir-fried and repurposed as her lunch at school, where she arrives early to the workshop to search the bins for scraps of vellum, or scarcely dried-out markers, instead of constantly buying new supplies. She conducts daily life like a tight carbon cycle with its thrifty allocations. But the cold—it doesn’t abate. It surprises her how through persistent, merciless weather, there can be such robust living. She is careful, and there is the occasional month where it feels like her in-laws are trying to teach her a lesson, but the challenge is just manageable enough to solidify her own hate.

			One late-winter morning, she wakes up at the dining table with inflamed neck muscles and a filmy textbook page stuck to her cheek. She drapes a quilt over her shoulders and hauls a broom outside, striking the wooden end to break up the ice. The next morning, heat prickles her entire face. Each time she tries to move a limb, it feels weighed down by a thousand bricks. For an entire week, the two of you live trapped inside the white plaster walls of your home, where she lies under the covers, her body both scalding and cold to the bone, barely able to make it to the kitchen two times a day. She keeps you alive on boiled eggs, almonds, pine nuts, rice, toast, cereal, and premade banchan in the refrigerator, eating until there is next to nothing left in the cupboards or the fridge, and you are bare-bottomed on the kitchen floor with your fist lodged inside a jam jar. On the morning of the eighth day the front door rattles, accompanied by a loud rapping. The door vibrates, continuing until you hear the unmistakable thud of the dead bolt. The door creaks open, revealing a face: peppery scruff darkened over the round features of your father.

			Over the months alone, he’s gained back all the weight your mother helped him lose after their marriage. She observes his bulky shadow in the doorway, barely lifting her chin from the bed. “Yangshim upshi mugut-ji?” she asks. He denies it, but the truth is written on his face, how many bowls of rice he’s inhaled during late-night dinners with friends, grilling abundant strips of pork belly over burning charcoal and knocking back glass after glass of soju. Or breaking his promise and turning up for meals at his parents’ home, at his old spot at the dinner table where for three decades her in-laws raised three fat little pigs, ordering the helper girl to never let a dish go empty. No remorse, only avoiding your empty apartment at all costs. The thought of him undoing her work by gorging, raising no defense as his parents slander her, spikes her blood pressure just enough for her to prop her head atop the stack of pillows, a height from which she aims her accusations at him directly. His face is shadowed, the bedroom dark and velvety from the blinds still drawn. Her voice stretches thinly with each second of his silence, and he rolls his large, beetle-shelled suitcase into the bedroom, knocking it onto the floor. He kneels, unzipping the seams. Split open, both sides of the suitcase brim with packages of food: sheets of seaweed, a bag of freshly ground chili pepper, and a tightly silk-wrapped aluminum container of her mother’s handmade kimchi that he carefully brings up to her nose, and upon first whiff of the rank fermentation her voice goes quiet as she bows down her neck in deference.

			In the days after he arrives, she rests while he takes you out to the living room, observing seedlings of his features on your face, his hand unconsciously lifting to his own nose, his own handlebar ears. As she recovers from the flu, he makes himself useful. He empties the trash, drives you to the nursery, or to the playground while she is at the university. Given a list, he purchases Korean groceries, then places the brown paper bags on the kitchen table. He sits with you in his lap in the chair across from her, grinning as she begins her inspection of his purchases. The paper crinkles as she takes out—danmuji: a package of long blocks of pickled radish—chamkae: ground toasted sesame seeds in a bottle—kongnamul: a misty bag of soybean sprouts. She carefully eyes each package before setting it aside, at last taking out a flat, cylindrical aluminum can. She rotates her thumb over the curved surface before looking up at him. “Eegeh moya?” He points to tuna on the grocery list, and as if finally finding the proof she’d been wanting, she further furrows her brow. “How can I spell out everything? When have I ever used canned tuna to cook? How could you not know what I mean, how could you…”

			He endures the litanies, which deepen in scorn each day as the load of her housework increases, his presence causing her to double the servings to chop up, stir, and marinate. He insists to her that he wants to help, to be a part of this family. If shown how, he can take a rag to the wall and scrub your crayon marks, which she allows to encourage creativity. He can neatly fold the laundry into three parts, and return the stacks of shirts, underwear, and socks back to their designated spots. He lies down on the bed, holding you on top of his shins and lifting, then lowering you down in play, and she watches, not without compunction for forcing him to live on his own for most of the year.

			The sun, which had been a weak white all winter, gradually reclaims its spot in the sky. She applies sunblock on you daily, leaving the task to him on the day he takes you to the zoo. He gets every spot on your face but the skin behind your bangs, and in the evening returns you with a burned forehead. He watches as she applies ointment, silence magnifying as she thinks up which contemptuous words to say, but before she starts, he cuts her off.

			“When are you finished? This wouldn’t have happened if we were at home in Seoul.” His Korean is defiant, untainted by a word of English since his arrival. Even after she is finished with the ointment, she doesn’t look, patting your cheeks twice before screwing on the plastic lid tightly. He continues. “What are you going to do if you get sick again? Why continue to struggle in this country, when you have a real home?” She doesn’t have a good answer but is firm in her resolve to stay, and drives him to the terminal on the day of his return flight.

			On the way home, she picks you up from nursery.

			In a year, preschool.

			In another, kindergarten.

			She walks up to the building, the glass doors sliding open. She stops at the machine to fill her mug with coffee, standing tall as the brown liquid drips, answering other mothers walking in: “Great, and how are you?” “Emily will be so happy to see you!” She smiles, pleased with herself, and balances the mug in her hands as she steps down the hallway, all the way to the exit. As she pushes the door open, the metal scrapes the packed meter of snow stacked around its radius. At the bottom of the hill is the playground, and in front of her, several shoveled paths wind down to it, where children bulldoze like ants burrowing through tunnels.

			She searches the slide tower, tire swings, spotting black pageboy hair tangled in the ropes of a web climber. Your limbs are stretched out in polka-dot long underwear, clothes and nylon coat torn off and catching light on the ground like candy wrappers. Her face reddens at your improper clothes, which she forgets about in anticipation of the joy of watching you spot her. Then you see her, and your body stops mid-lunge on the monkey bars. You drop to the ground, running toward her with all your might. Everything but the black top of your head disappears as you enter one of the snow paths, and she calls out half-heartedly, “Slow down! Ddui-jima.” She lodges her mug in the snow, and within seconds you hurtle straight into her body, stumbling her backward in her boots. She picks you up, locking you in a tight embrace. You lean into her soft-boned ear.

			“Can I play for ten more minutes?”

			“Just ten minutes.”

			She watches you run back, your light-up sneakers flashing red as she picks up her mug from the snow. The steam above the coffee rises as she takes the promised ten minutes. You are still playing, reaching your limbs vigorously on the monkey bars when two strong hands pull you off. On the ground, she fits your head through the collar of your sweater, then your coat, while whispering, “Sohn deul-uh. Hold the cuffs with your fingers.”

			In the car she asks, “What did you learn today?” You warble nonsense, squashing your finger on the glass of the window. She turns out of the parking lot, and as she drives down roads and little lanes, you anticipate the best part of the ride, when the great big hill comes into view, and above it the charming Colonial encircled by snow-covered pines draped with string lights. In the yard, visible through the wide-open gates, two red-haired girls in pigtails run around, always playing in the snow at this time of day. You watch them, craning your neck out the window until the house moves completely out of sight. From your seat you wish for your mother to take the wrong road, or for snow to gush down in buckets in a miraculous change in weather, so that you won’t be dropped off at Sylvan Learning, where you sit across from your teacher, who tells you to look at the white sheet with a ladder of words.

			Jennifer moves the ruler down, revealing one word at a time, asking you to pronounce it. With a pencil she marks X or V. For days you’ve been stuck on r-controlled vowels.

			“Let’s do the -ir sounds first. Say: bird, birth, first.”

			“Bird, birth, first.”

			When you reach the end of the sheet, she gives you three white plastic tokens that you stack on the edge of the desk.

			“Now the -or sounds. Say: born, short, corn.”

			“Born, short, corn.”

			“Now the -ur sounds. Say: burn, curb, hurt.”

			“Burn, curb, hurt.”

			Jennifer encourages you, pretending not to notice you spitting the words out like bitter seeds. “Now try: bird, born, burn.”

			You ask to go to the bathroom, where, under the gray ceiling light, quietly, you begin to sing. From the wicker basket of potpourri over the toilet tank, ants trickle down the white ceramic. You lift one with your finger. It travels up your arm, then you lay another finger like a bridge. A knock on the door and you leave the bathroom, sitting through another hour until your mother comes to pick you up. In the car she asks, “What did you learn?”

			“Bird, born, burn.”

			She nods, satisfied, bobbing her head toward her pale knuckles on the wheel. At home, she chops and stirs thin sticks of carrot on the stovetop lit by blue rings of flame. The wall phone rings, and you pull on the rubber coils of the landline until the receiver drops.

			“Uma,” you yell for her, but she can’t hear you as she opens the rice cooker and swats away the steam rising right into her face. She serves you freshly steamed rice in a bowl and returns to the kitchen, defrosting old rice from Tupperware in the microwave for herself. She waits, balancing the phone between her ear and shoulder while wrapping one chopstick of rice and carrots in a sheet of seaweed, stacking them like logs over your dinner plate. Her gaze is fixed to a spot on the wall while she listens to halmuni droning on over the phone. Seeing that you aren’t eating, she removes the receiver. “Eat it,” she says. You see she is tired, so you open wide like a bird, crumpling the food in your mouth like paper. Once you are finished, and she has hung up the phone, she looks at you. “Are you sleepy?” she asks. You nod, your head going up and down, slashing your hair everywhere, and a tired laugh escapes her. You peek through a black curtain of hair and she’s copying you, her hair longer, even more wild than yours. You scream out, clambering out of your chair, and she catches you in her lap.

			After brushing your teeth, she helps you into your pajamas. You roll off her bed, dropping down to your mattress on the floor, which huffs, deflating air. She tucks you in and turns off the lights before closing the door, but without her the room feels cold, the sheets not yet warmed up by your body. You try to sleep, but when you can’t, you slip back out and see her sitting at the dining table, her head hung over a textbook splattered with pen marks. Quietly, you creep down the dimly lit hallway and climb up into the seat next to her. She grunts, making no other protest. You bring one of your own books from your room and open it up like hers. You place your elbows over the table, chin in your palms, and read.

		

	
		
			Palace

			For your friend Isabel’s fifth birthday, four of you are squeezed in the back of her mother’s shiny convertible, your little butts burning from the friction of seat leather. You’ve never been in a car without a roof before. You had waited for Mrs. Winterson on the playground at Kinderberry Hill, leaping off the swings the moment her white-sandaled toes stepped through the fence. Earlier in May, she had come in a dress that billowed like ship sails and a wide-brimmed sun hat to take your entire class to the zoo, and for Easter, she organized a hunt with gold chocolate eggs, giving out a handmade treasure map with burned edges for clues. Sometimes when your mother comes to pick you up early, you plead with her to wait until Mrs. Winterson arrives, just so you can get a glimpse of her. In the playground, the heat felt syrupy, as though if you stepped too hard you could get stuck, but now the car breezes along and the wind whips coolly on your skin. Mrs. Winterson glances at all of you from the rearview mirror, and you show her your best, most winsome smile.

			The car swerves, and Mona’s thick braid swings forward like the tail of her pet iguana. You didn’t believe it when she told you her mother got her one, so the next week she brought the huge glass tank in to show-and-tell, where you all crowded around the reptile perched vigilantly on a brown log, its tough body greener and longer than you could’ve ever imagined. The next thing you knew, Lucía’s mom got her a brown-and-black spotted cat, and Mrs. Winterson got Isabel a furry Angora bunny that chomps on lettuce and is small enough to fit in the palms of your hands. When you finally convinced your mother to get you a pet, she returned home with a glass bowl filled with water and two fish with fanned tails. You couldn’t even touch them, just watch as they swam in slow circles around the bowl.

			“Jesus!” Mrs. Winterson gasps, and slams down on the brakes at a red light. The car jolts to a stop. You lurch, trying not to get burned by the iron seat buckles, and out of excitement, Lucía slaps a damp paper towel over your wrist. All day you’ve been sticking paper squares on one another, tattooing butterflies and hearts along your arms and foreheads. You look around at the other girls: You have the shortest hair, a black bowl cut snipped by your mother, unlike their long manes left to grow freely.

			The car isn’t moving, but the radio plays and the engine vibrates. Mrs. Winterson looks into the rearview mirror, smacking her lips twice, mwah, mwah, a clear gloss coating them like a lollipop. You copy her, covering your lips with spit until they shine. You suck in the corners, the top and bottom lips inflating as if to kiss. “Mrs. Winterson, look,” you say, awaiting her theatrical gasp. She doesn’t hear you, but the girls go wild with screams, giggling until the song playing on the radio switches, and a new, feminine voice comes on.

			All four of you exchange glances. Earlier in the day, Lucía had convinced you that inside every radio, there are a little man and woman who take turns singing, and it tires them out if you keep pressing play. “Does not,” countered Mona, with an exaggerated roll of her eyes, but you and Isabel had listened, captivated. Antsy in her seat, Isabel calls out, “Mom,” but her voice gets snatched by the wind too. Lucía shakes her head in two wild motions, the long locks of her brown hair falling everywhere. She calls out loudly. “Mrs. Winterson!” Isabel cowers, raising the tips of her fingernails to her teeth. She is easily startled since her new dad started picking her up from Kinderberry Hill and Mrs. Winterson started going by a different last name.

			“Almost there, girls, just you hold on.” At the stoplight she turns around, flashing a smile almost as shiny as her buoyant hair. Isabel slumps back in her seat. The roads shorten, and when the car slows down the four of you become sailors at sea, squinting through hand binoculars. “There it is,” Lucía says under her breath, pointing, and you scramble up from your seat, elbowing her to get out of the way. Then you see it: golden arches looming bright and halo-like over a red hut, that entire parking lot spotlit over the other gray, boring buildings of the town. Attached to the red hut is a tall glass building, inside which you can see the gargantuan play structure soaring right up to the ceiling. Children crawl through red bridges and tunnels, glide down the thick blue coiled slide; tousled heads peek out from windows of gumdrop domes.

			Whenever your friends talk about Big Macs, or Happy Meals, they lower their voices so that you can’t hear them, whispering among themselves to describe the taste and trading their exclusive plastic toys. When you asked your mother for a Big Mac, she said, while washing the dishes one night, “Do you want to be fat like Americans?” She motioned with her rubber-gloved hands to form a dome over her stomach. You laughed, continuing to protest, “Lucía eats McDonald’s.” “Well. Lucía isn’t my daughter.” You knew this wasn’t a logical answer, but the way she said my made your pride surge, and you let it go.

			The car stops and you race one another inside, to where the hot smell of grease drifts above the gleaming surfaces, cool air-conditioning cast over you like a spell. Bright menu panels line the upper wall, and without stopping to look, you each point at a different burger, like settlers claiming territory. Because it’s her birthday, Isabel gets first dibs on the new release, the Ersatz Skyscraper, which looks like burgers stacked inside burgers in between layers of cheese, yellow corners bent down like melted plastic. “I want that one,” she says, but Lucía cups her hand over her mouth. Her eyes widen as she whispers, “Poison.” When just the four of you are together, you are in a walled universe of a lower register, sealed and unknowable to adults. Lucía has decided that sesame seeds are poisonous, and you scream, running from one another, trying to hide from nothing.

			In front of you, Mrs. Winterson stands at the counter, her hand placed over her popped hip as she snaps on a stick of gum. She orders four Happy Meals and the man working behind the counter encased in a polyester uniform takes a good long look at her. He leans into her ear, whispering something that makes her lips part, laughter rising like a skirt. Isabel slides away from the three of you squirting ketchup into paper cups and goes up to the counter. She shoots the man a glare and whispers, “Mom.” Mrs. Winterson looks down at Isabel, surprised to see her. She pulls Isabel inside the dip between her pant legs, which is how they remain as the man returns with four red boxes hanging from his fingers. You line up, each of your heels kicking the checkered linoleum like little engines until the man drops down red boxes, one after another.

			Isabel rips open the paper clasps, digging inside the box to find the plastic wrapper. She tears it and lifts the toy into the air, examining it under the light before shoving it back to her mother. “I want that one,” she says, pointing at the rainbow-striped zebra among the assortment of toys on the menu panels. Isabel glances in your direction, and you shake your head vigorously. You’re asking for trouble, you silently warn her, but Isabel whines again without heeding. Mrs. Winterson flashes an embarrassed smile at the man, trying to reason with her daughter, but Isabel shakes her head adamantly. “It’s my birthday,” she says. The words come out choked up, the tips of her fingernails once again rising to her teeth. An expression of tenderness overtakes Mrs. Winterson’s face. “You’re right,” she says. “It’s your birthday. It’s your day.” She purses her lips and turns to the man, who’s been watching from behind the counter with a grin on his face. “Get her the toy,” she says. At first he smirks as though they are still playing a game, but her face is serious and he disappears behind the swinging doors, returning minutes later with a plastic wrapper tucked inside a napkin.

			It startles you each time. Mrs. Winterson is a different breed of mother, the kind who never scolds, who wants to give you everything you want. Mona and Lucía scurry over to Mrs. Winterson, sticking out their cupped hands. “Me too, me too,” they beg her, and you hurry to join them. Mrs. Winterson’s laughter trills. The man hands out the toys, and something bright shoots through your veins, sending you spinning as you grip tightly on to your tray in a game of balance. Lucía and Mona are already racing to the back sliding glass doors, through which the gargantuan play palace gleams in red, yellow, and blue. You run after them, all four of you teetering in laughter until you enter the doors and the spinning stutters to a stop—across the room, each of your own mothers is smiling and waving, sitting in a white laminate booth. They start singing “Happy Birthday” to Isabel, and from the muddled voices your mother’s soars straight to you, causing a rupture in the magic wall encasing the four of you.

			The other girls bolt past you to the booth, but your body stops midway. You are surprised to see your mother, her pale, slender arm waving excitedly, the black sunglasses hooked on her neckline revealing the gentle slope of her chest. She motions you to come, and as she pulls you onto her lap in the booth, you move obediently to her touch, letting her take the red tray from your hands. “There, there,” she clucks. “I bet you’re hungry.” You watch in amazement as she places the tray naturally on the table, as if it’s something she’s done a thousand times. She stands up to give Mrs. Winterson a hug. Somehow, Mona is seated between Isabel and Lucía, comparing their zebras, which they roll between their fingers, while you are on the other side of the booth beside your mother. Her head bobs above you as she laughs, chatting with the mothers and blending in so well that they don’t even notice when she reaches for a stack of napkins next to her, which she carefully spreads all over the bottom of your plastic tray. Once finished, she unhooks the box’s yellow arches, digging out the juice box, wrapped burger and fries, and places them on the napkins.

			Mrs. Winterson takes no precautions and spills french fries onto the tray in front of the girls. Immediately they reach out their hands, grabbing fistfuls and dipping them in dollops of ketchup. You bend over the table, trying to reach for the pile of fries. “Sohn,” your mother gasps, placing two fingers over your wrist to stop you. Her eyes are bright and focused and she glides out of the booth, extending her arm to you. “Hurry, come.” You don’t budge, and she subtly shakes her head as she lowers her bottom. “Okay, then.” She bends down to your ear, whispering to you in Korean the instructions for how you must eat the food.

			She folds the burger wrapper halfway down for you, then, next to the box of fries, stacks two more napkins. From across the table, Lucía grins at you with all her teeth, and you see the inside of her mouth is half-full of sodden pieces of food as her fingers are spread spiderlike over her bun. Your mother places the burger wrapper in your hands. As you take the first bite into the golden bun you feel the heat of everyone watching, and the burger disintegrates in your mouth, tasteless like sand. You eat it slowly, letting your friends beat you to the palace, each of them scampering off and disappearing inside a different colorful entrance. Only when they are all gone do you pick up a fry. You place a golden stick into your mouth, pushing it inside until your tooth nearly grazes the tip of your index finger, then chew off. One after another, you drop the dirty butt ends onto the napkins until a mound forms, looking like white tufts of cotton. Now that you aren’t being watched, the fries taste heavenly in your mouth, the first crunch breaking open the potato skin into a hot and silky blend that you savor.

			You are sipping on your juice box when, from the corner of your eye, you spot Lucía. Her sneakers land solidly on the ground from the slide, and immediately she takes off, skipping in your direction. Next to you, your mother is nodding with Mrs. Winterson as Lucía’s mother gestures, hands midair, preaching about No Child Left Behind. With your mother’s attention turned away, you alternate glances between Lucía’s face and the bizarre mound of dirty, bitten-off stumps of fries on your tray. Lucía’s mother sees her running and claps, chanting her name, and without thinking, you grab one fistful after another, slamming them into your mouth. Within seconds Lucía pounces inside the booth, reaching for her ripped-open juice box. Her tongue glistens pink as she slurps it like a cat before dragging you off to the palace.

			You run without once turning back to your mother, your heart flapping wildly like a bird. You follow Lucía through a rubber flap door, knees knocking onto the hard plastic as you crawl down a narrow tunnel. A new path opens up at each turn, and you hesitate before every interconnecting path. “Come on,” she hollers, and you follow her up a rope ladder to a landing of gym mats. You push through the traffic of other kids, keeping your eye on Lucía, already on the far side, where she tumbles down into a ball pit. You follow her in, falling and swinging your arms as the weight of gravity pulls you down, red, green, and yellow plastic orbs scuttling beneath your shoes. From the deeper side of the pit, Mona and Isabel spot you and wade in your direction. It is you and Lucía against them, and you attack one another with balls, yelling until your throats burn, stripped raw like sugarcane. The game changes to floating on your backs, and you are staring at the black mesh ceiling when your stomach churns: what you know to be green and red blotches of the germs you swallowed, glowing and concocting into poison.

			You crawl out of the ball pit, hurrying off to a bright plastic window on the highest level of the structure. It is a transparent bulge, a nook, and when you look down from it you spot the black crown of your mother’s head. She is searching for you in the wrong direction, unable to see you curled up above her. At first you feel anger that she couldn’t let you eat normally, but gradually the anger turns into a different feeling you can’t quite name. Lucía finds you with a lemony look on your face, and grabs you by the arm, forcing you back on your hands and knees. The air feels hard to breathe, welded thickly with the smells of hot, sticky breath, armpits, and unwashed hair, but Lucía drags you to the opposite end of the play structure, where Mona and Isabel are huddled in a walled-off corner. They are talking, and as you approach, you hear Mona snort. “Which daddy? Your real daddy?” she says, repeating a line from a movie you both saw, and Isabel’s cheeks bruise pink.

			Mona locks eyes with you, her eyelashes surprisingly dense. “Are you ready?” She positions the four of you in a tight circle, then lifts her shirt, showing her nipples. If they’re fleshy and round, they’re blueberries. If not, strawberries. You freeze, startled by how easily Isabel and Lucía have agreed to participate. Once the laughter subsides, Isabel glances at each one of you, offering a thrilled look before lifting her shirt up. Then it’s Lucía’s turn, and she throws her body in huffing laughter, turning her face before twisting up her shirt. Then it’s your turn. All three look at you, and at first you stare back at them blankly. “I knew it,” says Mona, but before she can say anything else, you yank up your shirt. All three of them quiet down and peer in, butting into one another’s heads to look. “Which is it? What do you see?” you ask, but from the glazed, astonished looks on their faces, fear creeps into you, giving you the sense that what they see is something else. But it’s too late—there’s nothing you can do but keep your shirt held up, letting the unnameable feeling paralyze you, that something that used to be just yours has been lost.

		

	
		
			Rules

			Forty black-haired girls in rows of wooden desks at your private school in Korea. First assignment: Write left, right. You don’t know how to, so you copy the characters’ lines and curves off Jiwoo, your deskmate. You have decided to be friends; she circles your desks with her jaw gritted tightly, snapping like a dog when the other girls get near. They think you are white, you who are pale and don’t speak Korean, but that they have the power to get through to you if they enunciate:

			“Don’t speak to Jiwoo, her mom is a skank.”

			“I’ve been to America too.”

			“To second graders, you must bow. They’re older than you.”

			You understand their words but return a vacant stare. Still, they go on announcing these rules, and you fix your gaze on the wooden pencil case centered at the top of your desk, its detachable lid functioning as a ruler. One was handed out to everyone on the first day of school. The echo of footsteps grows louder in the hallway. The girls hurry back to their desks, folding the bottoms of their black uniform skirts as they sit, straightening their backs and facing the chalkboard. The door opens; the teacher walks in, a sober, middle-aged matron with hairs above her upper lip that tremble whenever she sighs out her nose.

			Quietly a line forms behind the teacher’s desk, each girl holding a workbook open in her palms. The teacher wields a red grease pencil, making circles or slashes, returning shamed girls back to their seats to make corrections. When it is your turn, she looks at you hard, her left eye pulsing as though seeing through your lie, seeing that despite the pale, foreign wash that separates you like a bad seed, you can in fact speak and understand Korean. Just yesterday, you caught her observing the girls cornering you during recess, her face serene in the shadows as though she approved. Your insides slide down to your feet, the floor bending as you try to keep your arms straight. She grades your work, her eyes stopping at the bottom of the page, where they narrow at your scribbled hieroglyphs.

			“Very well,” she sighs, handing back your book.

			It hadn’t been intentional—on the first day of school, you fought back tears as your mother practically dragged you out of the car. You sat through the class photographs and chapel ceremony, after which your parents, along with everybody else’s, returned to the classroom together, packed tightly on the sidelines as your teacher filed each of your classmates into a desk. Jiwoo introduced herself to you in Korean, and you turned to face your mother, her eyes poised in encouragement until they abruptly dimmed, witnessing the disaster of you refusing to speak the language back. By the time your parents left, and you grasped how much effort was required to keep up the act, it was too late, everyone already accustomed to your dumb, wide-eyed stares.

			The bell rings. Your classmates skid down the rows of desks to the line forming at the back door, single file, face-forward, in order of height on the first day of school. The teacher walks the line, inspecting. “Proper form. Stand tall, correctly,” she says, and the straight line becomes straighter, not one shoulder out of order. “Now go.” The line moves quickly out into the hall, where each girl in front of you bends down to pick up a metal tray from a stack on the ground. Ahead, four women in aprons and hairnets stand along the walls behind a long aluminum pushcart. You are alert to their efficiency, and shortly it is your turn to be scooped a portion of rice, stew, and, in the indented silver circles above them, three banchans: sides of white marinated lotus roots, steamed spinach, and a chunk of braised saury wrapped in the tattered remainders of scratched, metallic skin.

			Everyone must stay at their desk for lunch. It is quiet, save for the sound of scraping metal spoons and chopsticks, and teeth grinding food. Around you, others scoop up portions of the stew, or place banchan over spoonfuls of rice they swallow whole. You touch none of it, sitting with your hands folded in your lap, the food in your tray going cold. Jiwoo gives you a sideways glance. “Your loss,” she says. Thinking you can’t understand, she points her chopsticks at the pieces of meat bobbing in your stew. You grin back meekly, pointing at the black beans she picked out of her rice into a pile along with discarded saury bones. She sticks out the pink tip of her tongue, waving her chopsticks in your face.

			The teacher, making rounds with her hands behind her back, pauses beside your desk. Her shadow falls, and when you look up you see the hairs above her upper lip trembling. “Yesterday, we spoke of this. On this day, you promised to eat.” You stare back up at her until your eyes sting. The teacher sighs, going on in Korean. “The rice, at least. It has no taste. Here, I will help take out the beans.” She bends down, taking your chopsticks and swiftly removing the beans into a stack on the side of your tray so that the rice is white and plain. “There,” she says, realigning the tray with your desk. The classroom suddenly goes quiet, everyone having stopped eating and turned in their wooden chairs to watch you. You raise the metal spoon to your mouth, fitting it inside and scraping the sticky rice off with your teeth.

			The bell rings. The remaining lunch trays get put away, and your homeroom teacher tidies up her desk for the incoming math teacher, keeping an eye on each of you girls until she leaves the room. You sit tight in your chair and lift the creaky wooden desktop, sifting through the various laminated subject books for the correct one. The math teacher’s slippers’ distinct tap-tap, tap-tap grows loud in the hallway, and before the door even completely opens, the class monitor shoots up from her front-row desk and yells, “Straight form! Greeting!” You stand up with the entire class, bowing. The teacher strides down each row looking for the subject book and workbook displayed on every desk, and as he checks he has an odd way of sliding across the floor, without once lifting his slippers. He passes the empty desktops without remark, then at the end of his rounds stands in front of the chalkboard with his shoes planted firmly on the ground. “You three without books, raise hands,” he calls out. One by one, three girls stand and go up to the chalkboard, where they kneel and raise their arms to the ceiling, straight and rail-thin like chopsticks. Their faces are downturned but resilient, while just watching them you can’t breathe, clasping your hands above your stomach wrung out by hunger. The teacher raises white chalk to the dusty green board, drawing a circle, square, and triangle. He starts the lesson, and everyone flips to a page in the workbook, solving questions written in symbols and letters you can’t read. Jiwoo pushes the flap of her book over to your side of the desk, and you copy down her answers with one hand, using the other to cover your stomach.

			After school, a dozen numbered buses wait in line, piping out exhaust fumes in the parking lot. You run, your hand getting pulled by Jiwoo, who charges ahead of you, elbowing through a huddle of white-gloved drivers who chew on wooden toothpicks sticking out the corners of their mouths. “Hurry,” she yells, grinning as she turns, enjoying this responsibility of making sure you get on the correct bus. She runs until suddenly the tip of her sneaker catches on a pointed stone, and her hand unclasps from yours. You kneel to where she’s fallen on the ground, hands around both kneecaps.

			At first, they’re just dotted with red, but then the wound activates, and blood gushes down her legs. In shock, you ask without thinking, “Guenchana?” Are you okay? Jiwoo’s eyes widen considerably. “Nuh hangook-mal hal-jool ala?” You can speak Korean? She repeats this question all the way to the nurse’s office, where you drag her, unable to even hear her from your heart beating in your ears. Through tears, you tell the nurse what happened, and Jiwoo stares at you from her perch on the high chair, with no interest in the blood on her knees congealing into rubies. The nurse hands you a lollipop, pointing to the bulky telephone on her desk for you each to call your mothers to pick you up.

			By the time your mother arrives, your body is a shell containing no food and no organs. You don’t even register her silence on your walk to the parking lot until her arms reach down to pull off your backpack, and for a second, black straps dangle over you like tentacles. In their place, her face appears, paler since returning to Korea. For weeks she’s been drinking decoctions of red ginseng, stinky, dirt-brown liquid strength, but they must not be working, because her face looks even more gaunt and wrought. Her white car is parked nearby and you pull her hand to continue walking, but she won’t budge, still looking down at you with that face.

			“I spoke with your homeroom teacher. Did you not eat lunch at school? Does the food not match your mouth? Eelee-bwa, look at me.” She speaks in low, measured tones, but you don’t answer and she shakes her head gravely. “Come. Bbali-wa, let’s go somewhere.” Instead of walking to the car, she leads you outside the metal school gates, walking down a path you haven’t been on before. The movement of your feet shocks your tears dry, and you follow her up wide stepping stones onto a hidden sidewalk canopied by ginkgo trees. Yellow, fanned leaves scatter the pavement slabs, and you step around the squashed ginkgo berries, a rotten stink rising from the gutted, thick yellow paste. The sidewalk dips, and you walk downhill to the end where the curb crumbles into gravel, the ground uneven below your rubber soles. A street lined with storefronts appears where old, bent-backed women sweep the ground with bamboo brooms underneath ribbed metal roofs. You stoop your head, and her hand pulls you left, right, left, slowing down when you notice a change in the air, hot now, tart and acrid.

			She turns in to a narrow alley, pushing you through a slim metal door to where the daylight gets snuffed out by the glare of light fixtures and bulbs suspended upside down from wires. The aisles are choked with squatting women in red rubber gloves in front of stalls overflowing with cabbage, ginger, dried anchovies, steamed mussels, long and steel-blue dead fish draped over ice. You stare at the mackerel, the sad tongues of clams starting to brown under flies lassoing in the air. The smell is unbearable and you pinch your nostrils, breathing shallowly out of your mouth when the aisle opens up into a clearing. It’s a food shack, plastic stools circling a counter with left-out water jugs and used spoons, chopsticks, and bowls splattered with red chili paste. The owner’s hair coils are tied up in a black hairnet as she moves busily behind the counter in red rubber gloves, dicing slices of green onion out of long stalks and mixing them into large stewing vats. Three men sit huddled together in the corner, eating stew from black stone pots. Your mother pulls out two stools next to them, waving for attention. “Tteok-kkochi il inbun-iyo,” she calls out, and the owner slides down two metal cups and a canister of brown barley tea.

			“I want water,” you say, and your mother pours the brown barley tea into a cup.

			“Drink,” she says. You’re parched from thirst, but you won’t drink.

			“I want water,” you repeat.

			“This is water now,” she says, pushing the cup even closer to you.

			You can’t take it any longer and the hot tears flow again, dribbling down your chin. “Why are we here? I want to go home.”

			She doesn’t answer you, instead closing her eyes and dragging the base of her palm to her forehead. The owner delivers a platter of red-coated tubular rice cakes impaled on skewers, and your mother swiftly drags them down with her chopsticks. “We’re not leaving until you eat.”

			You flatten your eyelids into a glare, and she slaps you hard on the arm, which she’s never done before. You look up and see fat tears hanging on the tips of her eyelashes, her face balled up with rage as it was in America during her late-night phone calls with your father, over the last weeks before she finally gave up, boxing all your things and getting you both on a plane to Seoul. “Go on, eat. Muguh,” she repeats. You stick out the tip of your tongue to graze the saucy tip of red rice cake, then retract it instantly. She puts one hand on your lower back, pressing down. “You don’t like it?” You look up again. Her tears are gone, and from the deep, disturbed look in her eyes, you know that there will be no mercy. Her hand presses down more firmly, and finally you bend your neck to submit.

		

	
		
			Orphan

			One weekend morning you lie awake, waiting for your mother to come knocking on your bedroom door, for her to whisper, “Ddok, ddok,” and step inside, laying her cheek atop yours. It is brighter inside your room than it had been a month ago, a bright prism of light slicing through the window glass into a white oval on the floor. Previously, the window panels were covered by mulberry paper, and you woke up to light warmly baking your room, the paper so illuminated that you could see the white mulched mulberry threads. But one day you returned from school to gigantic billowing plastic taped over the walls, and a trio of construction workers taking out the mulberry panel and replacing it with glass, your mother observing them up close with her arms crossed.

			No matter how long you wait, she doesn’t come, and you finally slip out of bed, tiptoeing down the hallway that leads to the dining room. You spot her at the table, her head hanging over large paper sheets. A look of concentration glazes her face, her black hair tied back in a tired bun. You watch from the doorway until she notices and comes over, crouching to drape her arms around you. “I’m sorry, aegi, sorry.” In front of the kitchen cabinet, she reaches for the red box of Froot Loops, which is only for special occasions or when she’s busy. She pours the colorful rings into a bowl with milk and brings it to the table. You clap, but instead of sitting beside you, she returns to her seat, supporting her head with her knuckles as she looms over the pale blue drafting papers.

			It is a floor plan marked by light pencil, the crisp vellum curled up and held down by her elbows. Vertical lines of walls are drawn precisely, the margins marked with signs and numbers in her handwriting. You’ve seen her work on it for years, starting when you were still in Minnesota: the layout of your grandparents’ new house. When the rubber factory was built near her childhood home, the air became thick with smog and car exhaust, and halmuni and halbuji began coughing in thick, elongated wheezes. Within months of your arrival back in Korea, your mother began building them a house by the seaside, where the only sound is water rolling against rocks. She took you everywhere with her, furling up the paper sheets to show the contractor, to different stores to choose pavers, tiles, doorknobs. On weekends she drove all the way down to the construction site, where you watched her talk with men in hard yellow hats, giving orders and going around to tap the various stones and concrete with her knuckles. She took photos, four-by-four Polaroids of ceiling lights and the long, dark corridors, which later she laid around the floor of your apartment so that you had to tiptoe, careful not to touch anything.

			She now lays out on your bed her favorite dress of yours, white with red peonies sewn onto cotton lapels. “Aba will be here any minute,” she says, and together you wait on the living room couch for ten minutes, which turns into half an hour, then two hours. You try to distract her with the TV, pretending not to know that your father is late because he is having breakfast at his parents’ house, which he does every weekend morning. Occasionally, if your mother is in a good mood, she accompanies him with you. Upon arriving at their house, she enters the kitchen, wordlessly receiving instructions from her mother-in-law on preparing the food for breakfast, continuously exchanging positions with the helper girl between the stove and the cutting board. She is always the last to sit at the table, at the far end, and pick up a spoon.

			You hear the rough sound of keys jingling, and your father stumbles in with his shirt collar unbuttoned. “Miyan, miyan-hae,” he mutters breathlessly. Without lifting her gaze from a spot on the floor, your mother makes you stand up with a firm grip around your wrist. She holds the silence tightly in her jaw as you all leave together, but as you get into your father’s car, the engine still running, you know it is about to break.

			Gravity bends as soon as aba steps on the accelerator, sharply turning the car onto the back roads as uma’s voice rises to a nasty pitch. She fires one complaint after another, as she does every time he drives. You used to feel bad for aba, looking up to his untouchable patience for never yelling back, until one day you realized that he simply wasn’t listening, that she always complained about the same three or four things—such as to stop briefly lifting his foot off the pedal while braking, which makes her dizzy, or to stop letting several cars cut in at a time. If your father reacts at all, it’s only with a peculiar laughter—not a sound made from thinking something is funny, but something else. Her tone makes you shudder, but he imitates it in a silly, high pitch, which after a few minutes makes uma quiet down.

			The highway is jam-packed, and behind the tall barriers lining the roads apartment buildings are being constructed by cranes, giant metal sculptures bowing, then stretching their necks like feeding giraffes. “Look, uma, look,” you say, but her voice snaps. “Do you think I’d want to talk right now? Over there, you person,” she says, turning to your father. “You forgot about weekend traffic? Huh? Answer me.” Her voice rings even louder than the cars honking around you. But from where you sit, you don’t see a single muscle twitch on your father’s solid neck or shoulders as he maintains his grip on the steering wheel.

			The pitted roads crumble into gravel, jolting you out of sleep. Out the window is sea, flat and continuous to the horizon. You keep alert, wanting to catch the moment the house appears out of nowhere, perched on a plot of black volcanic rock, the deck right out on the edge of the waves. A draft blows in from an open window, the air tinged with moisture and salt, cold enough that your skin goes tight. Here, far from the city, the landscape has turned bleak and savage, knotted pines crippled into frightening shapes by the gusts blowing off the ocean, the shore drying out into endless mudflats. You spot the electric sliding gate, opening up to halmuni stepping out of the house’s wooden doors shrouded in scarves, a button hanging down from her cardigan, loose from wear. She is dwarfed by the sloping eaves of the black clay-tile roof until halbuji comes out behind her. The top of his head is bare except for strands of silver hair combed neatly away from his forehead. He has the tan, taut face of kings from past dynasties. The furrows around his mouth deepen as he smiles, seeing you through the car’s back window.

			Your father jumps out of the driver’s seat, bowing his head and shaking halbuji’s hand. They speak in the low voices of adult men, entering through the tall gates and veering off toward the rocks. Halmuni helps you out of the car, pinching the tops of your cheeks as your mother climbs out of the passenger seat. Halmuni makes a point to not welcome her, instead rubbing her tough hands all over your body. “It’s on purpose you came so late?” she asks, and your mother shifts behind her, readjusting the heavy paper bag in her hand. “Aiie, how could you say so, uma?” She places her free hand on halmuni’s back, leading her inside the gates.

			To you, the new house looks like a miracle, as if your mother had taken the old house, lifted off the roof, scraped away the outer wings and the second floor, and placed it back down by the sea. It is smaller and without a courtyard, but the pine tree from the old house was loaded onto a truck and planted here, the same one that once cast a large shadow over halmuni when she sat on the stone steps of the old house, grinding balsam leaves and flowers and wrapping the paste over your fingernails to dye them a dark orange hue. That is, on one of the few times your mother didn’t tell you to go up to the second floor, where you could either watch TV or play in her and your aunts’ old rooms. You opened the desk drawers but never found anything other than the few pencils with their wooden tips shaved bluntly with a box cutter, their names carved onto the sides in small, neat characters. For halmuni and halbuji, it had been daughter, daughter, daughter, no son. But all your cousins are boys, older than you, who never once let you tag along with them around the old neighborhood. Sometimes, in the old house, if you managed to squeeze out a tear, your mother would let you sit with the adults in the living room, where she and your aunts chatted with halmuni, until eventually halbuji stood up from his old rocking chair, retiring into his room, which within moments would thunder with the music of violins, piano, and roaring basses.

			Whenever your mother is with halmuni, it is as if she doesn’t see you. On top of that, halmuni never even seems glad to see her. It’s halmuni’s trademark for everything she says to be tinged with a strain of complaint, but no matter how poorly halmuni treats her, your mother maintains a smile, nodding in understanding and never talking back. You don’t understand either of their behaviors, including why your mother always tried exiling you to the second floor.

			Once, you were aimlessly flipping through the TV channels when you saw a kid around your age being interviewed. She was a Korean girl like you, but from the somber background music, and the way the camera focused on her unhappy expressions, you could tell her life was different from yours. She was an orphan, one of three girls featured in the program who all lived in an orphanage in a province with a name you didn’t recognize. You had never seen an orphan before, and you watched the entire program until the ending credits, feeling at once incredibly sorry for them, but also that you were one of them, understanding the feeling of having been abandoned.

			With the second floor gone now, there’s even less for you to do if your mother exiles you. You replace your shoes with indoor slippers, gliding your hands along the cold, papered walls that lead into the living room. It is furnished with a long wooden credenza decked with orchids and photos with reddish casts, different from the traditional old layout. In place of the sliding mulberry panels are glass windows, the rectangles so stark and clear that it looks like part of the wall is missing. Your mother doesn’t notice you, busy handing halmuni a paper bag sagging with glassware packed to the brim with a dish you watched her make, massaging marinade and spices into folds of meat, letting it sit for hours, then dragging a knife through the marbled flesh to meticulously carve out the fat. But halmuni doesn’t even look inside the bag, pointing her finger to a spot on the ceiling. “You see that?”

			A flat light disk hangs from black and green wires, rotating slowly like a crib mobile. Your mother cranes her neck to look up, first getting up on her toes, then leaning her body to the side, taking different angles to examine the black hole the light descends from. This time it’s the light fixtures, but when you visited last week there was not enough natural light in the kitchen, and the week before that, halbuji discovered a tiny leak in the outdoor pipes. “Aigo-yaa,” sighs halmuni, her voice sunken in discontent. “This house is terrible,” she says. Your mother turns to her, eyes poised in cheerful laughter. “Uma, tell the truth. Don’t you go around breaking things so that I will come see you?” Halmuni pulls three silk mats from underneath the credenza and lowers her body onto one of them, groaning as she kneels. Her voice is low as she peers up at your mother. “For what reason would I want to see your face?” She coughs huskily, clutching at her throat. “And it’s so cold,” she mutters, grasping the scarves she is swaddled in and pretending to shiver.

			Your mother steps over to the glass window, sliding it closed. She stands there for a moment, her back turned to halmuni as her knuckles bulge white, no longer smiling as she closes a hard fist around the silver handle. You sidle up to her, but when she looks down at you, her face is far away and vacant like the moon. She motions you outside with a flick of the wrist, but you plead to stay. “Then go sit on the floor,” she orders, and you squat down on the silk mat next to halmuni, who doesn’t react to your presence until your mother kneels down on her other side, working her hands up and down halmuni’s arm to massage it. You reach for the other arm, copying your mother’s motions. She presses her thumbs down into the creases of your grandmother’s back, then when she tires, switches out her hands for her elbows, making halmuni’s face collapse into thick rolls of pleasure. Suddenly halmuni makes a loud grunt and gets up by sliding out from underneath your hands. “I have to go prepare dinner.”

			“Let me help,” your mother says, but halmuni swats the air with her short, calloused fingers. Your mother gets up to follow after her anyway, and you grab onto her leg, stopping her. She turns to you sharply. “Why do you keep calling me? What do you want?” Her voice is barbed and resentful, shocking you into letting go.

			Outside, you kick down the gravel bed of a winding path. It leads to the deck enclosed by dark metal railings, the surfaces covered by thin beads of water from the moisture in the air. Your father and halbuji have gone out to the farthest point, standing on the black volcanic rocks right on the water’s frothing edge. The rocks feel sharp under your rubber soles as you walk out to them. They stand still without speaking, looking out at the gray sea with hands behind their backs, their faces long and philosophical. You slide in between them and they step aside, making room to include you in their silence. The breeze toughens and you look up at your father.

			“Museun sengak-hae?” you ask, but your voice gets carried away by the strong wind. Instead, aba whispers something to halbuji, who nods in avid agreement. In rare moments, usually during meals in the company of your father and uncles, you’ve seen halbuji’s eyes light up as he spit-fires joke after joke, holding their rapt attention and making them roll with laughter, but for the most part, he doesn’t demonstrate that level of animation in the presence of halmuni or his daughters. He closes his eyes now, the lines of his forehead disappearing as if in the peace of sleep. You call for aba again but he doesn’t answer, a gust of wind howling at you instead. Tears sting your eyes and you step back from them, climbing over rocks to reach the far side. You trudge, rubbing your hands furiously up and down your arms, pretending you are shivering in threadbare clothes, homeless and abandoned by your parents, an orphan.

			You lift your nose to the wind, squinting and sniffing the air as you think what an orphan would do. A group of seagulls peck their beaks down at the rocks and you jump at them, their fanged orange feet hovering over you in flight as you land. You scavenge around in the wet, dark spaces between crags and find torn bits of hard plastic, a ripped rubber glove, and two crushed silver beer cans like ones you had once seen in the hands of construction workers. You lift the front hem of your dress, using it as a basket as you pick up each item. The cold air stiffens your fingers, and you search around for the flattest stone to lie down on. The surface is wet, and you clench your teeth, enduring the stolid, ice-block firmness on one side of your body, and gusts of wind on the other. At the edge of a cliff, a desiccated orange peel lies dirty and splayed open, pecked by birds. You pick it up with your thumb and pointer finger, examining it up close. You stick out the tip of your tongue, but just as you are about to touch it you feel strong hands lifting you up by the stomach, your father come to take you inside the house.

			You find halmuni back in the kitchen, directing the movement of steaming pots and pans with the passionate gestures of a maestro. Your mother has set the table, and in stained mitts ferries over heavy pots of broiled chicken, pickled vegetables, scallion pancakes, stacks of lettuce and heart-shaped perilla leaves and red peppers, plus three steaming bowls of rice. Halbuji sits tall at the head of the table and you and your father take the chairs next to him, facing each other. Halmuni arrives, carrying the stew still rippling from the stove, coughing so hard that the surface of the stew quivers. Her wrists are so thin you think she will drop the pot, but she places it steadily in front of halbuji, then goes around the table to the far end, lowering herself into a chair. She watches halbuji raise his spoon, then your father, and she won’t bring out her own bowl of rice until the men have finished eating. Your mother doesn’t eat either, sitting next to you and splitting the meat into smaller pieces with her chopsticks and placing them over your rice. But you won’t eat even as they pile up, and she looks at you sharply. “Eat,” she says, but you turn up your face to her, glaring resentfully, the way an orphan might.

			Halmuni’s beady eyes flick in your direction, narrowing as she wags a finger at your mother. “Just so, just so. You think it’s easy to raise a child? I told you to get out of the kitchen, so why did you abandon her outside?” She goes on, her pitch wavering on a shrill octave until suddenly it drops. She croaks, breaking into thunderous coughing. Halbuji stops his chopsticks midair. Your father promptly delivers a glass of water to her with both hands. She turns in her chair as she continues coughing, her face blotchy from exertion. Your mother’s face strains as everyone watches halmuni, and suddenly it seems like it’s her fault, not yours, that halmuni started coughing.

			The truth is, you couldn’t care less about halmuni. She never pays you any attention, and even if your mother doesn’t care about the way she treats her, you do.

			You pick up your spoon and dig into the rice, gobbling down the pieces of meat. Your mother reaches over to push the glass of water closer to halmuni. “Uma, drink this,” she pleads, and once the coughs ease, halmuni sips on it reluctantly. Your mother leans into the table and frowns. “Uma, let’s make a hospital visit. I’m worried.”

			“Worry? Ha,” she scoffs. “Don’t try to fool me. You built this house so far on the coast so you wouldn’t have to come see me.” Her words crash down like boulders falling off a cliff, violent and thundering, and you wouldn’t think twice about her cruelty if it weren’t for her voice splintering at the end, her bottom lip trembling. No one stirs. Tears fill your mother’s eyes, but she remains very still, staring ahead. Halmuni stares right back at her, daring her to let a drop fall.

		

	
		
			Times Table

			You sit at the dining table after school, wriggling your pencil down the columns of your math workbook. These are drills, dry variations of the same digits subtracting, multiplying, and dividing over a series of ten palm-sized books, each laminated in a different shade of the rainbow. You completed the previous one a week ago, but on the following day, when you got home, the next two books in the sequence were propped up neatly on your desk. From where you sit at the table, you can see into the kitchen, where your mother stands with her back turned, her elbow anchored in one place as she dices onions. You flip through the book, checking your progress in correcting the mistakes she marked up from yesterday and completing five new pages. When you finish, you are free to go and play, but decide to stay and keep her company while she cooks. Her voice echoes off the wall tiles, quizzing you in Korean and making you give her the answers in English.

			“Cheel gopagi sam eun?”

			“Seven times three is twenty-one!”

			“Cheel gopagi cheel eun?”

			“Seven times seven is forty-nine!”

			The goal is to not have to think, for the numbers to be fluid in your head like water churned by a motor. Her back remains turned as she soaks hundreds of lentils inside a heavy silver bowl, but she cocks back her head if any syllable isn’t pronounced to perfection.

			On nights when there is just the two of you, she can prepare something simple: bowls of rice, roasted croaker, and a couple of banchans. So if you return home from school and see her speeding around the kitchen, ingredients covering every inch of the countertops, you know that means aba is coming home for dinner. Your mother is meticulous. She does everything olbaleugae, the right way, preparing each portion of a feast with equal dedication, from double-rinsing each leaf of lettuce to plucking every tiny, brown, dirt-textured orb off the coarse roots of horseradish. You walk over to the sink to help, but when you reach for a horseradish stem she stops you. She wipes her hand with a cloth, then caresses yours under the light. “Uma ddal eun,” she says, gently, “I won’t let my daughter’s hands near brash streams of water.” You protest, but she wafts her hands up in the air. “Alji, the story of Chung Kyung Wha?” This is the violinist your mother holds as an example for you, about whom she read in an interview that she keeps her hands out of the water when she bathes so that they won’t prune. Your mother repeats this to you, raising her hands again, smiling.

			Although aba hasn’t arrived yet, she makes you turn off the TV, clicking on the lights in the dining room and lifting the mesh cover off the food. She sets the table with rice bowls, spoons, and chopsticks, telling you to go ahead and eat. She works her chopsticks down the spine of the marinated cutlass fish, separating the bones from the white, steaming flesh, which she piles on the side for you. When her phone rings out in “Für Elise,” she drops her chopsticks, rushing to take the call in another room. But from the ringtone you already know it is your father, and when she reappears she takes his bowl back into the kitchen, where she dumps all the rice back into the cooker. You eat, pretending not to notice when she returns to the table, raising her leg up onto the chair and angrily slapping down the bottom of her foot.

			You don’t know anyone who can play a better game of silence. She is silent after dinner as she washes the dirty dishes under a hot stream of water, silent as she flips the pages of your math workbook and marks your mistakes with a red grease pencil, silent even as she brushes her teeth, keeping her lips stitched together as her wrist flicks up and down. You let her tuck you into bed and pretend to go to sleep, but you lie awake waiting for aba to arrive. Through the walls you hear the muted sound of the front door opening and slamming shut, and you leap up to see through the crack in your door. You hear him turn on the bathroom lights, then his moans as he retches into the toilet. “Jigeum-i myut-shindae?” It’s your mother, her silence suddenly latched open, and from the scorn in her voice you can picture her clearly by the bathroom door, demanding answers even as he starts emitting sounds like death.

			The next morning at breakfast, you are peeling off the crust of your toast when aba marches in wearing nothing but boxers. You are surprised to see him like this, he who usually appears with his black hair slickly parted and clothed to the topmost button of his shirt. His upper body is pale and freckled, bare other than the dark, wet hairs clumped vertically on the ribbed middle of his chest. He stands a few steps behind the head of the table, looking at your mother with his lips clenched so tightly they disappear. “There are yung-uh tutors here in Seoul,” he enunciates seriously. Uma gives him a sharp glance, snatching the jam from you and whisking it across your bread.

			“Not native speakers,” she says.

			“You can’t take her back to America.”

			“You want her to have a B-rate pronunciation?”

			“For what purpose is perfect yung-uh pronunciation if she doesn’t have good hanguk-uh pronunciation?”

			“Who is the one raising her every day, stuck here in this apartment? And you still think you get to make any decisions?”

			“I will not send you one single won.”

			“You think you’re the only person with money?”

			Her voice is tightly reined in and controlled, and aba clenches his hands into fists. It is a rule in your family to keep it all in. Slowly, he turns to face you, his hands on his waist. “Usuh, speak,” he tells you. “You want to go to migook for the summer? Tell me yourself.” You avoid looking at him to not give yourself away, but after a prolonged silence he rolls down his shoulders, walking out of the dining room without another word.

			

			◆◆◆

			Ten weeks later, your plane rattles riotously down the long black runway at Minneapolis–St. Paul International. Your mother takes your hand, stepping off the plane with a confident stride. She tells you to wait in the airport parking lot and keep an eye on your luggage, and thirty minutes later she pulls up in an old rental car that’s musty and cramped. But you don’t even notice, jumping into the back seat and rolling down the windows. You stare wildly at everything, at the trucks and other cars and the tall rows of birch trees lining roads still familiar to you. When your car passes the sign announcing the name of your old town, the large, clear lake you know so well appears from afar. You see the clusters of rental homes around courtyards, but she turns in the opposite direction, into the washed-out parking lot of the apartment complex facing them. You wait in the car as she returns from the community office with a key, which she uses to open up a unit on the fifth floor. It has the same cheap furniture and tan loop carpet as your old home, but the floor plan is narrow and cinched: galley kitchen, single bedroom, ill-fitting drawers, and dining table right next to the TV. It’s then that you realize: Your father is the only one with money. Your mother pulls out one of the chairs, hanging her purse on the back and turning it to face the wide window. She sits down, letting out a tired sigh from the long journey, staring out at the aerial view of your old neighborhood.

			

			◆◆◆

			You want to be outside all the time, but even with nothing to do but housework, your mother is often tired, stirring listlessly in bed for hours and not wanting to go out. She brought your math workbooks from Korea, and one afternoon you are sitting in the ravine between the couch and the coffee table, your elbows propped up over the pages. You’ve agreed to study before going over to Lucía’s, but your brain is jittery with anticipation, and you can’t focus. Behind you, you hear clothes rustling as your mother adjusts her spine, curving it to the hard mold of the couch. Her mouth is inches behind your neck, and each breath feels like a gentle whip. You solve the math problems until you’ve had enough, then close the book. You wait for her eyes to open into shallow slits, then ask, “Why don’t American kids do this?”

			“Because they are stupid.”

			“Stupid how?”

			She fans away your question, but you plead and she breathes hot steam into your ear. “How? Stupid shoes in the house, stupid parties, stupid greasy. Stupid divorce, stupid dirty hands, stupid Coke.”

			Your laughter rings out bright and exuberant. A grin slides across her tired face, and you get back up to shake her body, asking for more.

			“No hard work, no discipline, stupid fat and bacon. Stupid supersize, supermarket, supermodels, supersale. Stupid fairs, stupid holiday, stupid fireworks and parades. Stupid calculators, stupid allergies, football, beach balls…”

			The list goes on, and where she leaves off, you take over.

			“Stupid big dogs, stupid green lawns, stupid big families, stupid big trees, stupid trampolines. Stupid happy, stupid rainbow sprinkles. Stupid Disney and Pringles.”

			“Stupid Americans,” she huffs.

			“Stupid everyone but us.”

			The words still ring in your head as she drives, stooped over the paper map draped on the steering wheel. You sit in the back, the seat vibrating from the jerky engine as you look out onto roads and buildings you don’t recognize. If you open your mouth to ask about them, your mother shoots back her arm, flapping it to make you quiet. Lucía had never invited you to her house before, saying it was too big, that you would probably get lost in all the rooms. But once you overheard her parents arguing about there not being enough space to sleep her tíos and tías. Since moving to a new neighborhood, she’s been begging you to come visit, sending you postcards of drawings of her new house, making each one bigger and grander than the last.

			The roads whittle down into smaller lanes, and your mother turns onto a street lined with trees that soar between white-fenced, gabled houses on both sides. You stare longingly at the shutters, robin’s-egg blue, cranberry, and other storybook colors. The lawns are speckled with pinwheels and bright clusters of flamingos, golden dogs resting on their paws under their own little roofs. Your mother slows the car and slides down the windows, telling you to read the numbers on mailboxes. You recognize the house immediately: the same dark brown from the drawings, but real and made of solid planks of wood. The windows are barred like chocolate on both floors, wide stairs leading up to a porch with rocking chairs and a swing. You see the back of your mother’s head and imagine it becoming stiff with judgmental words, but in the rearview mirror, you catch her staring in a kind of trance.

			“Amigas! Mis niñas!” Carina, Lucía’s mother, jumps up from where she was tanning in a bikini top and a pareu wrapped loosely around her waist. Her dark, pencil-thin eyebrows are angled like a seagull’s wings, and her voice is breathy, ethereal and airy, drawing you in. You step out of the car, running toward her on the lawn. Lucía spots you from the porch and runs over in a flash, lunging straight into your arms. The three of you dance in a circle, and so much joy overflows in their tan, dimpled faces that even your mother gets pulled in.

			Carina waves goodbye as your mother drives off, and Lucía drags you up the porch steps. She pushes the sliding door, opening up to the kitchen. Your eyes adjust to the warm lighting, opening in disbelief at all the stuff coming into view: large pots, pans, and dishes dunked in soapy sink water below wide-open cabinets, extra-large surfaces overflowing with empty soup cans, juice boxes, old Easter candy, greeting cards, white mail envelopes with colorful stamps, paper napkins with white rabbits, crusted spatulas, crumby baking sheets, and slit bags of chocolate chips. The kitchen looks flipped, everything you think is supposed to be inside the cupboards brought out. You’ve seen Lucía’s American things before, but not like this, not all of them, and as she pulls you into the living room, you glimpse your distorted reflection on the surface of hanging copper pots.

			You march like soldiers in her dad’s L.L.Beans, and exchange commands through the static on her walkie-talkies. She has you smell her Lip Smackers, scented markers, and erasers, bringing them up to your nose, then spritzing her arm with perfume as she jingles bangles like a Slinky. “See,” she says, jamming her earlobe in your face, still peach-fuzzed but pocked in the center with a pinhole.

			She pulls open a drawer by its brass handles, pausing before she peers inside. “I’m about to show you something precious,” she says carefully, and you stoop over, gracious with your hands clasped.

			Satisfied, she steps aside from the drawer and lets you see: a treasure chest of gem earrings, prismatic and glittering densely like a shattered rainbow. There are dozens of pairs, mostly studs, but some the size of marbles or grapes in ridged cuts you’ve seen only in magazines. They are so glamorous, so beyond your dreams that you feel only awe, with no space for envy. She models them for you, then asks, casually, “Do you want to try?”

			The offer beats inside you, but you show her the flat earlobes your mother won’t let you pierce, not until you are older, because she says it will interfere with your studies. Lucía boasts that Carina pierced her ears right here in the living room with the earring gun, an ice pack, and an alcohol swab. You don’t understand until she digs out the earring gun, pointing it up and aiming at the ceiling fan. She shows you where the stud goes and the skinny gap to slide in your ear. You shudder, even the thought is too wild for you, but she reaches to grab your face, and saying no, you accidentally trip her onto the floor. Lucía looks up at you in blank surprise, and you fall down on the floor next to her, getting onto your hands and knees. Now you are animals on the prowl, sniffing everything, your knees bruising from the hardwood floor as you grab and inhale, yearning for her American things. You follow her down corridors and into her parents’ bedroom, together going through closets, beds, and under desks. You stop to rub the dust off your hands, and when you look up again she is far ahead of you.

			“Wait,” you say, but she doesn’t hear you, disappearing out the back door. You crawl after her, out the door and onto the rough wooden porch, until you see her moving across the yard where the sprinkler is wetting the earth into mud. Lucía tumbles into it, getting covered in thick, gooey brown. You yell for her to stop, but she is gone, crossed over to somewhere you don’t know. You hold the rails, pulling yourself up to stand and ask, “What are you doing?”

			When she finally turns, it is with both hands on a water blaster, and she is aiming at you.

			Carina hears your cry and stumbles over, seeing your clothes streaked wet. You wait for her to yell at Lucía to stop, but Carina is smiling, as if too much sun has made her loopy. “My, oh, my. You girls have made a mess.” She does what you can’t imagine and goes into the yard, where she gets dirty with Lucía. They are on the ground waving their limbs and making mud angels, their clothes becoming indistinguishable from their bodies. You watch them with a breath caught in your throat. Carina waves you over, flicking some mud that lands on your shin, making you flinch. Finally, she gets up and grabs the hose, jogging you both to a private area in the back where she makes you strip.

			The entire time, you are quiet, the silence growing big and fat between you and Lucía, pushing you in opposite directions. She raises her arms, swaying her butt as she dances under the water, not a bit sorry or cold, but stupid happy.

			Looking at her, you yell, “Repeat after me! Two times two equals four.”

			“Two times two equals four!”

			“Two times three equals six.”

			“Two times three equals six!”

			“Two times four equals eight.”

			You’ve only gone through the twos and threes when she wants to stop, but you don’t let her.

			“You have to keep going.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you can’t be, you can’t be a—”

			She looks at you confused, staring deep into your blurry eyes until a sheet of water separates you like a wall, spraying over and rinsing each of you off.

		

	
		
			Genius

			The bell rings as the teacher finishes handing out your guguh midterms, thin and long gray test sheets marked with a red number circled on top indicating your Korean language proficiency. You shove yours into your backpack and stay seated. The other girls get up from their desks, cupping their hands over one another’s ears and exchanging scores while you fiddle with your thin Sanrio mechanical pencil with a plastic ribbon clasped to the metal tip. Minju stands above your desk, exchanging jumsus with Yeon. Say it: jumsu. You speak the same Korean as the other girls, but even the same words sound different. Others are embedded in the language, every pore of their bodies submerged in your shared prehistoric ancestry, while you only tread the surface. You zip your backpack and hoist it up to the edge of your chair, stealthily threading your arms through the straps. You’re calculating the right moment to slide out when Minju extends her white-stockinged foot. “What did you get?” she asks.

			“Ninety-one.”

			“Gujitmal.”

			“I’m not lying.”

			“Then show us.”

			Yeon peers at you intently, her own test laid on her desk for everyone to see her 95. Her cheeks flush like the red, sequined bow sparkling on top of her ponytail. Each day her mother ties it way too high and tight. It swings wishfully. Yeon doesn’t know Minju makes fun of her for this, that they are only friends because of her good grades and zero self-esteem. You roll your eyes, dragging a long, intentional stare over the girls. “I’m tired of your shit, Minju,” you say. She laughs, thinking you are being funny, and you push past them to go catch the bus.

			

			◆◆◆

			At home, you sit at the dining table as your mother prepares an afternoon snack. You watch as she moves quickly behind the kitchen counter, a mess with garlic peels, the salt shaker, pepper shaker, dried sauce caked on wooden spoons, the insides of tomatoes floating on a cutting board. Tiny drops of sweat slide down her forehead as she sits down across from you, setting a bowl of tomato soup on your placemat.

			“Muguh.” She tells you to eat, rearranging the paper towels over which she’s been shredding the tough skin of a dried pollack, its body flat like cardboard and the texture of thick rope. She is always doing something for you, and you are always in a chair with a spoon.

			“What’s for dinner?” you ask.

			“Bukeo-guk.”

			“I don’t like bukeo-guk. Why do you always have to cook?”

			She pauses, looking up from her fingers. “Did something happen at school?”

			You shake your head.

			“Something with the girls?”

			“No.”

			She squints, and you bury your head in your hands to prevent her from reading your mind.

			“It’s because you’re special,” she says gently. “The girls are jealous.”

			“Weh?”

			“Because you’re smarter than them.”

			“Gujitmal. I’m not smart.”

			“You are.”

			“How?”

			“Genetics. You are my daughter.”

			Your backpack is lopsided under the table. With your foot you drag it toward your seat, away from her, as if it is a ticking bomb and you want to save her. But then you change your mind, pushing it back toward her chair. While you finish eating the soup, she lifts the paper towels of anchovies, walking over to place them in the kitchen. You hear the sink water trickle as she washes her hands and underneath her fingernails. She returns to the dining table with her clean hand stretched out to you. “Eelee-wa, come here. I know what will make you feel better.”

			You follow her into your room, where in front of your tall bookcase she gets on her toes, reaching for the highest shelf. A thick book falls heavily, its right-angled corner cutting into the flesh of her palm. You sit down at your desk and she places the book in front of you, the cover sticking open from having been creased before. It has a grainy texture like a textbook, with a golden banner printed on the top corner. You can tell from the rest of the background that the book is meant for older kids, with its dull gray colors and the flat grid of the earth, pyramids, and hexagons, and its gold sticker badge fanned by laurel wreaths. “What is this?” you ask.

			She tells you it’s an English proficiency exam used by high schools in Melbourne, which a prominent hagwon teacher recently adopted as a placement test. It’s been nicknamed the tamjigi, the lie detector, as it’s ruthless and bumps confident kids back to intro-level classes. You thumb through the pages, and a memory flickers of your classmates whispering about the tamjigi during lunch, trading scores. From the seat beside you, you feel your mother observing you. The first two-thirds of the book is a hundred pages of tips and practice problems, and you turn them over with light fingertips as if you understand everything. She smiles, rubbing the top of your resting hand.

			“It isn’t so bad, geuji?” she asks. Her lips ride up, then yours too, wanting to sustain the light animating her eyes. You didn’t exactly read the test questions, but you’ve never done poorly in anything English. Just a few months before, during the first class of fourth-grade advanced English, you pronounced the word curriculum, and Teacher Jim’s hay-colored eyebrows soared way up to his forehead. “Are you from the States?” Your conversation flowed effortlessly, with every bone and muscle of your jaw relaxed, and the class lit up a stage with their silence, holding their breath to hear just a little more, another syllable of your impossible, lyrical real thing.

			She flips the book to the last section, where she’s already marked the two practice tests with gray tabs. You are to complete the first one, eighty questions with a test time of two hours. “Algetji? I’ll be finishing up dinner by the time it’s over.” She stands from the chair next to you, kneading her thumbs between your shoulders for a quick, energizing massage. You flip to the first gray tab and run your eyes over Question 1: Select the idea that is expressed in this passage. The small serif font surprises you, but you read carefully, underlining one unknown word after another until the entire passage floats above one choppy, coal-black line. “Take courage!” your mother calls out, sticking her head in one last time before closing the door.

			

			◆◆◆

			You turn on the TV in time to watch Challenge! Golden Bell. The students sit on squares numbered like a bingo board, wearing their school uniforms and colored caps with name tags attached by pins. It is still the opening credits—the camera pans the room to the sidelines, where noncompeting students and teachers cheer, shaking intricate posters above their heads, or clutching streamers. The audience roars, bold, colorful lights beaming everywhere. Your concentration breaks when a shadow hovers above you on the couch. It is your father, glancing briefly at the old-model TV your mother wants replaced before yanking down the silk knot of his necktie. His collar flutters as he flops down next to you, giving your foot a quick squeeze. On the nights you see him, the lower half of his face is usually darkened with stubble, various black remnants from his day. He reaches into his pocket for his phone, lifting his glasses way back to sit atop his head, then drags the screen of his newly released smartphone right up to his face.

			On the TV, the camera zooms in on the male and female emcees bowing on the podium. The man introduces the participating school, Sunsan Godeung-Hakgyo, located down south in the Jeonbuk province, and the students erupt in a proud cheer, taking off their numbered caps, which they flap furiously. The female emcee picks up the mic and asks the first question, composed of archaic-sounding words in reference to a poem written by a scholar in the Joseon dynasty. You sit upright like the contestants, keeping your back straight as you concentrate on their faces. Their expressions give up which of them are slackers, and which ones will go far. As if hearing your thoughts, the camera zooms in on a girl’s squinting, studious look as she writes her answer onto her whiteboard.

			“You’re finished already?” your mother calls from the kitchen, and you hear the muffled squeak of the faucet being turned off. She walks into the living room in her apron and wet rubber gloves. Fat water droplets zip-line down a glove, but in a quick, nimble movement, she catches them falling into the palm of the other. She glances at your father, fallen asleep on the couch.

			You nod vaguely, fixing your gaze on the screen as the students wave their boards above their heads amid the sound of crescendoing trumpets. Those who got the answers wrong stand from their seats and retreat to the sidelines, where their peers and teachers engulf them in embraces. The questions must be especially difficult this week, as the students thin out quickly, and by the fifth round only ten remain. The male emcee approaches the principal, sliding his mic under his mouth. “How do you feel, sir?” The principal’s face is solid with disappointment, and a metallic terror runs through you.

			Your mother’s slippers rustle as she approaches, sitting in front of you at the long coffee table. She’s brought from your room her red chalk pencil and the workbook, which she opens to the answer key in the back, flipping back and forth to grade. “Ulyeo-wutseo?” she asks. You don’t answer and she turns to look at you on the couch, while on the TV you watch a girl going slack-mouthed as she thinks.

			“It was hard, wasn’t it? That’s okay,” she says, smiling. As soon as she turns back around, you look over her shoulder onto the pages she is grading. After going through the first couple of pages, she falls quiet, the back of her neck becoming abruptly still. She continues to grade. You climb down from the couch and crawl underneath the table, lifting her shirt to burrow your face into her bare stomach. Still, she doesn’t move. You flip your body, pulling her shirt tightly over your head, stretching the cotton.

			Your mother whispers your name, and from her stomach, her voice rumbles directly into your ear. Slowly, she peels her shirt off from your head, and when you blink your eyes open she is staring into them, her eyes sparkling like a living stream. “How did you do so well? You only got four wrong! Why aren’t you jumping up and down?” she laughs.

			“Jinja? I guessed most of it….” you say, trying to back out, but already she shakes her head vigorously, unable to listen to you.

			“Jagi, our daughter is a chunjae!” She twists around to the couch, slapping her hand down on your father’s leg. Your father’s head jolts upright out of sleep as your mother plants her hands on your face, rubbing it in celebration. “Chunjae, chunjae,” she exclaims, and even in his half-slumbering state, your father’s eyebrows soar up at the word. She explains to him, “I gave her an English test for high schoolers, and look how high she scored!” He bends down to look at the red number circled on the page, then immediately clasps his hands together, shaking them up at the ceiling as if thanking a god. “Chunjae, chunjae,” they repeat together, clutching each other’s hands, and you shut your eyes, concentrating on the emcees announcing the last question on the show. For the last twenty questions one student has been the sole contestant, but in order to ring the Golden Bell she must reach the fiftieth question, answering all of them right.

			“Aaaaaand, she’s done it! She is correct, making her the seventy-second winner of Challenge! Golden Bell!” You hear the cheers, trumpets, the loud ringing, your parents whispering praises in your ear, but all you feel is fear, because you aren’t a genius, but a stonehead, an American, non-American with low marks who copies answers from the back of the book.

		

	
		
			Practice

			You hold up the wooden neck with one arm, the other arm gliding the bow down the string as you play Carl Flesch’s scale exercises. The book is opened in front of you on the music stand behind a wire-ringed, palm-sized notebook in which your teacher has given you homework. She’s written full bow, middle bow, C minor, chords on separate rows and, under each of them, drawn three rows of five circles.

			Your mother sits on the piano stool, crossing out circles with a pencil as you play. During your lessons, she stands right outside your bedroom door, listening to your teacher telling you what you need work on, what you are doing wrong, and during practice she watches attentively to correct you. If your violin begins to droop, she holds out a yardstick, a red plaid handkerchief tied to its end making it a large wooden match, and lifts the neck. She watches your wrist movement, the steadiness of your bow, the fluidity with which you shift your fingers, tapping your failing body parts as if you’re at a physical. Your fingers are supple, minnows trickling upstream, then trickling back down. But her ears have become attuned, now able to detect the difference in pitch caused by the width of a blood vessel. “Your bow hold should be rounder. Like you are holding a gyelan. Lower your wrist.”

			You follow her instructions, standing with your back straight and elbows at specified, constant angles. Your fingernails are clipped short and clean, no polish, well kept like any instrument, and the tips of your fingers are hardened scabs from clamping down on the strings.

			You’ve seen kids who play like prodigies. The fifth grader in the principal chair plays with his eyes closed, engrossed in the music, as if he is creating it himself, out of air, lurching his whole body forward, then backward for the smallest of notes. But you are not like him. For you, playing is the mechanics of stretching out your arm, then folding it in.

			You don’t want to play, especially not these scales, but your teacher insists on withholding real music, anything with a hint of advanced finger movements, until you master the basics. She’s written in the notebook which beat to set your metronome to, and the loud and steady metallic tone polices your speed. You keep the rhythm, focusing on playing each note correctly. But your mother’s face is ponderous, unconvinced, and she adjusts the metronome, making the beat go even slower. She copies your teacher, pointing out the smallest imperfections, but she is a little wrong in her instruction, and it enrages you.

			“I quit.”

			You dislodge the violin from your neck, so quickly that the black shoulder rest snaps off, clattering to the ground. She holds out her hands to receive the violin, but you turn away from her, tossing it on the bed. You sit down next to it, facing her so she can see your collarbone, bruised like a wet peach from the shoulder rest.

			Her eyes soften as she stands up from the piano bench, dragging it near you. Her fingers graze your neck, trying to reach it, but you flinch away. Your body is so spent that her touch feels like rainwater gunning down into an empty can. She tells you to stand, lifting the violin off the bed and carefully clamping the shoulder rest back onto its underside. She hands it to you.

			“Stand up.”

			“Shileo.”

			“Stand up.”

			You imagine the violin smashed on the ground, the wood splintered and the shards sharp and motionless on the floor, crags, barbs, and dust suspended in the air, the firm body burst open. Your fingers wind tightly around its soft neck—but you could never do it, can barely raise your voice without stuttering, so you ball up your anger into your most insolent expression.

			“I don’t want to practice.”

			The air turns cold. The wind beating against the window suddenly becomes noticeable. Outside, the moon is already up, three-fourths full, the falling dusk flooding the room in ocean blue. Her glossy eyes stare back, and your head sinks down. “Pihajima. Look at me.” The forgiving bent in her voice is gone. Her voice is flattened and dried, like kelp washed up on a shore.

			Because you are young, you do as you’re told. You peer into her rigid face, unkempt and surrounded by brittle hair, frizzy since her morning shower. The lines on her face are stark without makeup, her chapped lips the same dark shade as your bruise. Her shirtsleeves are rolled up, the cuffs splattered with red and brown flecks from cooking. Since you have been on winter break, her days have lengthened, her after-school mothering hours stretched into entire days. She says, quietly, “Do you think I want to be here?”

			She flings the yardstick on the floor, but strategically, avoiding the pale handheld bucket on the floor. She had used it to bathe you as a baby, and now uses it to soak the humidifiers: long green sponges sunk in water, then plunged into the sound holes of your violin.

			You try to stop her, taking the violin from her lap and lifting it back onto your shoulder, beginning the scale where you left off. Tears form but you swallow them back, your hand shaking as your bow runs unevenly down one string.

			“Cham-na,” she huffs, then snatches the violin from you, bringing it over to its case, where her gold-brown silk scarf is swirled messily like a rose. Even in her anger she wraps the violin carefully, as if laying a baby in a crib, pausing before closing the lid. She is waiting for you to stop her.

			“You want to quit? Then quit. Throw it all away.” In a single motion she sweeps all your music sheets to the floor, plucking the remaining books off the stand and closing them, one by one, leaving the music stand bare. She stacks them on top of the piano lid.

			It is hard to believe that on good days, practice is a pleasure: When you and your violin fit like magic and your notes ring large and full, you follow her around the apartment playing, and she sways to your music like kelp in water. In those moments you are happy, proud of all your hours of practicing, and want to stay like that, playing music for her forever.

			When there is nothing left in reach for her to throw, and you have no tears left to cry, you sit across from each other. You take out your violin from the case, and when you turn around her palms are upturned, ready to receive it from you. She tunes the violin, pressing keys on the piano and thrumming each string until the notes inch up to the right pitch. When she’s done, she places it back in your hands.

		

	
		
			July

			Heat rises from the dusty pavement, so thick you can almost touch it, coiling tightly around your body from the bony tops of your shoulders to the bottoms of your thighs stuck on the curb. Your hair part burns under the sun, but you feel fine—good, even, as you take in the majestic surroundings: the pointed gables of houses, and the lawns crisper than ever, the white fences set aglow. You look out at all this, sucking on a dry Popsicle stick. It’s hot. Beside you, Lucía sits with her head sunk in the cave of her arms, her fist clutching a pack of Red Vines, which sags like a wilted bouquet. She’s had enough of summer heat, campfires, fireflies, Popsicles, enough of July. You’re in shorts and flip-flops, but you’ve known real heat and this is nothing to you.

			You’ve been inseparable for about three weeks now. When you called her house first thing after settling into your summer apartment, Lucía had picked up, saying hola in a quick, almost voiceless whisper. When she found out it was you, though, her voice immediately perked up. “Ha ha! Congratulations on escaping Korea,” she joked, and you laughed together, making plans to meet up, but when the next day came around she didn’t call, or the next day either. So you called—repeatedly. Each time it was Lucía who answered the house phone, and you asked her what she was doing, when you could come over, or if she wanted to tag along with you and your mother to the movies. But after a moment of static, she always made up some lame excuse—and that was when she picked up at all.

			Your mother brought you back to the States to surround you with native speakers, signing you up for Camp Minnehaha. All the other kids participate in activities like theater, soccer, or horseback riding, but she insisted you take the one academic class, run in a small-group tutoring format. You are about to enter the sixth grade but already solving quadratic equations, so pointlessly more advanced in math than all the other kids that the teachers don’t know what to do with you, and during class you waste around in the bathroom, torn up over the fact that you’ve been gone for too long, and now Lucía has forgotten about you.

			But then one evening, while you were watching your mother paint her toenails a bright red, the phone rang and you picked it up to Lucía saying, “Qué pasa? Why haven’t you come over yet?”

			The next day, as your mother pulled into her driveway and you took in a deep drag of the familiar, long-awaited sight, you got the feeling of returning home after being at war. Lucía was waiting for you on her porch, her entire body draped in a large and loose T-shirt. During your two years apart, Lucía’s body has gotten a little fuller, while you’ve grown lean and strong. Just that morning your mother had made you do pull-ups in the neighborhood playground, standing below you with her arms held up like a cheerleader’s in case you fell. You ran up the creaky porch stairs, and Lucía engulfed you in a hug. You were still entwined when your mother came up the stairs behind you, and Lucía pulled her in too. “Lucía, you’ve gotten so strong!” your mother laughed, stroking her head and asking to see Carina. Lucía flipped back her long chestnut hair, sticking just her head inside the double doors and calling for José, her father, to come out instead, her festive mother strangely absent.

			Once your mother drove off, Lucía slunk inside the house, dragging you down the stairs leading to the kitchen, then into her parents’ bedroom, where without warning you were faced with Carina propped up on the bed, the side of her head bandaged in white strips, and a clear, yellowing tube coming out her nose and connecting to a silver, beeping machine. Her face looked doughy and bloated, a little grotesque. “Bike crash,” Lucía told you, and then didn’t talk about it again.

			From then on, when your mother dropped you off at her house, the two of you would wait until her taillights disappeared to sneak out to the backyard, swinging open the gate latch and heading out to the alleys of her neighborhood. You walked the dusty sidewalks for anthills, pouring jarfuls of water into them. Some days, if lucky, you hitched a ride with Marisol and her sixteen-year-old sister, who lived down the street and had emigrated from Colima after the 2003 earthquake struck their entire town to pieces. Marisol is friendly, but speaks only in Spanish though clearly she understands your English, putting a natural limit to your conversations. Her sister would drop you three off at the movies, and for the price of one ticket each you stayed there all afternoon, getting up in the middle of a screening and switching among those playing in other theaters as you pleased. It was always the same old thing, but just the fact of being somewhere without your mother’s permission was a cold rush of freedom. You became fearless, once even hanging around the ivy-riddled private school and throwing pebbles at the windows before quickly biking away, your mouth open, nostrils filling up with fresh air. The one thing that surprised you was how different everything looked up close this summer: The shutters stained cranberry red in your memory were actually faded, the paint picked off as on the roof tiles, and spindly gray wires patched up yard fences, the few standing pickets many shades darker than white. It was then that it occurred to you that you had actually been amazed by any house, just for the fact of it not being a tedious apartment building cluttering the city of Seoul, that in your eyes, any physical house with its own roof and own patch of grass, no matter how shitty, appeared superior.

			But today, it’s the Fourth. The neighborhood is empty, with everyone gone to cookouts at the lake, including Lucía’s extended family. You haven’t reentered her house since that first day, but earlier today you waited in front of the TV as José and Lucía opened all the windows, circulating light and fresh air into Carina’s bedroom. José hollered for you girls to leave, to start walking from the house to the lake, smiling so his teeth cropped to neat little squares. But after a couple of blocks in the heat, Lucía dropped down to the curb. Now she groans, saying nothing, only lifting her head occasionally to keep an eye on the road, watching out for José to come rolling down in his blue and blazing pickup truck. When she finally spots him, she jumps up, sprinting to the middle of the road and doing jumping jacks until the truck abruptly stops, making big, heavy boxes jostle in the bed.

			Inside the truck, the air-conditioning blasts, ruffling your hair. Lucía plants her face in front of the air vents behind the middle armrest, and you lean yours out the open window, wind wiping the heat off your skin. Carefully, you slide your hand down the side of the truck, petting it like a horse. José catches you in the rearview mirror and asks, “You like the truck?”

			You nod, grinning.

			“Then you’re an American girl.”

			“Me?”

			“That’s right,” he says. “You.”

			You inhale a sharp, queer laugh. “I’m not an American girl.”

			“Why not?”

			The question hangs in the air as upbeat music thunders from a distance, and José drives the truck into the gravel parking lot overlooking the lake. He heaps a pack of beer into each of your arms, himself carrying a large cooler over his bulging muscles. You walk over together, past families standing around and flipping charred vegetables and patties on black metal grills, to a patch of grass where his family is stationed along the water, music blaring from a boom box planted under wispy streamers.

			Next to the fumes of grilled meat, Lucía’s tías talk loudly in lawn chairs, their heads surrounding her cousin’s extended foot, from whose side a red, meteor-like carbuncle sticks out like an extra toe. They pass the foot around, dropping it only to double over in laughter so infectious that you join in, making you wish that your own family could laugh as loud.

			Their bodies spill out around the armrests as they stand up to greet you, pinching your noses and placing your faces between their hot, wide palms. “Corran! Comida deliciosa!” they say, clacking their tongues and rolling their r’s. Beside them, a red-checkered table holds platters of tortillas, cilantro, guacamole, chips, fajitas mixed with dark green peppers. The women fill your paper plates, passing them down the buffet line as they sway to the music, spinning you and holding on to your waist until you pop it side to side. Lucía jerks you away by the elbow, dragging you to an abandoned picnic table near the water. You dig into the chicken skewers, but she won’t eat anything, picking at the food with her fork.

			“What’s wrong?” you ask.

			“I’m sick of this heat,” she says, pushing away her plate.

			“Want to jump in the lake?”

			From the bank, you watch as a group of boys sprint down the wooden deck, getting a running start before flinging their bodies into the glittering blue lake. Two wiry boys cannonball in a loud splash, and you shut your eyes, just to imagine what it feels like. They wade out, cupping handfuls of water and splashing it onto their faces, rubbing it in. Lucía sits on the side of the bench closer to them, and with her back turned to you, you notice dark blotches of sweat staining the armpits of her purple cotton shirt. She turns around suddenly and catches you, yanking the hem down hard over her stomach. “I can’t swim,” she says, quickly, giving you a look. It’s the same she made upon seeing you for the first time this summer on her porch, a look you thought was because of Carina’s bike crash, but over the weeks realized was about her insecurity over her body.

			“Fine,” you say, scraping the last of the beans off the bottom of your plate. “But you’re being stupid.”

			“Stupid how?” She frowns, gesturing roughly at the bustling families around the lake as if at an obviously distasteful sight, but you get distracted by the diamond kites being flown in the open, free sky. Sensing her mounting irritation, you fall quiet. Her eyes land on her three older cousins mingling under a large, leafy oak tree. They wear tiny blue and white tops and dance occasionally to the music blasting out from another family’s boom box, but mostly they drink out of red plastic cups, laughing. Lucía nods toward them, her shoulders hunching up, and says, “Guess which one is marrying an eye doctor, and which one got locked up for selling bags of sugar.”

			You look into her gold-flecked hazel eyes, where there seems to be a flicker of worry she wants to get out. “Guess,” she repeats, and from her strained look you think you shouldn’t answer, that she’s working toward telling you something. Then the silence loses its force, and she stares off in another direction. “Come on. Guess which one has a heart tattooed on her butt, which one drove her dad’s car into a tree.”

			You try to lighten the mood, sneaking behind the oak tree and aiming beans at the backs of cousins. But one time you throw too early and one of the primas catches you, spinning around and clocking you with her eyes. “What you doing, chica?” She flicks her long, spidery nails and you stop in your tracks, frozen and facing her bare midriff. Lucía runs over from the bench and spreads her arms in front of you, covering your body with hers. Her cousin’s eyes sharpen. “Quién es esta?” she asks.

			“Mi amiga,” says Lucía. “She’s from Korea.”

			“Sí, what you tell her about me?”

			Lucía hesitates, then pushes out her chest, acting tough. “That you crashed Uncle Marco’s car.”

			“That’s none of your business.”

			“Sí, I don’t want nothing to do with your business.”

			The cousin grabs her by the face, turning it to speak directly into her ear. “You’re a smart ass?” she asks, grinning. “No, chica, you’re a part of this family.” Lucía falls to the ground, and the cousin leans down, stopping just an inch above her face. “And I’d watch my mouth if I were you. No one likes a fat girl.”

			You try to help Lucía up, but she refuses to take your hand. You’re shocked by the sheer volume of tears suddenly wetting her face, and when she finally gets up, she turns away and sprints, taking off.

			You run after her, but she’s fast and darts in and out of your eyesight. She takes a dirt path shooting off the lake, sheltered underneath a cove of chartreuse- and green-leafed maple trees, the soil so thickly padded that the ground eats up your footsteps. It is almost silent until Lucía reaches the pavement, and suddenly you’re chasing her down the empty gray roads of her neighborhood. You lose her at the mouth of a split road and slow down, raising your head as you pant, watching the sky bleed orange.

			Instead of allowing fear to creep in, you make yourself tall, taking in a good look at these streets you’ve learned while hanging out with Lucía in the past weeks. You had spent so much time roaming and getting to know them that you’ve been instilled with confidence, even imagining this neighborhood as your own. You continue turning one street corner after another, pretending to recognize the houses and placing down firm, deliberate footsteps.

			You go on, but after enough turns each road appears less and less familiar, and shadows loom outsize on the pavement as it gets darker. You quicken your steps through the neighborhood in search of anything, squinting carefully at each of the houses to make out its shape. You pass by hundreds of stick flags sagging on wooden beams, some half-lit by porch lights swarmed by furry moths and alien, metallic-winged insects. Some porches are barren of any furniture, decrepit and made of wood, looking as if they’d been dipped in water. Exhaustion overtakes you and you walk right up to one of the houses’ front steps to sit, but the moment you lower yourself down, a screen door taps shut with a sudden screech, and you set off running again. You pass by more houses, past rotting stilts and outside faucets encrusted with lime, trying to outrun the truth that this is not your home, nor the nice neighborhood you had made it out to be, your eyes stinging as your feet push harder on the asphalt, gaining speed.

			Up above: The sun, once bright, sets quickly.

			It is the glow of campfires and the bustling sounds of the ongoing party chatter that lead you back to the lake, where the families have left behind their grills and stations and gathered together around the bank. You thread in and out of the crowd, searching faces, but they are all upturned, looking at the sky flashing in primary colors. Up front, some boys jump off the deck into the lake, a tangle of limbs as they race one another to reach the fireworks reflecting on the water. You spot Lucía moving up in line on the deck, her gaze fixed ahead on the light twisting and warping in ribbons. When it’s her turn, she doesn’t move back for a running start like the others, but drops into the water, calmly, as if stepping off the ledge of a roof.

			You push through the crowd, the bottoms of your shoes creaking down on the wooden deck until you leap, jumping in after her. You plunge into the cold black water, which engulfs you completely until you rise to the surface. You wipe your face with the back of your hand, swimming across to reach the far side, where Lucía flings her arms, splashing uncontrollably. You grasp for her but miss, gulping down mouthfuls until you catch her arm, pulling it with all your might. You drag her onto the shore, the both of you falling over and coughing up water as you find your way back to the campsite, where the food is gone, streamers gone, everything tucked away in boxes and large black trash bags. José is cleaning up the last of the plates when he sees you two shivering in your clothes, soaking wet. He grips his hands over his belly, laughter booming, suspecting nothing.

			The silence hangs heavily in the truck below José’s whistles as he drives you all home. Out the window, there isn’t a single streetlight, just the high beam and shadows falling behind thickening mounds of black. José slow-turns onto their block, and you see a glow in the driveway: the taillights of your mother’s rental car lit up, looking red and dangerous.

			José hugs your mother, bringing everyone inside the house and seating you all at the kitchen table. “Who’s hungry?” he asks, placing down three leftover lemonade cans and winking as he empties a bag of tortilla chips onto a pan, topping it with shredded cheese before sliding it in the oven. As it heats up, he enacts moments from the evening, opening and closing the cupboards to mimic the sound of fireworks, and wrapping his face in a tea towel to resemble you soaked through like a rat. Your mother smiles, but periodically her eyes drift off. The nachos come out and Lucía moans, digging her hands right into the pan, barely chewing before gulping the food down. José catches on to your mother’s distractedness, and when the food is finished, he tells you girls to go upstairs. You both do as you’re told, but tiptoe back down as soon as you reach the top, crouching on the steps and pressing your ears against the wall.

			For a moment there is no sound, just silence until your mother suddenly whimpers, followed by the slow drag of a chair across the linoleum. You picture José putting on a serious face across from your mother, carefully deliberating over what to say before reaching out his hand to her.

			You freeze, listening to José inhale a long breath and ask, “How is your mother?” Silence again, and this time you creep downstairs and peek your head inside the kitchen. Your mother is hunched over their table, her forehead pillared by the base of her hands so that her face isn’t visible to you, and you recall the morning, when you walked in on her cradling the kitchen landline with her palm pressed deep into her forehead. Sitting next to her, José pats her back in gentle thumps.

			“So it’s decided? You’re leaving early?”

			“I have to return to Seoul.”

			José nods and leans back heavily against his chair, rattling the wood.

			Kneeling beside you, Lucía undoes her grip on your wrist, and you can almost hear the thought take root in her, that you are ditching her for Korea, and she is stranded here. On the wet, glassy surface of her eyes, you know it is your own silhouette being reflected, but for a moment you imagine it as Lucía, her in ten years, a vanishing figure that is no longer known to you, but lurks through your most indecipherable dreams.

		

	
		
			Needles

			“Halmuni is sick,” your mother says, driving one morning, her voice a whisper reaching you in the back seat. “It started here,” she says, clasping her free hand over her throat, “and now it’s everywhere.” She’s been repeating this to you for days, since before you returned to Seoul, and this time, in the rearview mirror, you see her hand claw up to her eyes, covering them as she sits through the red light. She is dropping you off to stay with eemo, her middle sister, even though your father had insisted that you stay with his parents, who haven’t been able to see you all summer. It is her turn to drive down to nurse your grandmother on the coast. Her sisters have been taking turns; it was eemo’s turn last week, and keun-eemo’s the previous week. Your mother’s shoulders gently heave up and down, and you just sit, letting her sorrow fill you up. By the time she arrives at the apartment parking lot, your lungs feel airtight. You’re afraid to even breathe, as if she is made of glass and any wrong movement might break her. She wipes her face and turns back from the driver’s seat, motioning you close. She touches the tip of her nose to yours, just holding it there.

			When eemo was younger, she played the piano. In their childhood, the house was steeped in sounds of her practicing upstairs, and if the music ever stopped, halmuni marched up, not coming back down until it started again. Eemo practiced six hours every day, from when she was your age throughout middle school, high school, college, and even going all the way abroad to Juilliard for six years and playing a few concerts. But when you see eemo now, you don’t see a trace of that seriousness—it feels impossible to imagine her sitting and practicing for so long, but you know it’s true because she plays as your accompanist for your violin recitals and competitions, still able to sight-read music that looks impossible to you. It’s one of your favorite things to witness, how she can just play anything as if she’s known it all her life.

			You’re jolted by a loud rapping on the window. Eemo is waving excitedly, her face enlarged behind the glass. She has the same slender neck as your mother, though they don’t look obviously alike, since eemo is about a foot shorter and has a wild mane of permed black hair. But if you could look past their opposite personalities, maybe the height difference would appear fist-sized, and it would strike you that their nose bridges taper off in the same way.

			She helps you out of the car, and as her entire body comes into view, your image of the enthralling pianist dissipates, replaced with the familiar type of plain, loose-fitting clothes women wear while stepping outside for errands. Seeing your full height, eemo exclaims, “Umuh, how tall you’ve gotten!” It’s true: Over the summer you’ve grown at an unforeseen speed, shedding your old clothes like husks. In a couple of months you’ll be eleven. “Yulhan-sal!” she exclaims again, clasping her hands this time. “Almost all grown up.” Your mother flashes a weak smile, and as they stand around in the parking lot, talking about halmuni and what’s been going on these past weeks, you have to pretend that you don’t want your mother to leave. Finally, eemo swings open the trunk, lifting your suitcase in a strong grip. You stand together as eemo sends your mother off, yelling after her in her open and forthright voice to drive safely.

			Her car disappears. Eemo holds your hand, trying to make conversation with you while walking the brick-lain path to her apartment, but your mother’s sadness still latches on, engulfing you. The elevator dings open, and on the tenth floor, eemo punches in the code to her apartment. Inside, the blasts of AC reach you immediately, the air already several degrees cooler than your home. You carefully step over the collapsed umbrellas and pummeled backs of shoes, but eemo just shakes off her rubber sandals, her bare feet landing splat down on the floor. Your suitcase in hand, she knocks on your cousin’s door. “Sungho-ya,” she calls out, cracking it open. You peek in from behind and see him face down on his bed, his body a little larger and ropier than you remember. His cheek is compressed in rolls from lying on the pages of a math workbook, which hangs off the edge of his bed, above a mattress rolled out on the floor for you. Eemo tuts. “Uhsuh, greet your cousin.” Sungho frees an arm from under his body, momentarily lifting it in a wave. Eemo drops your suitcase, looking back and forth between Sungho, your cousin, and the lamp glaring brightly on his desk. “Why are you lying in bed?” she asks.

			“I don’t want to do homework.”

			“Ee-eh? Why not?”

			Sungho groans, recklessly rubbing his face into the workbook so that the pages crinkle. “Himdeul-uh,” he whines, making a pained face you’ve seen him make a hundred times when putting on a production for eemo. “I’d rather eat live fire ants than solve another cosine.” His complaints multiply as he writhes his body into a tight ball, and eemo hurries over, pulling his head onto her lap and combing out his mussed black hair. She catches you staring from behind the door, and gazes back quietly with mercifully gleaming eyes. You can’t imagine what her anger would look like. Finally, she pats him to get up and calls in sick to his hagwon for him, without giving one lecture on discipline or endurance.

			In the living room, Sungho flings his body into the worn leather recliner, pulling the stick lever to raise his feet. There’s a pile of clean laundry on the couch, which eemo kicks to the far end to make room for you. Sungho picks up a black video-game controller, wordlessly tossing the other to you. Bright action figures light up the TV screen, and the game starts before you understand the instructions. You try working the controller, and eemo inches toward you, digging her thumbs into your shoulders. She taps your shoulder back in one clean, easy stroke, and your muscles relax into the folds of the couch. “Relax,” she says, and takes the controller from your hands, offering to demonstrate.

			For the entire week, that’s all you do: relax. On most days, eemo-bu is at work and Sungho is at hagwon, so it’s just you and eemo in the house. You go on walks around the neighborhood, and once, she spots a stationery store selling tiny hermit crabs with painted shells, all cloistered in a glass tank warmed by lightbulbs, which inspires her to take you to the nearest aquarium. The next day, she plans a surprise, driving without telling you the destination until you arrive at Dongdaemun, the large wholesale and retail shopping district, with floors and sections that stretch farther than you can see. Severed mannequin legs suspend from the ceiling, racks brim with clothes of exquisite cuts and patterns: pearls sewn onto tees, pastel pinafores draped with lace cardigans. “Do you want this? Or this?” asks eemo, offering to buy you anything. You are quiet as you wander, taking it in that your mother has never brought you to a place like this, but eemo tickles the inside of your palm, and you’re unable to help the smile riding up your lips.

			The rest of the time, you stay home, leaning back in the leather recliner for hours on end, watching DVD rentals. After finishing one, you pop in another, but not before chilling your eyelids with thin cucumber slices eemo cut up for you. Once, she perches on the leather arm of the recliner, showing interest in the movie scene unfolding on the TV screen: American actors sitting around a board game, and the game pieces moving by themselves with each dice roll. She holds her breath until the very end, and claps her hands once, then once more. She stands to return to doing the dishes when you say to her, “I wish uma were more like you.”

			“Why do you say such a thing?” she asks, then, observing your silence, goes on more truthfully. “I know how you feel. Your uma is just like halmuni.”

			“Why aren’t you like halmuni?”

			“Your mother shouldn’t be doing that,” she mutters indistinctly, not hearing your question. “Halmuni wouldn’t be sick if she didn’t spend all her energy making me practice the piano. All that for what? It would be better if she hadn’t done any of that and was healthy in old age. There would be peace, for once in our lives.”

			

			◆◆◆

			The week hurtles by, and on the night your mother is supposed to pick you up, you hear the melodious chime of the doorbell. Sungho swivels his desk chair around to face you, smothering his laughter with both hands at your pained look. You listen quietly as eemo lets her in and their voices grow louder in the hall, and just as you stand to hide away on the connected balcony, the door swings open. You see your mother standing in front of eemo, her face half its normal size and her cheekbones shored up. Immediately upon seeing you her eyes brighten, and you speak to her, stoically. “I don’t want to go home.”

			She goes still, her eyes no longer landing on things, but floating over them ghostily. Observing this, eemo blushes, pattering across the room toward you. She helps you pack, her movements more deft and womanly than they’ve been all week, and once finished she leaves the two of you alone. Once eemo’s apartment door closes behind you, your mother goes mute. She doesn’t speak in the elevator down, and tosses your suitcase into the trunk lifelessly. Even her breathing is silent as she drives, and your neck and shoulders tighten as you pass the familiar roads and buildings marking the way home.

			She keys open your front door. The orange entrance light clicks on to reveal the rest of the apartment, shrouded in darkness and shadows. As you both take off your shoes, aba peeks out from his study in boxers and undershirt. He looks particularly naked without any socks, his pale skin visible through brambles of hair on his legs. He takes both your suitcases and asks your mother, “How was the week with jangmo-nim?” She ignores him by brushing right past into the living room, where the low table is littered with fast-food wrappers and takeout containers. At the end of the hallway she turns in to her bedroom and slams the door, immediately beginning to sob. Your father turns to you slowly, his face weary under the orange glare.

			You knock and open the door, stopping at the threshold from where you see her. For a minute you just watch, leaning against the wooden frame, until finally you sit next to her and cautiously rub her shins. “Uljima,” you plead, but she continues to cry, emitting sounds that make your heart strain, stirring only when she hears the sound of you wiping your own face. She pulls you into the crook of her body.

			“It’s okay, don’t cry. It’s okay,” she says, her gentle strokes running down your back. “I know you only said that because you are still young.” You lie down to sleep on your father’s side of the bed, but when she returns after turning off the lights, she doesn’t reach over to you like she usually does, and even until late into the night you can hear her sniffles.

			In the morning you wake to dawn glowing behind the blinds, lighting up the room in syrupy amber. You turn around to face her thinking it will all be better, but when you look she is abnormally still, all flat under the sheet. You run your hand from her forehead down to her wrist—she has broken out in hives, the bumps uneven and illegible to you like braille. You toss off the covers, running into your father’s study, where he’s sliding up the shell of his necktie to his collar. You drag him to the bed, where he stands by her side, observing the bumps spread all over her skin. A leaden feeling sinks to the pit of your stomach. “Do something,” you say. He tries shaking her arm, asking her questions, but she is silent and unbudging like stone.

			“Uhtuke?” you ask, and after he tilts his head in unsureness, his voice comes out not very serious. “Looks like it’s just hives. It’s okay,” he says simply, getting up from his knees and readjusting his necktie. He glances toward the door, and you move in front of him, blocking his way. “What do you mean? You’re leaving?”

			“She’s going to be fine. Trust me.”

			“Uhtuke? You need to get a doctor.”

			“There isn’t a doctor for hives,” he says, and as if his words hit a switch, the tears you’ve been holding in erupt, startling him completely. He hovers his right palm above your shoulders, not knowing where to land it, and before he can decide you kneel by her bedside. You feel his desire to comfort you, but you don’t budge until hearing him start making some calls. When he speaks, his voice is calm and low, becoming even lower as he steps silently out of the room.

			After what feels like hours, someone rings your doorbell. You peer into the intercom, and through the hazy grain you see an old woman, in her hand a frumpy briefcase. Your father steps out of his study, telling you to go to your room, but you stay put, watching as he ushers the woman in, bowing and calling her teacher. He escorts her to a stool near your mother’s bedside, where the teacher takes the pulse on her wrist. She works quietly, mumbling to herself and rubbing her narrow palms all over uma’s body. In a swift motion she lifts your mother’s hand, slapping it to wake her. Your mother stirs, rustling the sheets. The teacher says, “I’m going to hold down some pressure points. Tell me which hurts the most.” When she presses down your mother inhales sharply, the loudest she’s been all morning.

			The teacher asks your father questions, and he informs her about halmuni’s cancer, and how taxing it’s been on your mother these past few months. The teacher nods stiffly. Before reaching for her briefcase, she turns to you. You’ve been standing in the corner like a watchdog, but she’s been watching you too. “Are you going to stay here? Geulum, joyonghi hae-yadue. You cannot bother me.” She makes you promise you will not, then stands up, arranging her tools on the low stool so you cannot see.

			After a long preparation, she raises a needle into the air, then pricks it into your mother’s skin. She does this again and again, beginning from the forehead and making her way down the arms, the abdomen, then the legs, her fingers moving fast and expertly. When it is all finished, a hundred needles stick out from your mother’s body, and on the side stool lie patches of gauze spotted with dark blood. The teacher sets them aside and sits, her hands folded in her lap. The white sunrays force their way in from behind the blinds, lighting your mother’s gaunt face, her dewy, delicate skin wrapped tight around her facial bones. She looks more beautiful than you’ve ever seen, like a pinned butterfly you once saw under glass in a science museum. You are afraid the teacher will leave her like this, but in a few minutes she removes the needles, lathering bitter ointment all over her skin.

			The teacher calls your father into the room, telling him that your mother’s nerves are relaxing, that she will be better in a few days. He bows profusely and leads her out, the door barely closing before he disappears into his study and emerges with his briefcase. “Call if you need anything,” he says in a hurry, and once he leaves, the apartment falls deadly quiet. The only sound is that of your own feet returning to her bed, each step heavy with shame. The entire treatment, you’d been working up the courage to tell the teacher that it was all your fault, that your mother had fallen ill because of what you said, but each time the words got caught in your throat.

			You hear a small groan, and her eyelids open slowly like glue. She sees your face and smiles faintly, trying not to scare you. “Are you in pain?” you ask. “No pain,” she says, but her words drop too quickly. You realize she is shivering and pull the sheets back up to cover her body, but even after more layers the shivering doesn’t stop. There is a sliver of space beside her on the bed, and after a moment of hesitation, you lower yourself into it, careful not to hurt her. Once you get under the sheets, you wrap your body around her, one limb at a time. At first she is stiff, frigid, but you take care to reach every inch of her body, thawing her slowly with your warmth.

		

	
		
			The Future

			You return home from school to quiet, pure silence, closing the front door behind you carefully so that the metal lock doesn’t make a sound. You slip off your sneakers and tiptoe down the foyer in case your mother is asleep on the couch. But when you walk through the paneled doors she is sitting with legs crisscrossed in the living room, bent over monthly calendars drawn on sheets of paper scattered around her like giant flower petals. On the table are stacks of more paper, a box knife, and units of math practice books cut into slivers, the abandoned spines and covers discarded in the shadows below the table. She is so engrossed she doesn’t even see you, not until you utter, “Uma,” and even then looking past you as she starts talking about the future.

			For weeks she’s been living on the couch, threatening to leave you and your father. It had come after a long fight, when she pounded on her chest, yelling, “You think I can’t do it? I can leave. I have a life, too, geuguh aluh?” But it had been hours since your father retreated into his study; there had been no one in front of her, just her voice ringing, so you knew she was speaking to herself. The fight had started at the dinner table, when your father broke the extended silence, trying to get a laugh. “Like Buddha,” he said, sticking out his elbows and clapping his palms into each other in mock prayer, ridiculing the way he always sees your mother in the same position on the couch, at all times of the day. He had called her the Buddha before, referring to her incorruptible morality, but the way he said it this time spiked a newfound anger that poured out of her mouth and fingertips. At night, when you took turns trying to talk to her, she didn’t want talk. She didn’t want anything and instead spent days on the couch, face up like a corpse. One day when you woke up, she was gone, all her stuff in place but her car missing from the parking lot. You came home from school to dishes piled on the floor, the stale, corked-up air, and your father knocked out in the armchair, his deep-set wrinkles pinched between his eyes even in sleep. But that night, just as you were about to turn the lights off, she returned, closing the front door quietly behind her, her footsteps silent as she made her way to your room. You sat up immediately, and you just stared at each other, tears streaming down both of your faces.

			But the way she looks at you now, there is none of that. The couch is still messy behind her, the slipcover pulled and dog-eared from the rubbing of her body, but the cushions have been returned to their places, the cups and pasty-ringed bowls cleared away. She grabs the neckline of her shirt, billowing it as if she wants you to smell the detergent. “It’s not too late,” she says.

			“What’s not?” you ask.

			“Your good future.”

			She waves you over to the monthly calendars on the floor: 11月, 12月, 1月, each daily square bulleted with hours of tutoring or math concepts to master. You drag your pointer over the cool paper to what’s marked for today, a unit on exponents you’ve been struggling with at school. Ever since she stopped sitting beside you while you studied or did your homework, you started to fall behind, no longer receiving good marks on math tests or volunteering to solve problems on the chalkboard. As if sensing this, she stretches her hands out, pulling you down to the floor, into the nook of her body. “I’m sorry, so sorry,” she whispers, running her fingertips over your face.

			From this day on, you decide, you will be on such model behavior that she won’t ever want to leave again. You tape the paper calendars above your desk, and when your tutor arrives, even before she relaxes into her desk chair, you surprise her by sliding over a list of questions. You observe in detail as she demonstrates solving them, and once she’s finished, you take a new sheet of paper and try yourself from memory.

			When she leaves, you return to your desk, studying until light fades and the words on the page become too dark to read. You switch on the lamp, which hums over the stillness of your room. It feels too quiet and you open the door to wooden floor panels stretching out to the far, shadowy corners of the apartment. There is no light anywhere, not in the kitchen or the bathrooms, not in your father’s study by the front door. But when you enter the living room, there she is on the couch, asleep with her limbs strangled like a drunk’s, her pallor opalescent in the dark. You lean down, tapping at her wrist.

			“Uma, wake up.”

			The skin over her eyelids pulses. As they split open she gulps for air, her torso rising as if she is lifting herself up from the depths of water. “Uh, weh geuleh?” she whispers.

			“You look sick.” She turns her neck the other way, to the dark windows, then the wall clock’s brass pendulum swinging slowly. She groans, raising the base of her palm to her forehead. You arrange two cushions behind her back, and when she’s nestled comfortably, you bring the math workbook over from your room, flipping through to show her all the pages you’ve worked on. She smiles faintly, her face engulfed in shadow. Black tufts of hair stick out from her head, frizzed from the weather, and at the sight of a silver strand you feel a wave of protectiveness, tamping her hair down in place with your hands. “Eelee-wa,” she says, motioning you over. You inch closer, and when her fingers caress you, tears sting your eyes. She wipes them, saying, “Oh, no. I have become a burden to you.”

			“You haven’t.”

			“Don’t worry about me. Ni gukjung-eena-hae,” she says, insisting you think about your future. “What kind of person do you want to be?”

			“I don’t know. I want to be with you.”

			Her fingers slide off your face, eyes widening in horror. “An-dueh,” she says, to stop joking. “You’re getting older now. It’s time to start thinking about the future.”

			“I am thinking,” you protest.

			“You can’t be with me. You can’t ruin your life like me. Oh, no, no.” She frowns, shaking her head so vigorously you have to look away. By the time she stops her eyes are already closed, concentrating on falling back asleep.

			

			◆◆◆

			Each new morning deepens into winter. The walk to school feels farther as you pass the lines of people holding briefcases at bus stops, choked up by the giant herd of students marching to school. At the gates the girls turn left and the boys turn right, each disappearing into separate brick buildings.

			It’s nearing the end-of-year exams, the three days’ worth of tests that will determine a set of immovable middle-school report-card scores. Even the slackers and aspiring K-pop stars sit hunched over notebooks, their fingers stained yellow from rubbing on highlighters. The school bell announces the first review period, and your history teacher hurries in with rubber slippers. “Hana, dul, set, net.” He points, assigning numbers to each hand shooting up, problems he answers throughout the hour and into the break, until the social studies teacher walks in and starts, “Hana, dul, set, net.” Someone asks a stupid question and the rhythm breaks, the class snapping in condescension and releasing a collective breath. By lunch, you are starving but won’t budge from your seat, and Eunji brings a steaming tray back for you. You pick up the spoon as some girls gather in the front, shaking out their legs and throwing darts at the bull’s-eye on the magnetic board. You drop the spoon, tapping the wood end of your pencil nervously, and Eunji snatches it, your pencil lifeless in her hand. “Weh geuleh?” she asks with a frown.

			“I’m just thinking.”

			“About what?”

			“Aniya.”

			“No, tell me.”

			She continues to urge you and you give it up, saying the word a little too loudly.

			The darts drop, and in silence the girls up front return to their desks, straightening them into strict lines. Back in their seats, they reach down into their backpacks, pulling out the notebooks they had stuffed in earlier, opening up to a page, or leaving them closed, staring ahead at nothing, the word bursting in fractals behind their eyes.

			You trudge home alone in the cold, passing other kids who disappear into black cars with drivers, or yellow vans, shipped away like cargo to afternoon cram schools. You quicken, riding up the elevator, and as soon as you pull open the front door something feels different. You step inside the living room, where your mother stands before an ironing board stacked with a pile of clothes: the pleated skirts, cardigans, shirts, polos from your school uniform. She wields the iron, slamming it down on the board and making crisp folds in your collars. You stand watching as she finishes, but that’s not the end of it. She disappears with the stack into your room, returning with another pile of your socks and underwear. You lunge at her, gripping her arm. “What are you doing?” you ask.

			“Ironing.”

			“Weh? You don’t need to iron my underwear.”

			“Don’t tell me what to do!” She clenches the iron handle as the rest of her body twitches, the skin of her knuckles stretched into white balls. She steps back, muttering indecipherable words under her breath. You’ve seen enough of these episodes, her unexpected, earth-shattering reversals of mood, to be able to watch devoid of feeling.

			“What are you saying?” you ask.

			“Stop asking me! I am still your mother, you know? Why do you have so many questions!” Her fingers spring open and the iron crashes down to the floor, denting the wooden slat and almost brushing her toe. She stumbles back into the board, which falls in a loud clatter as the metal rails hit the floor. Her legs collapse over each other as she sinks down, covering her face as you watch, frozen in place.

			You say, “Hajima. I can’t stand this anymore. Just leave, or go back to sleeping on the couch.”

			She gains control of her breath, wiping down her face with her sleeve.

			“This is what I want, to dedicate myself to you.”

			She outstretches her arms but you rear back, as if she were a rabid animal. When you do let her take your hand, her eyes are black wells, dug deep and brimming so ardently that you almost believe her that this is what she wanted. But then you see the rest of her face, her sunken cheeks and skin stretched thin as a plastic bag, and swallow the tender lump in your throat. You look closely, trying to understand this woman as she clutches tightly onto your sleeve—how could this be what she wanted?

		

	
		
			Olenji-boi

			On the board the teacher writes a math problem in powdery white chalk, the exit ticket for your Tuesday afternoon hagwon. In the square room, one narrow aisle separates two columns of rows of four desks, the identical curved wooden seats occupied by backpacks or their owners, downturned faces held over spiral-ringed notebooks. You’re eager to leave, but can’t concentrate from the scratching of paper, and somebody tapping the end of a mechanical pencil, the scuttering sound of plastic traveling all the way to your seat in the middle row. You chafe on the seat’s curved wood, adjusting your posture in your school uniform. A faint knock on the door, and everyone looks up: The hinges rattle as the door slides open. The hagwon director peers inside, quickly brushing a fallen strand of hair from her face.

			“Min-soo, uhditsuh? Ulleun-wa, your driver is here,” she says, scanning the room. Min-soo has a second hagwon to be ferried to, and he shuffles out the door with items spilling out of his half-zipped backpack, but not without relief at being exempt from the exit problem. The door rattles closed and you look back down at your notebook, pinching the skin underneath your clinging tights and redistributing the nylon.

			Behind you, the tapping of the pencil resumes, intensifying, and you turn, glaring at the back row, where the eighth-grade slackers sit with their black hoods, limbs strung across chairs. Seung-jae and Jae-hyun smirk back at you, flaring their nostrils, but next to them olenji-boi leans back in his chair, adjusting his cap and glancing at the clock. You hear the metal drag of a chair’s legs from your row, and scoot in so that Minha can squeeze behind you, her hand clutching a graphite-filled notebook with a circled answer. You bite down the panic in your mouth and refocus, piecing equations together with your fingers stuck between the pages of the hagwon’s illegally reprinted textbook, holding your place.

			Up front, the teacher sits crimped in a brittle desk the same as yours with his arms crossed, trying to contain his bulky midsection and long, bony legs. The desk is turned to face the classroom, its too-small surface cluttered with papers, chalk, and whiteboard markers, along with a half-finished café drink, the remnants of whipped cream and black gelatinous balls welded to the walls of the plastic cup. Minha ran downstairs to buy it for him during the bathroom break, handing it to him shyly with both hands. In middle age the teacher retains a youthful charm, and Minha dangles at his side as he grades, sliding one finger up and down the slope of his nose bridge. Each time he does this you picture him as a student, part of the generation of national pride still carrying over from the ’88 Olympics, which ignited students all around the country to deepen their dedication, study to the brink of their limits, tearing out textbook pages to memorize and crumpling them into balls to swallow. He went on to KAIST, the country’s top-tier math and technology university—all that extreme effort culminating in him teaching here for a meager salary.

			You are focused on finishing the problem when you hear a sharp tut from the teacher. He is standing with his arms still crossed, until he jabs his red grease pencil in the air. “Nuheui namja-deul.” You boys back there. His eyes narrow disapprovingly at all of them snickering in the back row. “Ddulujyeo anja. Bbali,” he says, ordering them to separate, his footsteps landing deftly in the cramped space as he walks over to them. You are finishing the last calculations, readjusting the grip on your pencil when a shadow falls over you: olenji-boi with his black backpack clutched against his chest. He doesn’t meet your eyes, fixed on the empty seat next to you. Seung-jae and Jae-hyun have been separated into corners in the back of the room, where they now work quietly, the crowns of their black-haired heads facing the front.

			You push your chair in, making room for olenji-boi to squeeze past you. You pretend not to watch as his body lowers into the chair next to yours. A few of your peers finish solving the exit problem. They stand and move through the rows, careful not to knock over pens or paper cups as they line up behind the teacher’s desk. You finish and circle your answer, but next to you, olenji-boi passes his hand through his hair. You glance at his notebook, where the only thing he’s copied down is the problem, which he traces and retraces with his pencil. You stay seated, pretending to be occupied with writing down the homework scribbled on the top right corner of the board. From up front, you can hear the teacher’s red slash, or the clement glide of a circle, students packing their bags and swinging open the door, each time the corridor growing slightly louder with chatter.

			Olenji-boi drops his pencil as he gives up and reaches down into his backpack to pull out an orange. Oranges are his father’s crop and he is known to carry them everywhere, even to hagwon, earning him his nickname. For months you’ve watched him float under the teacher’s radar, using his pen ink to darken the insides of orange peels, tearing off segments and slipping them inside the fleshy scroll of his palm. He grips the orange with one hand, and with the other pierces the thick peel with his thumbnail. The scent of orange mist emits powerfully, drifting coolly up your nose and momentarily making you lightheaded. Faint drops of orange spittle land on the smooth wax of his desk, which he wipes carefully with his thumb. He catches you watching: a blunt stare you shift through, running your eyes over his charcoal-black eyebrows, the acne pocking his cheeks like the surface of his orange.

			“Bye, olenji-boi!” Gradually both his friends pack up their books, hollering as they leave the classroom, at which he lifts his hand in a wave. Only a few others remain at their desks, and you stand, bringing your notebook to the teacher’s desk. He lowers his pencil, whisking a red circle around your correct answer. “Jib-ega.” Go home, he says softly, turning up his weathered face to you.

			The wall clock points past six. It is that golden stage in the evening, when the sun is on the horizon, about to split open like a warm fruit. You take slow steps back to your seat, staring at olenji-boi. His jaw is tense, tightly locked as he flips aimlessly through the reprinted textbook, no longer possessing the relaxed demeanor from earlier. You sit, stacking your books and dusting eraser shavings onto the floor.

			The teacher sucks up the dregs of his drink and, beating on his chest as if something is caught, stumbles out of the classroom, his cough thick with phlegm. Once he is out the door, you slide your notebook onto olenji-boi’s desk. He glances up at you in surprise. “Bbali,” you say, telling him to hurry, and from the way he scribbles you can tell he is both ashamed and grateful. Once he finishes, you pack up your things, about to leave when his fingers brush against your wrist.

			“Jamsiman,” he says: Wait. He reaches down into his backpack, the zipper cutting off his arm as he trawls the nylon bottom. You hear the mingling contents: the crumple of paper, water sloshing in a canteen, then a certain quiet as he pulls out another orange. “Eguh gajyuh,” he says, dropping it into your palm. Your hand sinks from the weight, and you clasp your fingers around it. He is watching how you handle it.

			You turn back to face the door. It is still closed, and without thought you slide back down into your seat. You dig your thumbnail into the rind, trying to peel it off in a single coil, but it is coarse and comes off in stubby, inelegant scabs. You work, committed to the task, gathering the peels into a pile until the flesh is bare. You tear off a segment, staring into the depths of his pupils as you place it in your mouth. With the first burst of sourness comes a rush of saliva, pooling in your mouth. The sharp tang zaps you and electrons zip through your brain, flashing bright lights and infusing your very cells, until gradually, as you continue to chew on the webby texture, the sour turns sweet. The change comes unexpectedly, and you shut your eyes to remember this taste, so perfect it hurts.

		

	
		
			Endurance

			Stretches of months go by when you and uma can’t help it: Any move you make has the effect of quicksand, entrenching your heels deeper in opposition and prolonging the same fight. Once started, you tear through each other like cyclones, and in the aftermath you both sit in a kind of daze, as if innocent of all the viciousness that has emanated from your two bodies. Then, as if immediately forgetting what just happened, uma starts preaching about endurance—the national religion, taught from the first grade through Chinese idioms, that at the end of great suffering comes happiness. But you don’t think uma is interested in happiness. All she does is care for halmuni, or lie on the couch within the walls of your apartment. The worst part, to you, is her pride. She believes this is the proper way to live, and that the longer she sits with you as you practice violin, or solve math problems, the closer she is to reaching a morally pure state. Most fights end with her standing by the door and brandishing a finger at you, saying, “Your wicked personality is due to your father’s parents’ bad blood. Only high school diplomas…they couldn’t rack their entire brains and turn up with a single trait related to enduring long hours of study. Only wiliness in how to earn money. If you can’t even endure a scolding from your mother, what kind of weak person will you turn out to be? How can your insolence flare up every time your feelings get hurt? Are you an urchin who wasn’t taught any better?”

			“I can’t even stand to look at your face,” you respond. “Just hire an ajumma to cook and clean for me and restart your architecture business. It’s stupid that the only thing you did with your degree is that house you built for halmuni.”

			“Do you think that if I abandon you to grow up in the hands of an ajumma you’ll turn out just as good? Look at your friend Jo Seon-Mi. In first grade she used to have the most dewy eyes and regal nose when I saw her while dropping you off at the bus stop, but last week, ha—I can’t express my grief when I saw her. Her facial features have grown so drab and uncouth, and you know why? Ever since her uma started working, you think her ajumma raised her with the same toil and dedication? No. You know why? Why would she, when Seon-Mi isn’t her own daughter? Do you really think you can just pay somebody to raise your own child and get the same results?”

			“You don’t have any fucking proof of that.”

			You’ve never once heard her curse; she thinks cursing isn’t proper, so you’ve begun flying fucks and shits, wanting most for her to slip in her righteousness and say them back. She never does, continuing to spew proper words venomously.

			“Do you think an ajumma pays as astute attention when vacuuming the dust from the corners of the apartment, or when cleaning the dishes you eat off of? Do you think when she is washing vegetables to cook, she is going to be careful to take off every morsel of dirt between leaves of lettuce, or prepare the ingredients with the soul that is required to make a truly satisfying meal? You should be thankful…. In my childhood, your halmuni went through hundreds of ajummas, I can’t even count. You are too naïve to know these little things add up. That is why your health is perfect, and…ha! Doesn’t Jo Seon-Mi have eczema? This is a perfect example. Koreans don’t just develop dirty diseases like allergies, or eczema.” At this stage in the fight, if she’s still standing by your door, her pointed finger takes on a life of its own, an imperious baton. “Ya, if you’ve ever seen another housewife who can endure wearing the same T-shirts for over a decade, bring her over.”

			This is the last straw. You slam the door right in her face, well aware that momentarily she will swing it back open in renewed anger. In the back of your room, the iron she had set upright erupts white-hot jets of steam. While she does still own a couple of frayed shirts from her days in the States, their purpose is first and foremost as mementos. They’re outnumbered by her newer, modern clothes, and on top of that, her dressing table overflows with European serums that cost hundreds of thousands of won, not to mention her stash of designer bags and shoes. She believes that occasionally wearing an old shirt and confining her life to the apartment, as all her expensive items gather dust, strengthens her example of endurance—instead of making her seem crazy.

			The only other person who can remotely understand your frustration is your father. One night, after another hours-long fight, uma drags you over to his study at the other end of the apartment. He is standing by his closet, caught unbuttoning his starched work shirt, when she pushes you into the room with both hands. “You feed this gyejibe dinner,” she demands of him. “I have no energy to cook.” She storms out of the room; you storm out of the apartment, with aba following after you with the car keys. In the parking lot, you speak to him with your chest all puffed up in the passenger seat. “Can you just buy another apartment so we can live there and never have to see her again?” In a way, it’s the most intimate thing you’ve ever said to him. He doesn’t answer, slowly driving the car out of the lot. By the time he stops at the red light, you’ve almost forgotten about your question.

			“Geuleh,” he responds with a sigh. “It’s not an option I’ve ruled out entirely myself.”

			You turn to face him. Inside the sunken sockets behind the wire frame of his glasses, his eyes dart between you and the traffic light. You realize he is actually considering your proposition, which frightens you, before making you hate your family even more.

			The only person you tell is olenji-boi. Each night, after your mother collects your phone from your doorway, her face oily from serums, and your father turns off all the lights in the apartment, you creep down the hall all the way to your father’s study. You pick up the heavy receiver from the landline on his desk, reclining back into the plush office chair only when you hear olenji-boi’s voice crackling on the other end. Without the barrier of faces, somehow the conversation flows even better. You don’t have to explain much for him to understand. He comforts you by saying, “My parents used to be the same way.” He thought things would get better after his older sister got into college and his aba moved out to live on their country farm, but now it’s just bad in a different way. “Now uma can’t be left alone. She used to roll her eyes at church fanatics, but then she decided to become a priest. She hates being at home. You know the weirdest part? The two times she came with me to visit aba, she got her hair done up. Both times, she sat in the salon for hours, trying to look nice,” he tells you. “Yeah, that’s weird,” you agree. “But I get it,” he says. From observing him in hagwon or playing soccer in the dirt field between your middle schools, you would have never guessed he could be so talkative, or sensitive at times. It’s late when you finally hang up, and you fall sound asleep knowing that you’ll see him in a few hours, when you stroll in through the schools’ iron gates and the boys in his school’s—your brother school’s—soccer club are already there, getting in an early game.

			

			◆◆◆

			The boys in his soccer club play every chance they get. Black hair falls in clumps over their foreheads when they run, yelling one another’s names in the ocher-brown dirt field. Both sides are anchored by plastic goals, the once white nets dirtied by dust. They play until the last second, bolting just before classes start, then running back out during the ten-minute break between periods. At any point when you look out from your classroom window, they are there on the field, passing the ball. Whether there are only three of them or the full dozen, they play with the same zeal in rain or under a blistering sun. They’re what teachers and parents call nallali—bad students who run around playing in the time they should be at their desks, because endurance is something that can only be proved through studying.

			Even to watch them is taboo, and some days, when the boys are outside playing, and it’s quiet enough in your classroom to hear them through the shut windows, you watch as your classmates one by one turn their faces toward the sunlight streaming in, holding their breath to hear that round, free sound made by the ball being kicked.

			After school, you stand on the sidelines with your friends, in your uniform skirts, constantly touching your faces and covering your acne with hair. When they see you there, the boys run faster, tearing through the field as their shirts ripple, hitting the ball with their heads like bucks stabbing the air with antlers. You fiddle with the straps of your backpack to try to lessen its weight as you stare at the pack of boys, at olenji-boi whose ears, like yours, stick out like handlebars, his shoulders a little bony through his shirt. The blood vessels on his arm stand out as he races across the field. His strokes are nimble as he kicks the ball, which punctures the air and arcs against the white sky into the goal. His teammates whistle, whipping their black-and-white tracksuit jackets with the Adidas lotus above their heads like propellers, but he is looking at you. You stick around until the game ends and the boys race to the metal sinks, taking turns stretching their mouths under the spigots. The boldest ones rip off their shirts and pump their hairless chests, launching globs of spit over the dusty field. They splash more water over their torsos, the tan backs of their necks. Invigorated, they kick off running toward you girls, their hands outstretched to catch you as they shake off the remaining bits of water. The other girls leap up from the bench, but you remain glued to the sight of olenji-boi, his toothy smile and the floppy black hair falling over his forehead.

			He slings his sports duffel over his shoulder and leads you out the metal gates of your schools. He walks you home, rambling about his father’s expansive crop fields, where they kick balls around whenever he visits the farm. He wants to go more often this year, especially with the approaching monsoon season, when his father will have to scythe the land and tie together all the crops. He tells you all this, but you don’t listen, anticipating the massive, sand-colored walls of your cluster of apartments appearing at any moment, soaring above the ginkgo trees. You skip over the rest of the sidewalk to the mouth of the narrow stone steps, which lead up to another path. As you climb up, your backpack straps float above your shoulders, olenji-boi lifting the bottom of your backpack from behind you to lessen the weight. You reach the landing, and the straps sink back down on your shoulders. When his face appears it is riveting—white coins of light piercing through the canopy of ginkgo trees and smattering his otherwise tan, dark skin. He grins back at you. You let him come as far as the intersection just out of eyeshot of your living room windows. “Munja-hae.” Text me, he says, and you give him a brave wave.

			Up and out of the elevator, you punch in the code on the new automatic door handle, entering and taking off your shoes quickly, knowing you are late. You step through the paneled doors and see your mother on the couch, a teacup resting in her lap, coils of steam rising. She looks pensive, locked in thought, but her expression changes when she catches you by the door. “Geuleh, watsuh?” Her voice comes out weakly, with a hint of relief. You walk to where she sits on the couch and she rubs the tops of your hands. The way her face lights up makes you unbelievably sad. You haven’t spoken in three days, not since your last fight, and she’s still in the white long-sleeved shirt and pants she wore to sleep that night. She leads you into the dining room, where the table has already been set with a heaping bowl of boiled chestnuts waiting for you.

			You sit across from her and reach into the bowl, grabbing a chestnut and biting it open. You scoop out the golden flesh with the silver teaspoon on your placemat. You eat, staring out the window and watching the light playing off the ginkgo leaves as she talks about the nut’s beneficial nutrients, rattling off as if she hasn’t spoken to anyone else all day. “How was school?” she asks, leaning raptly into the table edge.

			“The same,” you say.

			“Why were you late?” she asks.

			“Social studies went overtime.”

			The phone you placed face down on the table vibrates, spinning on top of the varnished wood, until you tuck it underneath your thigh. You offer no explanation, but her gaze lingers on you as she takes one chestnut to her mouth and cracks it, tearing into the silky brown shell. You quietly scrape the flesh out of your own shells, and when you look up her eyes are enlarged, brimming, as she taps a chestnut hard over the tabletop. “Don’t lie to me,” she says.

			You make as if to leave, but she stands up before you, pushing her chair hard into the table. “I know what you’re hiding. I know everything about you.”

			“No, you don’t.”

			“When I was your age, it was illegal to even have tutors. I studied all on my own, with no help but the answer key and the homeroom teacher. Except for school or meals, I locked myself in my room to study. Do you think it takes an ordinary amount of effort to get a good future? Jom utgida…I would barely consider what you do as ‘studying,’ and still you seek out distraction. Did you know your boyfriend’s uma is a priest? And this short.” She forms a cliff with her fingers and holds it up next to her shoulders, gazing at you in perfect peace. Rapid chills send shock waves through your body.

			“How—”

			“Do you even know what happens when a boy likes a girl?” she asks.

			“What did you say?”

			“Niga moleuneungeh-itsuh.”

			You drag your backpack up from the floor and flee. In your room, you slam the door shut, turning the lock until the dead bolt hits the wood with a furious thud. When you look around, your room is eerily clean. She’s begun to sift through your things. One time you caught her in the kitchen, picking at dirty wrappers and balled-up tissues like a raccoon. You look at the trash bin under your desk, and see it’s been recently emptied.

			Two hollow knocks on wood. “Open the door.”

			“No.”

			The door slams into the side jambs as she pushes in with her body, the sound of a key turning the lock, like metal ripping. The door swings open, and she stumbles in, like a lost moth, clutching the metal chain of your door key in one hand, and in the other a paper tambourine the size of your palm. It had been a project in elementary school, the milky vellum now saggy, draped over a cardboard rim. In the place of coins, she had helped you tie silver bells with ribbon. You haven’t seen it in years, not since you stopped carrying it with you while you followed her around the house.

			She points with her chin to your bed. “Anja,” she orders. You sit, surprising yourself with your obedience. She rolls over to your desk chair, the bells trembling lightly as she sits in it across from your bed. Your bare legs lie exposed above your knee socks, above which she hands you the tambourine. “Hold this,” she says, but you shake your head. “You don’t want to? Fine.” She takes it herself, straightening her pointer at the flat, papery circle.

			“This is your hymen. It is delicate like paper and must be protected. Do you know what a penis looks like?” She stands from the chair and lunges for one of the scattered pencils on your desk, choosing the longest, sharpest one. “Now guess what happens when a boy likes a girl.” But you don’t have to guess because she shows you, jabbing the pencil through the paper. She jabs again and again, fixated on ripping the hole larger. “You’re a smart girl. How do you think that would feel? I’ll tell you how it feels: It is a red, breath-stopping pain. You bleed. Men lose nothing.”

			You turn away from her, but she moves her body to reenter your field of vision.

			“Once it’s ripped, it’s done. You are no longer a girl; you are ruined. Your body feels different. After it happened to me, I could even feel air slip inside me through a crack when I walked. Is that what you want? I’m telling you this because I am your mother. No one told me. No one cares about you like me.”

			You sit transfixed, any words of resistance flattened out of you. She goes on, looking straight through you. “Listen. A boy will ruin your future. Do you think all your success is your doing? That was all me.”

			Your face is wet with tears, and you see her feel a sharp sense of relief, as if she has finally caught you after weeks of thinking up tactics in the dark. You fall on your side, unable to stop your body from shaking as your limbs sink into your bed. Your eyes are closed, and in the quiet you feel her soften. She reaches for you, but you shrink away from her into the corner, clasping your hands over your shins. You whisper, “You ruin everything.”

			“Ha,” she laughs sharply. “No. You ruin yourself.”

			She gets up, leaving you to face the slowly turning chair, your father’s socks, gray, washed and wrung out, dangling over the back of it. You stay fallen long after she is gone, hearing your phone vibrate from your backpack—a slight, oblivious buzz, buzz. Your mind flickers as you push toward the edge of the bed. You stretch your arm and fingers, but they are limp and the bag is just out of reach.

		

	
		
			Howl

			The weight of his body closes in as you grind to a rhythm, your back firmly pressed against your mattress. White, swampy sheets rumple below your legs. Above you, his face is illuminated from the light seeping in through your blinds, and you clasp his cheeks, pulling his face to yours. You want more of him, more muscle, more tongue, more force in his hand over your bra. His briefs are damp with sweat, slipping dangerously off his skin, and sometimes you feel his hot, hard tip touch your thigh. You understand enough to know it is illicit—your heart stops from imagination, slow nickels sliding into slots, but each time his trembling hand pulls his briefs back up.

			When you are both drenched, stomachs like water, you slip off each other. Cooling down, you lie ear to ear without movement. He lifts your hand, measuring it against his calloused fingers. You adore him, your first boyfriend, how easily I love you comes this first time. He catches you looking at his face and covers your eyes. But from his touch, you can feel him lean in, and it has never felt hotter, as if there’s not enough air in the room. His hand flies off your face as he leaps up, hopping over to crack open one of your windows. A breeze blows in, and when he turns to you his stomach is exposed in the light, the ridges of his pecs barely risen. “Chuweo?” Cold? he asks, and returns, wrapping his arms around you from behind, and you think you can smell the tang of citrus. You lie together until one of you stirs, moving again to each other’s touch.

			He clamps down on you harder this time, surprising you with renewed heat. You slide one leg onto his back, and in the next thrust the hard tip of him presses deep into your underwear. Heat rises to the surface of your skin. It churns inside you, flakes of gold floating up, getting deeper, and deeper until your body is lit like a lighthouse. You flinch at the slightest touch; you want more, for his body to come down harder, the bristly hairs on his legs to cut as you push your body closer to him. He jerks his torso, and sweat glides down his arm and elbow in a long, trembling line. You are ready for anything if he asks. You unlatch his fingers, leading them to your underwear. He rubs his thumb over it in small circles, and you drag it down farther.

			Faintly, you hear a sound: the metal click of the front door. The clock points to six, not six-thirty—your mother has returned early. You snap him off you, and by the time she enters your room and flicks on the lights, you are alone, balancing on one leg as you fumble into your shorts. She takes in the room’s unusual atmosphere and freezes, her gaze retreating into the depths of her pupils. Bags of groceries drop heavily from her hands, spilling onto the floor. You see yourself through her eyes: your stricken expression, remnants of foundation, loose bra straps, and beside you, the sheets tossed over the bed’s edge.

			You quickly pull on the rest of your clothes. It’s been days since she left you at home to go nurse halmuni, and she looks gaunt, exhausted, the bones on her face about to slide up from underneath the skin. Her mouth opens as she moves, kicking over one of the grocery bags, to search the room. Ripe persimmons and yellow, white-striped melons wobble all over the floor. She knocks into them repeatedly as she bends down to look underneath the bed, and in the hidden corners of your room.

			“Mo haneunguh-ya,” you say, blocking her way. But she won’t even look at you, retracing her steps back to the spot by the door where she first entered. She crosses her arms, her lips sealed. Finally, she says, “Jah, I know you are in here somewhere. Come out, now, when I speak with good words.” She faces the empty room, and as if he’d been waiting, you hear the slow slide of your closet door. He rises from the bottom where you hid him, first his hairless chest, then briefs pulled up to his stomach, while your mother watches, appraising him as she might a cockroach crawling out of a sewer. His clothes are balled up in his hands, and he is fearful, refusing to look up from his knees. You step in front of him, covering his body. “We didn’t do anything. I swear.”

			She watches you statically. Black shadows cave underneath her brow bones and nose from the ceiling light fixture, and when she clutches the door handle, it looks as though she is withstanding a strong wind. You shake his arm and say, “Tell her it’s true.” But he doesn’t meet your eyes, and the rolling wheels of your desk chair squeak as your mother rotates it to face you both. She lowers herself down, slowly, then sits strangely still. You grip his arm harder.

			“Tell her.”

			Your mother draws in a breath, about to speak, but in a sudden onrush of anger you interrupt her. “Why are you acting so calm? Go on. Show him what you’re really like.”

			Instead, she tells him, “Put on your clothes.” She rolls back the desk chair, widening out space for him to leave through the door. He moves quickly, tunneling his head through his shirt and stepping into his flimsy basketball shorts. You pick up his fallen sock, which he whisks from your hand under the harsh orange light. It glares, tilting the room into a slow whirl around your mother as she wearily rises from the chair. You yell, “Stop pretending. Don’t sit there and act like you’re not going to ruin everything the second he’s gone.” You turn to face him. “Jinsim-iya. You can’t leave me with her. You have to believe me.” But he tries prying you off himself, his body contracting as he listens to you yelling indistinctly at your mother, as if appalled to see you behaving this way. Finally, your mother tells him to leave.

			“You heard me. I said it’s time for you to leave,” she repeats, her voice nearing a shout.

			He bolts out of the room, and your mother walks straight to your bed, pulling off the covers in one sweep. They fall to the floor and she runs her hands over the mattress, and you watch until you realize she’s searching for blood. “Stop. I told you we didn’t do anything,” you say. But she doesn’t hear you, turning over the sheets. “I said, stop.” When she finally looks up, her eyes are so hazy with grief it’s sickening. No matter what you say, she shakes her head. Her grasp is surprisingly strong as she pulls you down to sit next to her on the bed. For a minute she just stares, then brings her hands to your face. “You have to tell me. What did he do to you?” Her fingers dash to her neck, pulling on her skin as if she wants to wring it.

			Suddenly, a burning sensation unfastens from your chest: cries soaring from your body like kites. But she is unfazed, taking the base of her palm and turning it in slow, firm circles over your back in the same way she did whenever you were ill as a child. You jerk away, and her hand drops down in midair. You grab it, clutching both of her hands as you fall to your knees, stroking her slim, plain fingers in repentance. “Mo haneunguh-ya?” she whispers.

			“Don’t punish him. Blame me. It’s my fault.”

			“Are you telling me what to do? Are you that shameless?”

			“I’ll do anything. Please.”

			She looks at you evenly. “Fine, geuleh. You are not to see him again.”

			“Uma.”

			“You owe that much to me. You are my daughter.”

			She wrenches her hands from yours, taking a firmer stance on the edge of the bed and affixing you with her gaze. “Listen to me. You are too young. How can you have no fears? I know you. You will become devoted, and he will ruin your life. Do you think you have time for heartbreak? You are about to enter high school. In your head, is life that easy?”

			“You don’t care about my life.”

			“What else would I care about? Who do you think all this is for?” She marches over to the spilled bags of groceries, which she brings over and dumps on the floor in front of you. It all tumbles out, upturned containers of honey, doenjang, gochujang, rustling baggies of peppers, a tangled nest of bean sprouts clouded by condensation. Individually wrapped fruits roll, knocking into one another like billiard balls. “You think having a boyfriend is so special? Look outside. Anyone can have a boyfriend. Do you want to be like anyone?”

			“I can keep up my grades.”

			“Ha,” she laughs sharply, then grows incredibly silent with each shake of her head. “You, listen to me. I did not dedicate fourteen years of my life for you to throw away. If you have even slight gratitude for the way I’ve lived, enduring all this. That nasty boy, whose mother’s blood hasn’t even dried from his forehead…”

			At this, you burst into tears, curling up the legs that had been tucked under you and pressing your forehead against your knees. She observes you without pity and says, “Geuleh. I would rather deal with you in this state than for you to be with that nasty boy.”

			The word nasty spews out again from her with renewed confidence, and you beg her to stop. “Uma, please. Please.” You wrap your arms around her body, and lower yours right into her, weeping into her neck. This quiets her enough to stroke your back. You nestle your face in closer, waiting for her muscles to slacken and her heartbeat to lower to a steady rate. “Uma—” Before you can start, she lifts her fingers and pinches the air for silence.

			“Joyonghi-hae.” Quiet, she says. “You are not to see him again.”

			And the screams ensue.

			Objects thrown and broken.

			The noise buries the faint click of the front door, and when your father enters your room, your red, exerted face is contorted with rage. Aba, born in the Year of the Lamb, is no match for your mother, the wily Monkey, or you, the Tiger. Your mother glances at him, then back at you, dragging her finger in his direction. “Are you going to tell him what I just witnessed?” Immediately, she tells him about the horror blasting her skin when she walked in, when she saw that nasty, naked boy hiding in your closet. “Is that the sight I deserve to see after serving at halmuni’s bedside for days? And you, dangshin, where have you been?” your mother yells, beating her fist into her chest. “Work? You call sitting in the office all day work? What about this work?”

			She points to where you stand facing the night-black window, where you’re pressing down on your head with such force that you feel the individual imprints of your fingers. Your back is turned, the silence deepening as you stare at your fractured reflection in the window. Aba stares mesmerized at the burst persimmons, their innards splattered all over your floor. When he finally speaks, it’s as if he’s defusing a bomb: His words are too careful and halting, lacking any authority. You cut him off, speaking to your mother. “Let me make this clear. If you force us apart, I will never forgive you.”

			“Are you threatening me? Ee gyejibe-ga,” she yells.

			“You have to let me live my life.”

			“Your life? Ha, cham-na. Ya, why should you get to have a life? Have you ever thought about my life?”

			Aba tries to butt in, but neither you nor your mother allows him, ignoring and talking over him until, fed up, he retreats to his post by your doorway, where he stands with his arms crossed, listening pensively with his chin pointed down as your mother starts up again.

			“Nuh, it seems like there’s misunderstanding in your head, but a good college is far from secure for you. You must think you work hard, but do you know how many people work even harder? If I were you, I wouldn’t sleep at night. On top of that, you want a boyfriend? You will stand no chance. That nasty boy is worth that to you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Ha. You care about that boy more than me?”

			You stare at each other, and your father mutters under his breath, “What’s that boy’s mother doing, letting him run around like that….”

			Uma’s eyes suddenly lighten. “Neh mali,” she agrees. “Finally, you’ve said some right words.” She stands up from your bed and pats down her pockets, which turn out to be empty.

			She leaves your room, her footsteps diminishing as she walks away to the front door, growing louder again as she reapproaches, but instead of reentering your room, she goes farther down the hallway and enters her own. She slams the door and turns the lock. The metal thud stops your heart, and you hurry past aba in your doorway, banging your fist on her door, stopping only to press your ear against the wood.

			For a while you hear only silence, but then there is a muffled voice, bent down a few notches the way it is whenever she speaks on the phone. I’m not accusing your son. Jugiyo—how dare you say I don’t know what I saw? Don’t you yourself have a daughter? How could you let this happen?

			Your father tries pulling you back as you throw your body against the door, but you tear away, slapping and pounding. Once she slams back so loudly from the other side that the door rattles, and you sink down onto the wooden floor. When she unlocks the door and steps out, you hear the stripping of your bedsheets from your room. She marches with the pile into the kitchen, where she opens and closes the washer. It is so quiet that you hear her every move, the swell of water filling up in the machine. She brings you back a glass of water, and you pick it up and throw it against the wall, watching it shatter. The water soaks into her woven slippers, and she takes one off, using it to hit your upper arm hard until you speak.

			“How could you speak to her like that?”

			She scoffs. “You’re concerned about her? What about your mother?”

			“I swear on my life, I will never forgive you.”

			“Ha. You want to throw everything away? Get out of my sight.”

			She leaves, her footsteps sounding flat, like something final snipped clean between you two. Pain lances through your body, and you close your eyes, sinking to your side. Tears roll and seep into your hairline.

		

	
		
			Academy

			Boarding school: south of Boston, brown and white buildings plotted like chess pieces around expansive fields, paid for by your father. Fresh manure stings your nostrils as you head out from convocation, cutting across the grass alongside your Class IV classmates. The eight girls from your dorm set out together: your newly assigned family, though you don’t care if you don’t come to like any of them. Still, you retain the same formation as on the gymnasium bleachers until you scatter one by one from the field. A group of boys climb uphill together, their eyes gibbous like little moons, darting around. You push past the slower kids, fixating on the building while clutching your backpack straps in your fists.

			You enter through the steepled portico and tall white columns guarding the history wing, feet quickening. You examine the room numbers and approach the classroom in front of the staircase spilling with students, the bronze, patinaed handrail worn to a shine. Already, three girls are waiting in front of the door of your classroom, chattering like seals, each of their foreheads slashed with an athletic headband and their hair slicked back in ponytails. Their outfits look like uniforms, as if they are all on the same team, and they are.

			You approach, and their chatter dies down. You make eye contact with the tallest one, and the surprise in her eyes is as transparent as the glass encasing her childhood: wicker baskets, Maine ice cream parlors, the freckles spread across her face ranging from faint marmalade to penny-brown specks. Her cheeks tighten into a smile and you smile back, thinking she doesn’t stand a chance. Her friend lunges forward, trying the knob of the heavy, unbudging door. She purses her lips and tries again, this time slamming her whole body into it.

			The door creaks open, and you file in behind them into a manila-yellow cave. The room’s walls are peeling and patched up with papers, old postcards, photographs, glimmering rosettes, and posters curling in at the corners. You spot a man hunched over in his desk chair, leaning into his fingers clattering the computer keys as he squints into his boxy monitor. You are surprised by his facial features, his flat nose and eyes tapered like yours, needles of black hair scattering his forehead. You linger with the girls at the door, waiting for him to greet you, but he only frowns at the keyboard, lost deep in thought with his mouth cast down at the corners.

			The girls circle the Harkness table, closely stalking the seats. They choose ones in front of a low bookshelf, squeezing into the chairs packed tightly together as the magazines in yellow bindings. You sit in the center, opposite the teacher’s place, marked by a missing chair and a stack of envelopes already thick with papers. The door creaks again and two lanky boys stroll in, their legs draped in gray sweatpants with the name of your new school in boxy, flaming orange letters. More students enter, and as the twelve seats get filled, you study one another. Across the table, a red-haired girl stares at her CamelBak with such ferocity that you think something is going to happen to it. You pay attention. Other kids slouch, but you raise your nose in confidence, straightening your spine and neatly rearranging your course book and pencil. On the table wood, your fingers run over the pale etched carvings of names, dorms, and graduation years from past decades, centuries.

			The teacher flips on the overhead lights. Twelve sets of eyes watch him as he drags his rattling swivel chair over to the table and speaks, as if continuing a conversation he’s been having. “The brain,” he says, tapping his head, “your brains are weak, flabby organs I’ll whip into shape.” Grins slide onto everyone’s faces and you sit even taller, trying to catch his eye. He takes his first look around the table at his batch of the new freshman class. He has wisps of hair for eyebrows, which leap as he lifts a sheet of paper in his hands. He runs his eyes down quickly, starts without warning: “Bren-da,” he says, slightly prying the syllables for effect. “Brenda Boylston.” A girl raises her hand, and with a pencil he marks her present. “Samuel Fitzgibbons.”

			He reads smoothly down the list, then pauses midway, breaking the rhythm. He stalls, and as his eyes trace and retrace the unlikely letters of your name, you mentally invoke the map of your shared ancestry. But when he speaks, there is no trace of a shared anything: A mangled sound bleeps out of his mouth, your syllables hacked like wood. Embarrassed, you correct him quietly. He can’t hear you and leans forward into the table, frowning. “Say it again?” At first he repeats your name with fortitude, but with each attempt his voice gets weaker, wavering until he nods, relieving the both of you and moving on to Dev Kalb, a Black boy blithely drumming his pen on the table.

			You fall back against the hard wooden rails of your chair and the syllabus comes around, still hot from the printer. Amid the sound of shuffling papers everyone loosens up, glad for the noise and to be given something to do with their hands. Class Iv Modern World History is stamped in boldface at the top, and the boy next to you turns the paper over, competitively. Class Description; Expectations; Honor Code; Assignments; Grades. The teacher’s voice blurs as he gives details on each bullet point, followed by a rousing, impassioned speech about the privilege of learning history. The boy next to you pushes away from the table, tilting his head slightly as he squints, inspecting the teacher’s face. “He would know world history,” the boy mutters, and next to him Ben Kearns blurts out a laugh. The teacher orders everyone to open their course books, and you do so, taking in the boys’ blond confidence.

			It’s the first day, but your teacher wastes no time, diving into the first unit, the Mongols. He steps over to the board, which is covered with the world map that, with a wheel-spinning sound, he sends soaring up on the rollers. A green board is revealed, and immediately he starts scratching down bullet points with chalk, simultaneously launching into a long, arcing monologue with passionate hand gestures, bridging topics with logic and grace. The girls take furious notes and the boys take their time before reluctantly opening their binders. You are writing vigorously when he orders everyone to turn to a passage and read aloud, each of you, clockwise starting from bottle-staring Eliza. She begins and you count heads around the table, marking the passage you’ll have to read with a faint asterisk.

			You zone in and out listening to the various voices: Mike in the white crewneck reads in a low, robotic drill while grazing the little hairs sprouting on his jaw. The girl next to him picks up like lightning, her bleached-blond hair like a palomino’s against her tan skin, slashing down onto the page. Intermittently the teacher stops the reader, advising the class which parts to underline, what kinds of thoughts you should be having and jotting in the margins. You listen, leafing through the giant course book’s two hundred pages of dense blocks of text marked up by previous owners, a list of their names written in cursive inside the cover.

			The turns pass by, and suddenly it’s Mary, the girl in the chair next to yours. There is a long pause, her body lump-like as she twiddles her thumbs. “Oh, ha—my bad. Where are we again?” Her voice breaks into stupid laughter, and you can smell the sour trace of dairy on her breath. She covers her mouth, and everyone grins as if she were their little sister. She reads her section quickly then quiets, and the focus shifts to you. You look down at the marked passage. Just as you take in a breath, Mike squints up at the teacher, a thick frown animating his face. “You’re telling me Genghis conquered all this land, and they didn’t even use it?”

			Immediately, as if they had been waiting, the boys rip at his question like a piece of meat. They lob witty remarks, cutting one another off, their minds bright comets exploding over you. You sit, fixed in your chair, observing their vast knowledge and how easily they riff, even some of the girls shoving their way in. The teacher leans back in his swivel chair, his eyes flickering like a referee’s until he waves his long arms, hushing the class. “Now, now, we’ll get to that. Let’s finish the rounds. Where were we?” His mouth draws open and you see his gray tongue, your name hanging on the tip of it.

			Everyone turns back to you, and the boy next to you yawns, interlacing his fingers behind his head as he leans back, crashing into his chair. The seconds intensify. You stare down at your paragraph, and when the words finally launch out of your mouth you sound expert, whiter than all the others as you enunciate: Ulaanbaatar, hitherto, Pax Mongolica. The teacher smiles at you, but you don’t forgive him, not for anything.

			The class moves on, and the teacher has returned to the board when you feel someone’s keen gaze on your face. You look up, and Eliza with the CamelBak is staring with that same deformed glare she had made at the start of class. She doesn’t back off, wanting you to surrender. But you know better and don’t break contact, don’t even blink. You stare, meanly. Finally she turns away, the rest of your class clueless, listening to the teacher droning on, only your red heart thumping in your ear. Silently, you breathe in and out, careful not to let your anger slip, gathering it at the tip of your mechanical pencil, which you press down onto the table, and carve the saddest fuck.

		

	
		
			Talk to Me

			You thought that going away to boarding school for months at a time would make things better between you and uma. But when you return in December for winter break, the violence toward each other that would have otherwise been spread out over months gets condensed into a few infernal weeks. Each day, she attacks you with a string of accusations, to which you raise the pitch of your voice and, with your newly acquired analytical skills, refute each of her points without mercy. This makes her so angry that she leaves the apartment. You lock yourself in your room, and hours later pretend not to notice when she returns. She comes into your room with a plate of cut apples, but earlier she had accused you of being vile, so you don’t eat a single one and put them back in the fridge. The fight subsides only when your math tutor comes, and you have to close your door. Your tutor tries to give advice like an older sister, for which you punish her by giving her the silent treatment for the full two hours, then not seeing her out the door. This repeats until one night, after tutoring, uma comes inside your room with a look that means, You’re home for only four more days, so we are ending our fight.

			You don’t really want to, but you do. You think of the guilt that will paralyze you as soon as you leave and decide to bury your residual anger. At night, you sit with uma through the trite and improbable K-drama she likes to watch, and the next day hold her hand as you walk to the department store for dinner. The sidewalk is narrow, and aba trails behind, grousing half-jokingly that he is always the one left out. On the expansive, marbled ground floor, you maneuver through the foreign-brand makeup cubicles and thick crowds of customers to the escalator, which you ride to the highest floor, grateful to the constant movement for covering your silence. But the moment you place the restaurant order, like a dead body in a lake, your problems rise to the surface. There is nothing to talk about without fighting. Sitting in the terrible silence, you are confronted with uma’s face sunken with a despair as complete as that of someone who has never once experienced happiness, and the earsplitting drag of aba’s chair as he steps outside the restaurant to make a call. Back home, she tries to connect with you by handing down her old designer tunic dress and wool coat, as well as a juvenile blouse she had bought for you during the months you were gone at school. You take them, even though you have different tastes in clothes.

			Three days later, uma and aba both accompany you on the long drive to Incheon Airport, all the way to the departures gate. You enter, your eyes welling up just as the frosted glass blurs the last image you will have of your parents for months, looking more like a married couple than they ever have before, standing next to each other in their shared grief.

			

			◆◆◆

			Once you return to school, your relationship gets easier now that you are separated on opposite points of the globe. The deluge of assignments and your honors classes keeps you on edge. There are weeks you refuse to pick up her calls, but most nights you vent to her about your stress, since she is the only person who actually cares about your problems as much as you do. Sometimes, she ships you items you don’t want, like pantyhose on sale, which you let her do because you sense that she needs to feel needed. On a paper envelope, she writes the sender and receiver addresses in careful English, though she has to write them again on the slip of paper at the post office. Out of either forgetfulness or extreme caution, she repeats this double writing every time, so you receive a package in a package, a double reminder of your home address.

			

			◆◆◆

			Months go by until spring break. In preparation, she launders all your bedsheets and deep-cleans the entire apartment, insisting you tell her whether you are craving bukeo-guk or jangjorim. But once you actually arrive, your fights pick up just where you had left them in the winter. Your problems are too convoluted to untangle, impossible to bury; it is hard to imagine they could end, like the flow of an ancient river. This makes you fight back with less passion, and once you return to Boston for the last few months of the school year, you stop picking up her calls entirely. You don’t feel any pangs of guilt, especially after a moment of clarity one night in your dorm common room when a bunch of miserable girls go around talking about their families, and you feel everyone’s eyes enlarge when you toss out the question “What, your mothers never threatened you with killing themselves?”

			

			◆◆◆

			You return to Seoul for the summer already sick of her, counting down the days until your flight back to Boston. You don’t talk, nodding when she tells you about the highly specialized SAT reading and writing hagwon teachers she arranged for you, and shaking your head when she asks about the newspaper clippings she had saved for you on your desk. You are silent, to not risk saying anything that might spike her anger or make her tears flow in an instant.

			It’s the longest break of all, three whole months, and since late July the weather has been just rain. It’s monsoon season, the blue, watery change in weather arriving abruptly and the rains continuing to fall day and night. Gallons pour down within minutes, sheets of water running down the hills of asphalt throughout the city. Your ankles are smeared with brown flecks of gunk from walking home from hagwon, and now, back in your room, you stare at the paper sheets, monthly calendars taped over your desk. The papers are wispy, each daily box gray with uma’s handwriting faded from five years ago, when she had made these plans for you.

			You wipe off the remaining wet gunk from your ankles and reopen the SAT vocabulary booklet on your desk to where columns run down both sides of the page of words starting with the letter p. You get tested on a new letter at the beginning of each class, and you start memorizing by copying down each vocab and definition in your lined notebook five times. You repeat this until you can remember without looking, the side of your right hand shiny with graphite. For hours you ignore the deafening chorus of cicadas outside your room, until finally their loud throbbing forces you to close the booklet. The rain still pours. You walk over to the window and plant your elbows down on the sill, sliding it open to smell the rain; but instead, the sharp scent of metal wafts off the mosquito screen. You squint through the silver needles, examining the dark tree bark outside to search for the source of the ringing, but you don’t see any cicadas hanging on trees, or windows, no amber casings trapped within intricate hinges and spikes. Standing in front of the open window, you feel as though the rain is breathing on your skin. Once, as a child, you had picked one cicada shell off the bark of a tree, then immediately dropped it down on the pavement. It was so light. Evacuated, hollow, like all this pointless vocabulary. Nothing but the incredible, invisible sound rings, amplifying in your brain.

			You hear a knock on the door, which creaks open. Without looking, you feel her presence in the innate way that animals sense impending storms. She is leaning her head against your wooden door in her apron, which cuts above her knees.

			“Do you want to rest? Come watch, I’m about to shred the beef to make jangjorim.”

			You sit back down at your desk without responding, and she lifts her head from the door, straightening her body into a pole. Her breath sharpens. “Are you really going to be like this? How long aren’t you going to talk to me?” She stands like that for a while longer, but in the face of your reticence she turns away.

			An hour later, you are scribbling on the blank header of the booklet when you hear another knock on the door. It opens, this time your father walking in with careful steps, the first you’ve seen him in days. Ever since your childhood, he’s had breakfast at his parents’ house every weekend, but now he often stays overnight to monitor his mother, your other halmuni, experiencing tremors in old age. In the past, you had tried asking him details about her illness, but uma overheard and stopped him, as though just hearing the details would make you feel close to her. This summer, your mother has used the fact that you’re not talking to prevent you from visiting.

			He comes over to your desk and sinks down heavily on the corner, in the faded white shirt and striped pajama pants he wears on weekends. The scent of boiling honey and roasted garlic seeps in through the cracked door. When he doesn’t say anything, you glance up.

			“Mo-hae?” he asks with a grin, peering into your serious face. He’s been paying extra attention to you, as if anticipating that in a month you’ll be gone again. “Uma sent me to tell you dinner is ready.”

			You nod, but unsatisfied by your response, he lifts the booklet out of your hands. He brings it right up to his face so that the pages nearly touch his rimless glasses. “What does puerile mean? Or pugilist?” He butchers the u and r sounds, then asks you to say them for him. Upon hearing your fluid pronunciation he nods vigorously, without any of his reservation from past years. “Pugilist,” he repeats, punching the air with his clamped fists until you smile.

			He makes you accompany him to the dining room, where you sit at the table with your booklet, across from the sliding glass door of the kitchen, through which you spot your mother wiping her forehead under the sputtering AC. You’re studying quietly, and your father is squinting at his phone, when the door slides, and she steps in with her elbows hinged out, steadily holding on to both sides of a portable stove under a wide silver wok. She lowers it carefully down over the table, until it hovers just an inch, then releases, letting it slam down. You can smell it before looking: octopus and Manila clams still smelling freshly of sea. The long-armed octopus squirms in the simmering wok, blue flames flaring up as its translucent tentacles shift, writhing from the heat. Occasionally you look, watching it get tangled in yellow bean sprouts and knock down the careful pile of red paste, sesame seeds, peppers, and green onions cut into obliques. Your mother sits down. You stare at the bulbous eyes submerged under the skin like caul, and your father winces when your mother stabs it with tongs.

			She lets it boil and disappears back into the kitchen, returning with a tray of side dishes. She arranges the plates of roasted seaweed, pickled cucumbers, and braised beef with quail eggs around the stove. When she clatters aba’s rice bowl onto his placemat, he hums, saying to you, “Wah, look at this king’s feast. When you’re not home, dinner is rice and kimchi.” He laughs as uma tosses aside her stained oven mitts, groaning quietly as she lowers herself into her chair. Your father scoops spoonfuls of the side dishes into his bowl, scraping the sides of it with his spoon as he eats. But you don’t eat, instead running your eyes down the p words. Steam ripples up from the wok, and red specks splatter the page header. She stirs the dish with a wooden spoon, the tentacles turning firm and opaque as they cook, and finally you set the booklet away.

			“Muguh,” she says, transferring a quail egg with her chopsticks onto your rice. The red marinade stains the white-hot kernels and she grabs the scissors, snipping the octopus into bite-size pieces. Your father aims his chopsticks at the largest, fleshiest one, and your mother inhales sharply. “Do you think I cooked this for you?” She intercepts the piece in a fast swoop, placing it on top of your spoon. He chuckles, shaking his head and blowing air out his nose.

			You eat the octopus, feeling her observe you as you chew on the rubbery meat. You swallow, and she places another piece over your rice, and after the third time you slam down your spoon on the shellacked placemat. They both look at you, and from the speed of it you sense their hope, that you might finally break your silence. But you don’t, keeping your gaze lowered before picking up the spoon again to eat. Your mother asks softly, “You don’t like how it tastes?” and your father says to her, “Just let her be. She doesn’t want to talk.” His bowl is already half-empty, the red chili paste from the wok slopping his remaining rice. Your mother glares at him, her pitch sharply rising. “Ya, who are you to tell me what to do? She is my daughter. Why shouldn’t I try to make her talk?” Your father’s eyebrows soar, and, in jest, he speeds up his chopstick motions as though she might take away his bowl. “She won’t even talk to me. Do you know how that feels?” She goes on, her voice splintering, but neither you nor your father looks. “How could you know? You won’t even look at me.” She points a finger at him, shaking it with such fury that the slim body part looks new. When she is done with him, she turns to you. “And you,” she says. “Are you punishing me?” She scoffs, slapping her palm down on the table as if hearing a joke. “How dare you. What did I ever do to you that was so wrong?”

			Still, you don’t look at her. She sits back in her chair, her fists at her chest. Tears accelerate down her frown lines, and she lowers her face into her hands. At the head of the table, your father chews hurriedly, scraping the last of the rice from the bottom of his bowl. He takes a final swig of water, then stands, leaving the table with both arms raised above his head as if to say he gives up, he’s done, can’t sit through another round. You listen to his departing footsteps, and the firm shut of the door to his study. She tries to get you to talk, but no matter what she says, her words don’t reach you. You hear none of it, and instead compress the remaining rice in your bowl with the flat part of your spoon, burying the kernels tightly under a flat white surface.

			“I didn’t tell you at the time, so it wouldn’t distract you from school, but did you know that after you quit the violin, I got into an accident?” This gets you to look up, which makes her voice gain fervor. “Geuleh, that’s right. It put me in a cruel shock for days, and when I finally calmed myself enough to visit halmuni, I was driving when suddenly my bumper slammed into a stone blockade. Not hard enough to injure me, but my license plate skittered out into the middle of the road, and I could do nothing but watch it get smashed by other cars. I know all the practice had been hard on you, but…we did it for nine years, you on your feet and me with the yardstick on the piano bench. How could you just quit?”

			When still you don’t respond, she backs up her chair so that the wooden legs skid loudly on the floor. She marches into the kitchen, underneath the harsh glare of lights, amid the glassware and teal covers left out on the counter, minced garlic, chili paste, the stems of large vegetables, and various mixing bowls. She leans her palms into the edge of the counter, fixing her gaze on the knife block. In a slow, determined motion, she pulls out the biggest handle, the knife swinging in her hand as she steps back into the dining room and toward the window. She yanks down the window handle and it slides open, and the combined gush of the downpour and cicadas roars out, so loudly, as if you are standing in the middle of a highway, streams of cars rushing between you.

			She removes the mosquito screen so that there’s nothing between her and the pavement but seven floors and the dusty, rain-splotched silver railing. She holds the knife’s black handle with both hands, the sharp edge inches from her neck. Over the ringing, she yells, “Nuh. You think I won’t do it? Do you think I want to be alive?”

			You stare into her tearstained face, her refrain landing flat like rain down the windowpane. The tip of the blade grazes her neck, and her hands begin to shake as her chest rises and falls, desperate to reach you. Magnificent blue sheets of rain sink down, making the world go awash. In front of you, on the table, the wok has gone cold. You reach your chopsticks for the last piece of octopus, speaking to her at last.

			“Do whatever you want.”

		

	
		
			Verge

			You lie in your bunk bed walled up by wood. A crib. No pillow except the hard rectangular glass of your phone going off at minute intervals. You pull up the covers, slipping back into the blackness; your body sinking, weightless. The radar alarm tone blares again, forcing you awake to the wiry wind whistling outside, seeping in through the window cracked open last night by Zahara, whose nerves jittered over reviewing Latin declensions had kept her up muttering in the darkness.

			The breeze has chilled even the top of your comforter, and for just another minute you stay in bed, staring at the Harvard crest tacked up on the wall across from you, facing it sideways. You hand-painted it at the start of the year, for moments like this. To push harder. To win these fights against yourself. Morning light brightens the rusty color, and you slide out from underneath the comforter, cold air latching on to your skin as you smear off the sleep from your eyes.

			On the bottom bunk Zahara sleeps slumped to the side, her left leg grazing the carpet, weighed down by her gold anklets. You creep down the ladder, careful not to make any noise as you balance over the storage ottomans, extension cords, the grease-mottled, flung-open Domino’s box littered with paper towels and abandoned crusts. You sneak up to your wall-facing desk, the wooden surface dimly lit by the sunlight. It’s covered with your computer, pens, papers, traditional good-luck trinkets, and a stack of dining hall cups with pebbled surfaces of cheap polycarbonate. From the top one you pluck a strawberry and pop it in your mouth, expelling your last ounces of sleep as you chew through the sour taste, churning it into warm mush over your gums.

			The digital clock on top of your book pile blinks to seven. You need to start walking, but your body sinks down onto the carpeted floor, facing the over-the-door mirror. You stare into your reflection, combing your oily hair into a high pony. In her lower bunk, Zahara’s light snores escape her. Two of her candles still burn on the window ledge, frail flames draped around wicks like cloaks. You blow them out before you leave, watching the smoke float up to the ceiling.

			You hurry down the dorm stairs, and as soon as you push out the front door, your hands form a shield against the sunlight. The brightness is blinding, but you stride down the dips and bends of the path cleared of snow overnight. The wind cuts at your legs and you slow down, inhaling the scent of fresh pine, oaks, and dirt. You lodge your fists deeper into your coat pockets, avoiding the iced puddles, placing one boot down in front of the other on the brick path. On your left, a low white fence extends along the entire road, separating it from the acre of snow-mounded grass. Dark, spare tree branches hover above you, filling the spaces between colonial brick buildings. Hunched over on the side metal staircase of the old library, a custodial staff member blows hot breaths into his hands. You turn away, hurrying into the glass doors of the central building.

			Two steps at a time, you climb the stairs of the English wing and arrive at the fourth floor, where the wood creaks under your feet. At the end of the hall, a handspan of light seeps out from a cracked door. You trudge inside the room, the majority of the space taken up by the Harkness table at which Mr. Godfrey sits by the far windows, leaning back in his armchair with the morning paper spread open in front of him. His white eyebrows knit above his round glasses.

			“Morning,” you say, and without looking he waves you inside, gesturing you into the chair next to him. His part of the desk is organized neatly with stacks of Robert Fagles’s Homer, graded papers, and a gold-nibbed fountain pen. You hang your puffer and backpack over the chair’s back, stealing glances at him. You always look forward to seeing his face, his wizened eyes and deep-set smile lines from his decades of teaching. He puffs a cough, folding the paper and slapping his hand down on the gray-grained cover of the Iliad.

			“What have we got today?” he asks. You perk up, digging into your backpack to retrieve your new essay, stapled and ready in your folder. You slide it over to him. “I rewrote it after going over all your comments, and want to know if this version would be worth an A. You know, for future reference.” You slip your old, marked-up essay under the new one. He rubs a spot on his forehead, taking the paper and flattening it over the table before going through it with his fountain pen.

			You relax into the back rungs of your chair, silently taking in the classroom. It’s become your favorite over the years, rustic with exposed rafters and bow windows giving onto the roof. Each piece of furniture harbors an ancient, lived-in quality, the bookcases along the wall creaking with editions of Woolf, Milton, Poe, Marlowe. The oak table looms large, empty other than you two and eleven empty wooden chairs. Your usual spot is across from Mr. Godfrey, where you remain silent for entire classes, but with your senses wide open, taking down each important note like a scribe. You’ve internalized his every cadence. When the class discussion ping-pongs heatedly, careening just out of his control, he interjects with the imperative: Hold on. Let’s turn to the page. Complete this by tomorrow. But when things are more relaxed, just chatting and fooling around, he obliterates time with the interrogative: Can you point to evidence? But what’s for lunch today? Then there are other times, after he’s given an offhand, inspired speech, that his eyes become misty, staring out the window as if seeing your fast-approaching futures, and his language becomes wistful, ample with the word if. You paid close attention to the English being spoken around you, reading books obsessively as if each word were sand in a flipped hourglass. One day junior year, when you weren’t even at your desk, but outside your dorm window on the concrete-tile roof, you felt your mind reeling, words sharpening, coming into focus: English, but somehow another language entirely. The cool rush as neural pathways unlocked, syntax and diction shuttling through your brain coils like fat larvae drilling through dirt. From then on, your brain has been teeming. You’re on the verge of something.

			“If only you worked harder.” Mr. Godfrey shoots a grin from his armchair, but you don’t get the joke and stare confusedly. He flips your paper back to the first page and frowns, bunching up his brows again. He takes off his glasses to scratch his inner eyelids, and without the protection of the metal frames he somehow looks extremely aged. He slides the paper back to your side of the table, opening his grade book. He lets you watch him change your mark to an A.

			Gradually the hallway echoes with voices and footsteps, and you glance at the wall clock pointing to eight. “Thank you, Mr. Godfrey,” you say, pulling out your chair, but before you get up he leans forward with each pair of his fingers enjoined into five little tents. He makes you look directly into his blue eyes, searing so intensely that you fear he’s about to say something grave; but then his eyes widen with what you recognize as worry.

			“Listen,” he says. “I’ve had students like you before. If you keep going like this, one day you’re going to crack.”

			It’s the last thing you expected to hear, and it makes you unnaturally talkative. You reassure him that you’re doing just fine. In the hallway, the wooden floor creaks and vibrates. His freshmen knock on the door, but he holds up the flexed base of his palm, ordering them to wait. “You’re not listening to me. Are you getting enough sleep?”

			He is still shaking his head when his freshmen spill into the room, wide-eyed and staring as you flee, your jacket flapping, flung wide open. You hurry down the long hall, at the end of which a late straggler pounds up the stairs, passing you with his slinging half-zipped backpack. But you barely notice him. You descend the stairs in hefty strides, smug about Mr. Godfrey changing your grade and thinking to yourself, What a stupid American.

			

			◆◆◆

			January ends with reading period, then, during the last days before finals week, curtains of gray sleet bite your face as you shuttle between review sessions, or to the biology lab, where you bitterly count the secondary and tertiary roots of alfalfa. By the time you leave the science center, only scraps of food are left in the dining hall, and you stare out the night-black windows chewing on a mouthful of leaves. On the Monday of finals week, you become a dorm rat. You were always a dorm rat, sitting hunched over the desk in your room each day for hours after class, but usually, no one is in the house to see you. Finals week is the only time of the semester all thirty-four of your dormmates stay inside, like you do the entire school year.

			You alternate between studying in your room and in the first-floor computer room, where the row of boxy computers are arranged on one side of the wall, the opposite side filled by bookshelves and a working fireplace. Between them, paper snowflakes hang down from the ceiling, and you move the round table to the center of the blood-red kilim rug, setting up a permanent workstation facing the windows. The table remains in the same spot night after night; no one dares move a single pen. Your pure, inarticulate anxiety fills the dorm, making the few others studying in the computer room empty out. You make flash cards, pacing around in such agitation it can be heard across rooms. You study for as long as you can, then slip out into the somnolent common room, where each night a different holiday movie plays on the TV. Girls are spread out on the couch, in the window alcove, or on lumpy beanbags with their various limbs splayed on top of one another. They talk quietly, some drowsing with their mouths open, or with papers covering their sleeping faces.

			You tiptoe around the couch, sitting down on one of the counter stools by the kitchenette. Yasmin is inside by the stove, flipping latkes. This time at night during finals week, someone is always in the kitchenette cooking something. Oil pops in the frying pan, and the smoke makes your eyes ache. You turn from her low, swinging brown braid and face the TV, staring at an old actor’s face a little dreamily. He is wearing a double-breasted suit and gold spectacles, telling you something and you’re not listening. You can’t hear what he is saying.

			“Want any?”

			You turn, and Yasmin holds out an oil-splattered plate of golden latkes. Others hear her and leap up from their seats, gathering around you and tearing the hot fritters apart with their hands. Zahara’s long fingers appear from behind you, offering to drop a piece into your mouth, and without any thought you open up wide like a bird.

			Each day you have an exam or an essay due, and once one is over, you cross out a square from your monthly planner. The week drags on and each morning you force yourself a little harder to get through the few remaining days without sleep. The night before your BC Calculus final, you layer up in warm clothes before leaving your darkened room. Your textbook and binder are stacked in your arms as you blow out the last candles, Zahara’s hand waving gently. You trudge down the spiral staircase to the computer room, empty other than your station littered with crushed cans of energy drinks. You sit, and it feels like your headband is squeezing your scalp, hot and dry from days of not washing. You center yourself. Meditate. When ready, you open your binder, going through the stack of packets of past years’ tests. You don’t check the clock, drilling through problems, solving for inverse functions, graphing polar curves, and writing out Maclaurin series. Your head sinks down occasionally. Your eyelids droop, and after you crack open the last energy drink, the hour turns late enough that your body reaches a state of peace, like the meadow out the window you are facing, slowly being lit by dawn. At different times this week, you’ve seen a pair of raccoons, a deer. Sometimes, if you stay alert, you even hear grass insects sing, continuing on until your mind dims out like a fading light and sleep pulls you under.

			You jolt up from the couch, squinting at the harsh overhead lights. Remnants of caffeine course through your veins, making your teeth chatter. You stumble into the bathroom, where in the mirror you see your eyes filigreed with red capillaries. You splash water onto your face, then run outside cloaked in a blanket, stumbling down the sets of stone staircases to the gymnasium. It’s been converted to a giant exam site for the week, barrier nets cast down and long tables set up in different formations each day. You spot Mr. Tyler and your classmates in the center section and rush over, taking the last empty seat at a gray folding table. The clock starts and everyone flips the booklet, and the class prodigy slouches on the table in front of you, his pencil zipping away. The test is composed of problems you know, ones you’ve practiced over and over, but when you place down your pencil to start, you can’t remember anything.

			Mr. Tyler appears and disappears between rows. For minutes your brain is too fogged up to understand the first problem, but each moment you stall, the large digital clock up front continues blinking in red. You force yourself to start, jotting whatever comes to mind, taking derivatives and cosines on instinct. At the end of the first hour you’ve solved more than anticipated, but in your heart, you know you won’t score high enough. The clock ticks loudly, and you make up your mind, standing up from your chair, unsteady. Your classmates stare as you grip the backs of chairs, fumbling down rows. Your shoes clack on the linoleum all the way to the gym’s back exit, where in a moment Mr. Tyler finds you on the floor. He props your back against the wall and looks into your eyes, which are wide open but empty like a room with all the lights turned off. More teachers file out, and one returns urgently with a stretcher. In a few minutes you can’t tell which parts of your act are real, and which are fake. You’re shaking as they transport you down the hall, down the stairs, down the small stretch of grass into an empty van, in which you close your eyes and see your mother.

		

	
		
			Camp

			In a town surrounded by the hills of Palo Alto, just after the morning rays break through the mist shrouding the tops of giant sequoias and redwoods that drifts up the bay, life sprouts everywhere. Virile tree trunks soar like gods over expanses of clover, juniper and boxwood shrubs grow out of fragrant beds of cedar chips, brawny vines climb up bricks onto yellow columns and arches, sprouting from laurel bushes, horseweed, wispy stems of mustard, the yellow streaks of yucca straight like sunbeams. In an adobe fountain mid-campus, underneath the branches of a willow, you float. Points of palm fronds scorch the sky, the sun ripening everything into a shade of gold.

			You have come expecting desert, forest fires, drought, but the nature is so vibrant it’s shocking. It’s heaven—thousands of miles from every place you’ve known—and in it, you try to become a different person. You try to become like it. You float in the fountain with your eyes closed, the spray suspended in the air and the warm fountain water buoying your back. Water ripples from your friends splashing in the shallows, their red baseball caps and bandeaux tied in knots on their bare backs, hollering the names of boys volleying a ball over a net lodged under the shade of trees.

			Freshman fall. You’re enrolled in the minimum amount of units, seminars in humanities departments secreted away in windowless, ossified buildings hung with stark industrial lighting revealing debris on the carpet: scuttling leaves, plastic bits, dried cuticles, and morsels of food sucked up by mouths of vacuums constantly roaming the halls in the hands of custodial staff. For the first time in your life, you are aimless, languorously extended in back rows where entire lectures pass through you like light. You’re in a friend group, all of you sharing the second-floor hall of your freshman dorm: Valerie, Reggie, Sage, Ajax, and Hanako, a mix of premeds, engineers, and start-up founders who smoke up and lose sleep over how to get their code to change the game. Each morning, the white sun rises from the same place, shining on row houses named Pluto, Narnia, and Xanadu, doors swinging open to trimmed rose hedges, and you wave lazily from your window as they take off on their bikes, beating with ambition.

			Once they’re gone, you resume your floating in the hot afternoon, staring out at the clean reaches of the sky. They range from robin’s-egg blue to pure white, but if you tilt your head back dangling branches of oaks and cherry trees appear. Their leaves flutter vibrantly. You take in their crisp green breaths. When you are in the water, your body edgeless, just floating, you still feel dazed about making it to this college they call Camp. You bob in the water like the inflatables slouching around you, a lumpy doughnut and a unicorn with a flaccid horn.

			“Time for class,” yells Sage, shaking water droplets from her long golden mane onto the grass. She steps into her jean shorts, pulling them up by the belt loops as she struggles to get them over her hips. You don’t budge, and in your field of vision you observe corn-yellow tufts arcing across the sky. Sage’s laughter trills as she throws the morsels of foam from her bike seat, missing you, until finally you push your toe on the ledge, launching your body into a half-hearted spin.

			You steer your bike down a small hill, wet clumps of hair gently pulled back as you ride the smooth concrete. The slope flattens out as you follow Sage into the bike traffic, your feet pushing the black rubber in lazy rotations. Bicycles zip past one another in bustling streams, a couple of them slowing, veering off course as the students leap down, locking their bikes on racks before disappearing into sun-soaked buildings. Sage turns the corner of the lecture hall and you pedal through the prolonged concrete paths, the red tile roofs, cruising through the engineering quad with towering palm trees looming over the tall, castle-like white brick structure. A flock of tourists pours out the front doors, led by a junior in a bouncy antenna headband, her voice perky and self-satisfied as she yells fact after fact into a mic.

			Sage turns onto a narrow path of pine needles, her long hair floating above her wicker basket. The path widens and both of you make sinuous waves with your bikes. You loop around a building surrounded by lush flora, large rooms encased in glass. The teacher is already in tadasana when the two of you trail in, each grabbing a coiled mat. You take the open spots, spreading the mats as everyone else in class lifts their left leg into three-legged dog. The teacher leads the class through different positions, asking you to feel your diaphragm expand as fresh air cycles in. You dig in to your heels, trying to unlock the hardened parts of your body. You suck in your stomach until it feels hollow. Up front, her demonstrations are lithe, the tight muscles on her abdomen flexing as she raises her arm.

			The teacher tells you to get into a seated position with a straight back, relaxing your hands over your lap. Om…You are supposed to look deep inside yourself, but you shift the heels of your palms and look out the glass, at the hunched branches of willows and wisteria. Sage looks studious with her eyes closed in a prolonged frown, each breath etching deeper lines. Om…In your periphery, a PhD student is doing her own thing, pedaling her feet in downward dog. Up front, the teacher has brought her palms together at heart center, not a single muscle activated on her face. Om…Slowly she raises her hands until they are on top of her head, then higher, pointing toward the ceiling, and from the far reach of her arm you wonder which country she is from.

			Evening comes and your friends gather in Valerie’s room, balancing textbooks on their laps, comparing answers as they finish up the chemistry take-home exam. You are horizontal on the couch, picking apart the fluoride and chlorine atoms made from the molecular model kits, creating tendony bracelets that easily fall apart. You lie for hours, then papers are put away, the lights dimming as Reggie grabs the cardboard box of liquor bottles, his arm muscles rippling as he pours the first round of shots. He hands them out, resuming dinner talk about the founder of a billion-dollar app, and you cut him off with made-up facts, riffing buzzwords like the company’s insane burn rate, the incubator it was under until they IPO’d, droning the empty words until he catches on to your party trick, patting your arm a little too hard.

			The thing about being in college is how easily intimacy is established. Ajax’s brother invites you all to a party at Tequila Lounge. The theme is seventies disco, and you squint to fix the straps on Sage’s halter top, sucking on the metallic taste of a bobby pin between your teeth. Facing you, she gently moves the strands of hair from your jacket collar, then reaches down to zip it all the way up. You smile; she smiles, her cheekbones glistening with the gold glitter applied as freckles. It is still early in the night, and you all sit together in a circle on the dorm floor carpet, playing cards and tossing dice. Ten of spades; the category is countries. You take tiny sips from your Solo cup, barely enough to taste, but the liquid fire drops right down to your center. Valerie forgets her turn, lost in concentration from painting her toenails chili-pepper red, hunched over in a squat. “Copenhagen,” she says. “Denmark,” Reggie corrects her. “Oh, stop. Denmark has different cities,” Sage defends her drunkenly, and you smile, bending on your side to flick open her mini fridge. You take out a plastic cup of pineapple cubes, drizzling chocolate over it—dark brown globs that harden at the touch of coldness, coiling like shit. It’s time for everyone to take a last shot, and you scoop up the last golden cube, tasting the rich melted chocolate. Sharp enzymes pool in your mouth and you savor the tangy flesh, feeling what must, you guess, be happiness.

			Outside, the cold night air slaps your friends alive, the temperature dropped to a tundra climate with no trace of afternoon warmth. The change is hair-raising: Swarms of spindly winged insects circle the tall streetlamps, fanning amber penumbrae that unveil stretches of black after black. You shiver in tiny tops across fields turned unfamiliar by night, the campus suddenly hopelessly large as an UberXL transports all of you across the eight thousand acres—after the fifth roundabout it feels inescapable, like a slow death. East Campus: bleak but for the occasional LED lights flashing red through windows of dorms you’ve never set foot in. The blinkers tick in front of the stoplight, along roadsides parked with rows of bulky white RVs tucked underneath clusters of branches strangling the sky, the squalor disappearing with the turn onto El Camino Real: empty, rolling stretches of highway that cut through Menlo Park, Atherton, the stealthy, ultra-wealthy towns.

			You get dropped off at the bar, where you push through room after room made indistinguishable by the mosh pits of people lit up in sequins, on the floor or standing atop wooden dining tables. The cloud of vape smoke makes you sick, and, linked weakly by the hands, your group separates. Like at any party, you end up in the bathroom surrounded by girls confessing in toilet stalls. You pull back Sage’s long mane, and through slurred speech she tells you about parts of her past you can’t access. “What?” you ask, but her cheek claps down onto the white toilet seat. Valerie is smoking herself blind on the patio, and in the boiler room, Ajax is down on his knees, undoing a stranger’s belt buckle. At the bar, you meet people who know people from your boarding school. They were day students at Andover, and in the brief blips of clarity during conversation, you wonder why you were always telling people you knew someone. You didn’t know anyone.

			Some guy lurches to you, planting his hands on your waist. You look up. His gray eyes look back unfocused, and you unhook each of his fingers. Back in the bathroom, a friend you made in line stumbles after you. Her body has the same curve and chestnut shine as the violin you played as a child. “I’m blacking out,” she tells you. “What do you mean?” you ask. “What? I’m blacking out. I’m not gonna remember anything.” You smile at each other, and once you leave the bathroom, you grab one drink, then another. You drink until you should stop, then drink some more, and the last you remember, you are on a flat surface, alcohol pounding in your body bound up tightly as a barnacle.

			

			◆◆◆

			The next day, the fountain water is gin-clear but scummed by snapped stems, broad leaves with serrated edges and tenuous veins, tiny beetles and other filmy insect carcasses, water striders darting across with six copper needle-pricks. The sun flogs down on you so brightly it’s afflicting, and beyond, in the silver stream of bicycles, your friends are off again, radiant. The future is their objective, shaped by the winds in the sky, always drifting just out of sight.

			The weather has turned the water too cold, and you are the only one still floating. You try convincing yourself: Floating is exhilarating. The liquid washes over your limbs, spread out weightless and corpse-like, undulating beneath every inch of your back. The top half of your body has been exposed for too long and prickles in the heat, the yellow rays so potent you can almost see them, but strenuous, like flashlight beams in the dark. The tree trunks are dark with long, shadowy branches, and near their knuckled roots white poppies splay groundward, the windy stems looking strangled and wilting. But nature exists without you; you are hardly even there, just as you are later on the mat, muscles flexed in downward dog, or holding a glass bowl of pineapple cubes, topped with globs of chocolate pudding, in the bustling dining hall.

			You had suspected it all along: that arriving here was the achievement. There is nothing more to achieve; there is no more meaning. The conversation around you flies in exuberant directions, your friends’ piping laughter echoing in your ear as you tear the pineapple’s gold flesh with your spoon, just scraping the surface at first, until suddenly you are looking at all the cubes mashed up with the pudding into frightening, dark brown shreds.

		

	
		
			Apology

			During the school year, calling her is your way of saying, I haven’t forgotten you. When you were in boarding school, she didn’t have to wait for your calls. Without being able to resolve your fraught, mixed-up anger, you had to call her, constantly deep in crisis about a grade at the risk of tipping, and she patiently guided you toward achieving your shared goal. In college, there is no urgency. You call out of duty, but placing the call is your last willing act of generosity. You don’t hide the lack of enthusiasm in your voice, and an hour goes by with neither of you saying anything of substance, the calls turned into mandatory periods of listening to each other’s silences. At some point between these calls and the rest of the time you spend living in the West, you get the idea that the one thing that can help you to move on from the past, to make you forgive your mother, is an apology. You need a mature, meticulous rehashing, an ownership of actions, accountability, an acknowledgment of your individual suffering.

			

			◆◆◆

			You call less frequently for the rest of spring quarter, spending the time instead playing out the different ways a real conversation could go when you return to Seoul. In July, for the entire flight, you reel with such anticipation in the stiff mold of your seat that the thirteen hours pass quickly. Your father picks you up from Incheon Airport, and when you step in through your old apartment’s double-paneled doors, there she is, right where you left her, lying on the couch in days-old clothes with her face turned to the TV. But unlike in past years, when her face lit up upon seeing you, there is something passive in her reaction. You follow her into the kitchen, preparing to feel overburdened, but when you step inside the wide counters are sterile, as though they haven’t been being used. Only two covered pots are on the stove, nothing compared to the feasts she used to cook up for you. You open the refrigerator. Nothing but fruit: apples, sand pears, and yellow, white-striped melons, all of them looking like recently purchased props with the plastic wrappers still intact.

			She buys your preferred groceries through overnight delivery: bread, cereal, and eggs. In the next few days, the only time she spends in the kitchen is in the morning to make herself porridge, or in the evening to wash dirty dishes, flatware, and the plastic food containers that your lunch or dinner delivery comes in, which she stacks in a pile for your father to take out to the garbage. You try insisting on doing the dishes, but she refuses, still adamant about not letting your hands touch housework. You observe her; it is unusual for her not to cook, but she does not seem angry, just a little diminished, her face perpetually small, which upon being asked she attributes to skipping her daily doses of red ginseng decoctions. In moments of courage, you try to have the conversation you’d rehearsed on the plane. “Uma,” you start, and from the couch, she looks at you with all the time in the world. That’s the furthest you’re able to go. Now that you’re back East, confronted with the reality of her life, the idea of blaming her for anything feels somehow inapplicable.

			It takes you a week to notice that your mother hasn’t driven you to halmuni’s house. In the past, she took you there within days of your arrival, whether she was returning with you or it was you alone, taking along a dish she made from scratch for halmuni in the back seat. You bring it up one morning at the breakfast table, and your mother nods and says, unconvincingly, “I was planning on driving us down today.”

			

			◆◆◆

			The roads winding down from the highway to halmuni’s house on the coast, once nothing but dust and gravel, run slick and long, indistinguishable from city roads. Over the years they were paved, then repaved, as houses steadily got built on the shore—only a few in the beginning, then the first break you returned from boarding school halmuni’s house had become not as easy to spot as in your childhood. An entire town had been built around it: streets lined with convenience stores and marinated crab and raw fish restaurants, leading out to hundreds of houses, themed cafés, a mall, and a museum, just as your mother anticipated ten years ago when examining various plots of land along the coast.

			Looking ahead, your mother keeps a slack grip on the steering wheel. She maneuvers out of the side streets she’s driven through countless times, onto the road running parallel to the sea. One familiar stretch of black volcanic rock comes into view, followed by halmuni’s electric sliding gate. Your mother rolls down her window to press the intercom, then, as the outside air whistles into the car, she takes a large inhale of the salt breeze. The gate remains shut.

			She unclasps her seat belt, and while she is readjusting her body, her arm rubs into yours on the console. The touch surprises you; you sense her, in equal surprise, wavering about whether to remove her arm or keep it there, and you detach yourself first, turning as if to look out at the sea.

			The gate opens. You step out of the car and walk to the house, the front door opening to reveal halmuni, one hand on the wooden pillar in the entry foyer, one foot jammed into her outdoor slippers, on her way out to greet the two of you.

			“Halmuni, annyeong-haseyo,” you say to her, clutching her hands and gently nudging her back inside the house. She’s gotten smaller—her shoulders slope down and inward from her neck more abruptly than before, and the tufts of dyed black hair on the top of her head, more voluminous in their scarcity, make her face look dwarfed.

			“Yeh kee jom bua—nuh duh kutguna?” she asks incredulously, insisting you’ve gotten taller, as she does each time she sees you, though you stopped growing for many years. Behind you, uma takes off her shoes, quietly greeting halmuni. The sound of a spoon clattering from the dining room travels down the hall, and the three of you walk toward it. Inside, halbuji sits at the dining table with his wheeled walking aid beside him, and at the kitchen counter, perched on a barstool, is keun-eemo, uma’s eldest sister; the firstborn daughter.

			Your mother didn’t tell you keun-eemo was visiting, so it surprises you greatly to see her. Along with your two cousins, keun-eemo has lived in Tokyo for her husband’s work since before you were born, returning to Seoul to visit halmuni and halbuji usually for only a few weeks every two or so years. Keun-eemo stands from her chair, unfolding her long, emaciated arms to greet you. Instantly you’re drawn to her lined face and liver spots, the drooping parts of slackened skin, an open display rare among the middle-aged women you normally see. You realize that, once the daughter with the finest features, she has insisted because of pride on aging naturally. You stare, captivated, as your mother and halmuni take seats opposite halbuji, who eats his dinner of rice and stew. You bow, and he responds with a few words of acknowledgment, though, in his old age, his eyes hardly animate.

			Your mother places the paper bag of food she brought onto the dining table, pulling out a takeout platter of marinated clams tossed in peppers and scallions. “I brought you those clams you like from the department store, aba. Have them for lunch tomorrow,” she says for everyone to hear.

			While you were in school, halbuji fell and broke his right hip joint, then, two months into recovering from surgery, fell again and broke his left hip joint, for which he had another surgery. Now he is reluctant to leave the house, burdening halmuni with the task of coming up with all three daily meals. A moment later, halmuni spots the round plastic platter on the table as if for the first time, and uses her thumbs to pry open the lid. “Eegeh-muhya?” she asks, and your mother explains again.

			The long dinner table, which constantly brimmed with pots and sputtering platters of food in your childhood, has become emptier by the year, unable to be maintained by halmuni, who has lost her strength. You exchange quiet words with keun-eemo about college life as halbuji finishes his stew, and although halmuni is right next to you, it is as though she doesn’t hear you. Her gaze is fixed on the table, and seconds after halbuji places his empty bowl down on the placemat, followed by his spoon, she gets up from her chair to take his bowl to the sink. When she returns, she takes his spoon to the sink, and returning once more, she takes his chopsticks.

			“Uma, what are you doing? Eelee anjah.” Your mother tries to get her to sit, but when halmuni returns this time she spots the round plastic platter, the only thing left on the table, and asks, “Who brought this?”

			“I did,” your mother says cheerfully.

			“You brought this? You didn’t bring this,” says halmuni.

			“I did, uma.”

			“What are you talking about? Your sister brought this,” she says, meaning keun-eemo. Instead of contradicting her, your mother removes a strand of hair from her forehead as a nervous laugh trickles out of keun-eemo. Receiving no answer from either of them, halmuni looks to you. Her eyes have become more featureless, difficult to detect any emotion in, but for a flash you think you catch a brief sensation of fear. For years, your mother and eemo, the middle sister, had nursed her throughout her cancer relapses until its final remission, only to be replaced in a year with the early stages of dementia.

			Halbuji’s chair creaks as he stands, ready to leave the table. He reaches for his walking aid, setting everyone in motion to the living room. Instead of leaving with the others, you wait by the door for your mother, who takes the plastic platter from the table and places it in the fridge. She blocks your view of her face with the fridge door as she holds it open for a long time, before closing it decisively and walking past you into the hall. You follow her into the living room, where immediately you’re struck by the view out the window: the terrace leading out to the bleak ocean, and to the side, the small yard where the large earthenware jars that halmuni used to ferment soybeans and kimchi, tall enough to contain your entire body during hide-and-seek, disintegrate from disuse. The house was designed, you now see, in harmonic tension between Eastern and Western principles. Glass, concrete, and stone arranged so as to not intrude upon the landscape, but become intrinsic to it. You see the grace, the intelligence in the vision.

			The evening news plays on the large TV, which halbuji watches without any interest from his ergonomic chair. Beside him, his two daughters sit on the short end of the leather sectional with their legs folded identically to the side. Even in the height of summer, they dress in the modest way they’ve been taught, their pant cuffs revealing the sheen of ankle-high sheer stockings. Seated closer to keun-eemo, halmuni reaches for her stockinged foot, thinking her daughter’s skin is exposed and that, as a result, she might be cold. Your aunt tries to stop her, but halmuni is eager to dote on her. Over the drone of the TV, you interrupt, “Halmuni, uma-neun ahn chuweo-yo?” Halmuni, isn’t my mother cold too?

			“Geuluh-ji,” halmuni agrees instantly, the extra flesh on her chin trembling as she nods. She drops keun-eemo’s foot and reaches for your mother’s, but your mother plants her feet on the floor. She is quick to detach halmuni, telling her not to exert herself while using the back of her hand to wipe her forehead from the heat.

			You leave the house, racing down the path over the black volcanic rocks out to the farthest point of the deck, right up to the railings, where you stop short of the crashing waves. A few droplets land on your shins, providing immediate relief. You lean back against the railings, facing the view of the house.

			Under the roof’s sloping black ceramic tiles, the intricate skeleton of wooden rafters is already spotted with mold. They’d become increasingly vulnerable to rot after a decade’s exposure to moisture and rain, and your mother had them replaced only a few years ago. But the shape of the house stands out as clear as in your mother’s old drafting papers, as does the deck furniture, which your mother added years ago so that halmuni could sit for long periods of time and inhale fresh air.

			Through the living room windows, halmuni, halbuji, uma, and keun-eemo look trapped behind a glass frame, frozen in time, reliving the same dynamics they’ve had for five decades. Forgotten by them, you watch the silent film of your mother leaving, then returning with a plate of sliced pears. They’re all turned to the TV as she kneels on the floor, placing the plate on the long coffee table and sticking three forks into slices. She hands the first fork to halmuni, met by furious waves of denial. Your mother’s mouth moves as she coaxes her, bending over to offer her the fork again, but halmuni is adamant. The family watches TV in silence. Minutes later, keun-eemo hands halmuni the fork, and halmuni receives it without any fight, even with a hint of pleasure.

			Reentering the living room, you stop in front of halmuni. “Halmuni,” you start, and her head jolts up, suddenly, as if she is taken by surprise that she is still part of this world. Your tone is less deferential than is proper and gets everyone’s attention. You want to hurt her—to say something that will make her be more mindful of your mother, but it is difficult to speak after a lifetime of exchanging no words of substance. In a moment, halmuni seems to forget that you are the one who addressed her, and speaks to you, gently.

			“Ni uma-hante jal heya duen-da.” You must be good to your mother. Her face’s neutrality is so unremitting that it verges on seriousness. It’s the phrase she’s repeated to you the most over your life, a phrase so obviously well meaning that you hadn’t once second-guessed it. But her old age has revealed a new, childlike version of her, and you begin to suspect that she had been asking you to be good to your mother to require the same duty of her daughter.

			

			◆◆◆

			It is still light out when you get in the car. Your mother barely turns on the ignition before accelerating onto the highway, where she drives for miles without changing lanes. You register no emotion on her face, but her exhaustion is visible like a birthmark. She wants to drive the entire way home without talking. But the silence between you feels increasingly strained, and you feel the urge to provide relief. At the next stoplight, you ask her, “Why don’t you build a house like halmuni’s so that you can have your own yard? You used to want that.”

			Initially, it seems like she hasn’t heard your question, or if she has, that she is not planning to answer. Then, she asks quietly, “Do you think it is easy work, building a house?”

			“It would be worth—”

			“What about after a house is built? I go back and forth all the time to fix the small defective parts of halmuni’s house. Do you have any idea how much work it is to maintain a home? Why is it that you have so much to ask for?”

			“I’m not asking for any—”

			“Besides, what I’ve come to realize is, I have no use for a large home.”

			Her voice, which started out as a diminutive whisper, abruptly nears a shout. You are quick to accept blame; you walked straight into her scorn. Then, as the road lengthens to the far horizon, you reconsider, turning the blame away from yourself. You speak before you can stop. “You owe me an apology.”

			“Apology?”

			“I don’t deserve the way you treat me. I didn’t deserve any of it.”

			“Apology?” she repeats, sinking into silence. For a minute you are hopeful that she is considering what you’re asking for, and then she speaks. “Nuh-do na hante geuman-halddeh duet-da.” It is time you stop punishing me. “Apology? Don’t say something that isn’t even funny. If halmuni raised me with the care I did you, I would have had no other wishes. Why should I apologize for doing what I believed was best for you? Don’t fool yourself into thinking your life hasn’t become the better for it. Not my life. I gave you everything, and what I didn’t give you, I gave to halmuni. In a year, she won’t remember any of it.

			“It is good you brought this up. I’ve been meaning to find a time to tell you: As you get older, don’t put as much effort into me as I did with halmuni. I dedicated my life to serving my parents because I thought it was the right thing to do. But I was wrong. There was one incident months ago that made everything clear. I had visited again after visiting a few days before, and in the kitchen I saw my glass food container in the sink. The previous time, I had brought sanjeok. You’ve seen me make it, the most intricate dish, day and night, over ten ingredients. They hadn’t even eaten it; it was dumped in the trash bin, all five layers of meat I painstakingly marinated after purchasing the most expensive cut from the department store.”

			The torrent of her speech abruptly stops. The entire time in the car, she hasn’t looked at you once. In retrospect, she hasn’t been looking at you as much since you arrived in Seoul, as though now wanting to keep even her sight for herself. But now you feel her eyes intently on your face, unable to fully relinquish her expectation. From your slightest movement, she detects that the relatively passive exchange had struck you, initially, as her overreaction. There were various possible explanations, you wanted to console her, as to how the sanjeok ended up in the trash bin, but her face has already hardened. You failed her need for allyship.

			“Never again will I cook another dish for someone else. Your life exists for you to live it for yourself. That is the thing I learned, but now it is too late for me. It is not too late for you. But you won’t be living here near me anyway, so maybe I’ve wasted my breath. It seems we are destined to live oceans apart.”

			“You can come to migook and live with me,” you say quietly. “I can’t have you grow old without me.”

			“Why should I have to go there? Even if I did want to, speak sound words for once. How could I live with you? You don’t even call me anymore. Do you think I didn’t notice when you pulled away from me earlier? You can’t even stand to touch me. I regret raising you with such care. I should have lived my own life. That’s what you should do. Besides, you won’t feel the same once you’re married and have children of your own. You’ll want nothing to do with me. Don’t cry in front of me. You are old enough now. It is time you stop punishing me.”

		

	
		
			Nineteen

			Zahara’s phone underneath the pillow rings in textured blurs at midnight in Manhattan, in a one-bedroom bargained from a white South African for the summer. She slumps off her side of the bed as you burrow deeper under the covers, shielding yourself from the noise of her banging open cupboards, lifting dishes, rummaging the kitchen, the sounds ending abruptly as she returns, stepping on the creaky floorboards.

			“Make a wish, baby.” Her long-fingered hands hold out a richly layered birthday cake, the bottom of her face lit by candle flame. You blow it out, breathing in the smoke ribbons as you fall back onto the rattling headboard. “I’m taking you out,” she hollers, slapping the bedroom lights on. But you don’t move from your place in bed, settling into a more comfortable position, your fork carving off large segments of the cake. You hear the bathroom cabinet open and close, makeup bottles hissing and compacts snapping as her phone blasts the song of a rapper now dead two weeks. You are thinking about his blank forehead, the gold chain slack around his neck, when she yelps from the corridor.

			The freezer door is flung open, shards of $5.99 Barefoot Cellars Pink Moscato splattered everywhere. The rosy goo slops like February, and you sit down across from her in the narrow hallway. “Can we just clean this and stay in?” you ask, but she smirks, wagging her pointer finger in your face. She shoos you away to get dressed, and you don’t see her again until you’re slipping into a blue bodycon, turning into the kitchenette, where she surprises you with a bottle from the stash. “Tequila to kill ya,” she laughs, pouring generously into a chipped wineglass. You wipe off a bit of frosting left on your plate in the sink, next to the purple-ringed Solo cups and plates of hardened Brie you haven’t scraped off in weeks, piled and discarded responsibilities. You kick back the wineglass. Another plate gets pushed into the sink and she ushers you out, you frowning and sucking on your finger, trying to erase the bitter taste.

			Outside, the sky is dark, Manhattan switched on by lampposts and the glare of headlights, nothing steamier in sight than your hips bouncing right, left, right, trying to match the heat and pomp of drag queens swaggering past in stilettos, hollering at a slow-gaited hipster with a guitar slung across his back. A group of subwayers rises up onto the sidewalk, and then expands. You pass vendors squeezing zigzags of ketchup over the last halal platters, potbellied chefs taking bleary smokes on street corners, an au pair airing laundry while twelve floors below her, in the orange-lit lobby, a woman in a black thin-strap dress waits solemnly for the elevator.

			You keep going until you reach a crosswalk where the cab hunt rages, where tired, white-collared men stand staggered, waving their uncuffed sleeves and cursing as their cabs drive off, taken by others. White flecks drift in the air, and amid all the chaos, you glance up thinking snow, but no—it’s ash from cigarettes being smoked on fire escapes, where people lie on top of mattresses, or stand, draping their heated bodies over black, brittle railings like laundry. You stare up at all the people, mesmerized, only looking back down when Zahara darts into the traffic, yelling for you to come on.

			You wobble to the other side of the crosswalk, twisting to avoid collisions with bodies, trash cans overflowing with wrappers and desiccated watermelon rinds, and below them, the homeless holding pieces of cardboard, scratches of words you step right past. The sidewalks widen and the linden trees absorb the noise as you turn onto the Village streets, where so many berries have fallen around the park that it’s slippery enough for you and Zahara to have to slow down. You take careful steps, grasping onto each other’s arms between laughs so that neither of you falls.

			On MacDougal, electric signs line both sides of the street packed with young faces, dozens of kids standing in clusters of light-wash jeans, taking sips out of paper bags. You notice the lurching chest of a boy before he folds forward, and stand back as he retches onto the sidewalk, unable to hold his liquor. The air is thick with smells. You squeeze past a group with falafel platters, and the thin, tight hips of girls aiming the ends of their fries into an array of dipping sauces. You watch the skaters, hipsters, and fraught lovers with eyes crossed from hash. Innumerable dramas unfold, and some man with flyers steps in front of you, saying, “Girls, come see the best stand-up in New York.” You walk past him as if you aren’t girls, girls, girls, hard to say and harder to live.

			In front of the club, the line snakes around the corner behind a velvet rope unclasping for a pack of older girls in black slip-ons, their sharp shoulders juddering as they descend a steep set of stairs. You move to the end of the line as Zahara stretches her neck at the bouncer, trying to make conversation, but soon she gives up and you wait quietly, your drunkenness setting in as both of you stare off in different directions. The balls of your feet burn, so you shift your balance from one foot to the other, feeling the tender watery pockets press against the stiff backs of your heels. Finally you get to the front, and the bouncer takes a look at the both of you, flashing a light on your IDs. He grunts, shaking his head and adding the fakes to his Ziploc stash: Florida, Delaware, Maine. He says, “Fifty for one, eighty for two.”

			You stare blankly, the alcohol in your blood confusing his meaning, and get pushed out of line. Zahara barters and you saunter to the curb to sit. Your thighs stick to the warm concrete as you try to remember where you placed your spare fake, probably somewhere you thought was clever in the moment, but now can’t recall. You are counting the weekends left in your summer, deliberating the cost-benefit of acquiring another, when you notice a group of suited-up men leaning against a lamp pole, ripping the night’s last cigarettes. You are watching them furtively when one of them spots you and walks over, squatting down so you face his upper lip. “Having fun tonight?”

			“Time of my life.”

			The top third of his shirt billows in the heat, unbuttoned. The fine lines around his eyes give away his age, his intrigue, as he grins at you with a defined jaw and a headful of lacquered brown curls. The thrill of temptation takes hold, but you pretend otherwise, looking past him to the heads across the street bobbing under blinking signs.

			“Don’t be sad,” he says.

			“I’m not.”

			“Right on. You’re too pretty for that.” He closes the distance between your faces, peering deeper into your eyes and playfully sweeping his fingers around them. He keeps turning, as if trying to get a different angle on you, and you wish you had a cigarette in your hands to look glamorous. He gets an idea, and something shifts in his oddly sterile eyes. “You know what I think?”

			“What?”

			“I think you’re going to be my wife.”

			You smile. “Oh,” you say dumbly. “Are we happy?”

			“The happiest.”

			“I’m a good wife?”

			“Are you kidding? You’re a good everything.”

			He moves in even closer, placing his hand over your thigh. You let him leave it there, considering the night’s possibilities, when you hear the sharp clicking of heels.

			“Honey, are you okay? Do you know this guy?”

			You blink until a gaunt woman with ringed under-eyes and lips painted in vivid jade comes into focus. The man looks at her, then laughs, the sound imperceptibly recasting him from fun and spontaneous to seedy. He slides his hand off your thigh, then slaps down on the same place lightly, as if to prove something. “We’re okay here, ma’am.”

			“I didn’t ask you.” She leans down to your spot on the curb, and from her open blouse you can smell her perfume, the muted musk, the sandalwood. “Can you look at me? Are you sure you don’t want help?”

			The authority in her voice pulleys your chin to her, but you don’t obey, returning a neutral, impassive expression, no matter what she asks. Finally the man stands up, shaking the curls on his head. He shoves one hand into his pocket, and with the other gives you a stiff salute.

			You call Zahara’s phone, but the automated line beeps, dismissing you to voicemail. Your head spins as you stumble down the crowded street, and finding a sliver of brick wall next to a bustling dollar-slice store, you lean your back against it, sliding down and leaning into the liquor. Your feet are about to burst so you slip off the heels, exposing your skin to the sudden cool. You’ve never felt more a virgin. You sit like that for long, empty minutes, then see Zahara appear out of nowhere in the middle of the street, crawling on the concrete with her phone flashlight, helping some girl wailing about a lost pearl. You yell, motioning her over, and she comes, clapping off the dirt from her hands.

			“So?” you ask her.

			“So, what?”

			“Did you get the fakes?”

			She drags a long, exhausted look over you, meaning no, then motions you to scoot over, squeezing in next to you against the brick wall. You stare out into the night, and through the misty steam rising from the sidewalk grates, next to an immense forest-green trash can overflowing with dirty napkins and pizza crusts. You watch as three boys swing their saxophones over an opened case. They’re on their own rhythm, shot with concentration as deep notes shiver out of the golden rims, their lips sealed tight over the reeds. Zahara’s head falls onto your shoulder, sinking into sleep, and you hold still for her while continuing to watch, absorbed by their performance. The melody stirs with feeling—buried deep and soulful, but not with grief, not exactly, and as you carefully look up at the black New York sky, you feel something loosen up inside of you, the occluded stars beyond the night sky filling you up with a silver, complex light.

		

	
		
			Nocturne

			Out the window, palm fronds sag in the surprise flash of March rain. In Wuhan, the city is on lockdown, people trapped inside homes or wheeled out on stretchers by medics in spacesuits. Switzerland bans all events, closing shops and schools, and like dominoes borders close to noncitizens and nonresidents in Spain, France, Hungary, Germany. The vice provost writes, Dear students, we’ve come to the difficult decision…Santa Clara County bans gatherings of more than thirty-five people, and now on East Campus Reggie is in his two-person suite, packing, Nicole is already three miles away in Menlo Park with her family, Sage won’t stop calling, Nick is at the airport in Madrid, waiting in the departures lobby, and Jake is on the phone with a travel agent, being put on hold as prices rise. The sun sets, illuminating the items on your desk: plastic-sealed packets of medical masks, hand-sanitizer bottles, your mother’s neat handwriting on the postage slip taped to the cardboard box.

			Half the house has already moved out, evacuating in their cars loaded up with their rooms packed into bins. Those who haven’t left are gathered downstairs in the common room. You plunge inside the folds of the sectional and stare at the mounted TV flashing with a tornado of color from your housemates racing on Rainbow Road. Tony, your RA, sits next to you, looking thoughtful with his glasses on as he flicks his finger down his phone to order takeout. Just a week ago he was swollen with outrage, mobilizing the senior class to sign petitions for everything, but now he calls out the menu and everyone cheers at king oysters with tosazu, lobster tail with risotto, Wagyu burgers, and tuna sashimi tacos. He places the order, blowing the last of winter quarter’s budget as quickly as they’re going through the wine stash, bottles getting passed around the couch as unopened ones wait below the armrest. Once bored, they toss away the Wii controllers and go around the circle, looking into one another’s eyes and asking who you’d want to see if this were your last day alive.

			You take your time putting away the dishes, occasionally glancing through the kitchen doorway. John is there with his friends, a pack of shirtless rowers thrashing atop the long walnut tables. You had stopped hooking up in January but started up again in March. It’s easier to do things than not. Soon, you notice a short-bobbed girl appear from behind him, John’s ex circling his radius. At one point they’re nearly back-to-back, separated by only the lift of a finger. For a while, you watch them from a distance with the satisfaction of an auteur with the unique knowledge of and access to what’s unfolding onscreen. They pretend not to notice how close they stand, faking indifference to each other. You wait—you want to see the event of your pain—while hearing the sudden charge of footsteps. A hard grip turns you around by the shoulder. You look to see familiar topaz irises, and the loose waves at the crown of Sage’s head.

			“Where the fuck have you been?” Her voice isn’t friendly. You follow her out of the house and into the empty road, where her light blue Prius is parked at a harsh slant. Through the rear window you see the loaded-up trunk, half the space stacked with her bags and boxes, and the other half left empty for you. She’s invited you to come home with her to Monterey, but you haven’t answered, and still can’t answer from the passenger seat as she drives down El Camino Real. This late, the roads are empty and long, and they roll gently up and down inside your stomach. Silence eases between you two, and you stick your hand out the window, the past years shoring up as the car swerves onto familiar exits to the twenty-four-hour diner.

			It’s emptier than ever, all the tables cleared but a few single men at the counter cutting pancakes into squares. Above them, the news plays on a small screen, a female anchor intoning new countries whose borders are closing, deserted towns starting to get targeted with robberies. The waitress nods you inside, and you sit facing each other, grinning at your oily faces and hair, you both looking like hell. The waitress comes over, taking orders over Sage’s nylon carry-on. You’re not packed or ready to go anywhere tonight, and when Sage’s fries arrive she slouches to the far end of her side, not offering them to you. Both of you are silently facing the black windows when the rest of the food arrives: the plastic sheen of omelets, the whipped cream’s slow pirouette as you stir.

			

			◆◆◆

			There is a rush to leave; nobody wants to be the last, you are the last. It is a comfort to accompany your mother in her loneliness. Loneliness suits you so totally, there is no choice but to accept it without resistance, which she has well prepared you for. Back then, you thought you hadn’t understood her, but you understood completely. Her shouts ring on inside you, loud in case you didn’t hear her the first time, not to expect anything, ever, from anybody, no matter how thick the blood.

			

			◆◆◆

			After the school year ends: Manhattan, by then a ravaged, deserted island. What money do you have?, your mother’s voice crackles over the phone, and it feels good to lie: “Zahara’s paying for my rent. That’s how close we are, like family.” All June, the sun reflects on the few exposed glass storefronts, making them gleam among the ones boarded up by wood. Days are hot, monotonous, nearly unbearable if it were not for the nights on the pier with Zahara, living in Crown Heights with friends after fighting her way out of her home in New Brunswick, or biking around with Reggie, who always shows up early, restless to escape his parents’ home taken up by his two siblings. You meet at Riverside Drive and bike down and around the bottom cusp of the island, nearly a peninsula, like the country you were born in, linked to land up north but otherwise leading out to water.

			

			◆◆◆

			You can afford a small studio by the pier. The summer after you were accepted to Stanford—a miracle, like stepping into a painting you’d been staring at your whole life—your maternal grandparents gave you a white envelope thick with hundred-dollar bills, a hundred of them, fresh from the bank, the same amount they gave each of your cousins before college, all of whom narrowly failed getting accepted to Ivy Leagues, instead attending Duke, Johns Hopkins, and UC Berkeley. They never thought it would be you, the youngest grandchild and only girl, to honor the family.

			Intent on outdoing them, your grandfather on your father’s side gave you double the amount: faded and pliable old hundred-dollar bills, saved from the eighties, when the family business was at its height and Korea was enough of a third-world country that he got away with illegally stockpiling U.S. dollars. Out of old enmity, he wished to give you the money without your mother’s knowledge, and sent your father as a messenger. He knocked on your bedroom door early one morning, folding his pajama legs in a clean perch on the bed and handed you two stuffed white envelopes. “Promise not to tell uma. Just imagine the fight if she found out. College is far from home, and halmuni would turn in her grave if she thought you didn’t have money.” You gazed up at his stubbled face, holding the thick wads in your hands as he stroked the top of your head, each of his fingers tender.

			

			◆◆◆

			You go days without seeing anyone, languishing in your studio or wandering the Village streets by yourself. Mindfulness this, mindfulness that. On some days, nothing happens, and the pleasure of biting into a ripe, fleshy plum carries you through to the night. Or an unsuspecting discovery made about the studio, like the tiny lever by the light switch that adjusts the dimness, or the owner’s signature on the bottom corners of the paintings lining the narrow hall to the toilet. Each day, you come up with different ways to distract yourself, to get through the hours frictionlessly.

			

			◆◆◆

			One night on the G train, you get off without the compact yellow umbrella your mother had bought for you as a child. For almost a decade, no matter the city, you’ve never been without it in the rain. The subway platform is dark, empty, the rain only intensified since you first got on the train. Underneath the exit’s roof at the bottom of the staircase, you get sprayed by the cold mist of raindrops. It is late enough for you that for your mother it is morning, and when you call, she picks up, listening to you telling her, frenetic and teary, about losing the umbrella. “What umbrella?” she asks. “Did I really get you that?” She is at first alarmed by your state, then peeved. “Call a taxi, then. You must have lots of money.”

			

			◆◆◆

			The sublet’s kitchen is stocked with pots and pans. To save money, you cook. You find recipes, eliminating any that require more than five ingredients. You chop onions into uneven squares, peel and mince garlic, bake salmon, steam potatoes, and boil pasta for minutes too long. You set the flame too high and puddles of oil pop in the pan, scalding you. You nick your finger with a knife and singe your knuckle removing a pan from the oven. It’s a significant ordeal, so lunch, on some days, is browned bananas. While washing the silver blades of a blender, under the faucet’s gushing rope of water you see her hands, the flesh bloated, the damage sustained by decades of running her hands under brash water, washing, cleaning, refusing to let your hands near harm. You kept her company every chance you got. Sometimes you asked her how to handle the coarse roots of horseradish, or how long to soak lentils, and once you caught her wavering between wanting to share what she knew and wanting to discourage your interest. When finished at the sink, she moved to the stove, there often being a need to boil water—for tea, anchovy broth, eggs.

			

			◆◆◆

			One night, nothing is in the fridge but eggs, and you decide to boil them for dinner. You drop one in a pot of simmering water, and when it lands on the bottom, it cracks slightly—a shimmer of egg whites rises to the top of the pot. Minutes later, when the water is churning, filaments of coagulated egg whites spin like flags in a storm. The egg floats, a cancerous pouch bulging out of the cracks as strings of egg whites stick to the pot’s inner perimeter. You can’t even properly boil eggs, and you sit down, feeling an unexpected surge of grief. The next day, you buy more groceries and prepare them; the cool AC drifts, barely grazing the back of your legs, bare since you’ve stripped to survive the heat. Beads of sweat prickle your temples. Every morning, you stand alone in the kitchen, picking off burning, white shards of boiled eggs.

			

			◆◆◆

			The months vanish into August, so hot that even the stale breeze from the window is clogged with the stench of garbage. The desk fan blows the warm, faint air into your face as you browse on your laptop when a flagged email from the university appears, announcing that seniors won’t be returning to campus in the fall. Ten feet away your phone whirs angrily on the kitchen counter with texts from friends, stuck in rooms they’ve outgrown in D.C., California, and Rhode Island.

			

			◆◆◆

			Each week, it takes a couple of tries to reach your father on the phone; he used to pick up your calls by the third ring. He is busy tending to his father, who suffered a stroke earlier in the year. On the day it happened, by the time doctors looked at your grandfather’s brain, much of the damage caused by the obstructed blood vessel had become irreversible. His left leg was paralyzed, and his left arm was on its way. On his right side, certain motor functions were impaired. The doctor said the effects would take three months to plateau: After that, he wouldn’t get much worse, or better. Your father admitted him to the hospital for long-term care and observation. Everything you know you pieced together from your father, over phone calls. Initially, your father had been too preoccupied to consider whether he wanted you to return home to say goodbye. But after the illness dragged on for over six months, he sought out a reputed wheelchair-bound seer, who told him: Death is likely in August or January. Each week, when you finally reach him on the phone, he repeats this information to you. “Did you hear me? Death is likely in August or January.”

			

			◆◆◆

			You squander the month. Days before the sublease expires, your subletter gives instructions on where to drop off the keys. Either you go home or you find another sublease. You are on the waterfront, passing around a bottle of wine with Zahara and her friends, when suddenly your vision clouds into a blank whiteness. You open your eyes to Zahara’s face hovering above you on the grass, thick with frowns as she brings water to your lips, saying, “Don’t move, sit.” She looks to you for an explanation. Zahara insists on walking you home, and once you arrive, you lie in bed fully clothed, gazing at the ceiling. Recently, you’ve been eating until you aren’t hungry, instead of until you are full. Punishing yourself alleviates guilt. In your dreams, a flight attendant appears, the name tag on her sky-blue blazer flashing as she offers you tea or coffee. Fellow Koreans lie across rows in the fetal position, forsaking their armrests and seat belts. Out the window there is nothing, just blackness, the places you’ve been shifted, abstracted, the metal hands of clocks unspooling.

			

			◆◆◆

			You get a new sublet down by the water, in a hidden alley with shuttered storefronts and knocked-over orange traffic cones from an abandoned construction job, loose strands of caution tape flailing in the wind. You’ve only visited this neighborhood twice, feeling each time as if transported to a different city entirely, with the wide avenues of cobblestone, the maritime-inspired architecture, and the distinct smell of water in the air. The space is large and disposed with more natural light than the previous studio, and the first few mornings you open your eyes and are immediately blinded by an intense funnel of light, blasting every cell composing a sense of who you are.

			

			◆◆◆

			Early-Winter gusts blow onto the land from the choppy waves, whistling down empty streets. One morning, she speaks to you over the phone: “Don’t think you are being original. You left me for the first time at birth. Each time you left since, it makes you proud, while it makes me pity your predictability. What I will tell you is a fact that, by now, you already know. No distance will let you attain freedom from me. It is a fruitless labor on your part. You will always kill for me.”

		

	
		
			Clock

			You are jet-lagged, sleepless for the first few nights in Seoul. You lie awake, even the darkness blurry without your contacts. You scroll through your phone on mute, halting upon hearing the rustle of footsteps in the darkness: first your mother’s, then your father’s, slightly heavier, an hour later. These are unusual sounds for your house. Your parents used to never wake at night, as if adhering to one of your mother’s rules on how to live olbaleugae, the right way, even when unconscious.

			The apartment’s order is in disarray. Your parents’ beds have been moved into the dining room, the table has been moved up close to the living room windows, and in your room, your bed, which used to be pushed against the wall, has been moved to the center, its left side almost grazing the bench tucked under the old piano’s keyboard. You had been warned over the phone, but in person, the change is startling. In the first days after your grandfather was admitted to the hospital, he made an odd request, sensing that death was now near. He ordered your father to bring a dowser into his empty house to examine the land he had lived on for decades. Following his instructions, your father hired a dowser, who, even before consulting his divining rod, told him that the land contained an exceptionally favorable energy, which indicated houses that had generated successful family businesses. Then he examined the bed’s position at the edge of the room, sliding his divining rod down the middle, where he detected the favorable energy abruptly ending because of the presence of water veins in the earth. He muttered phrases of condolence to whoever had slept on the far side of the bed: aba’s mother, who had died four years ago, having contracted pneumonia after a decade of deteriorating health. Hearing about this, your mother ushered the same dowser into their own apartment, where he said the most favorable energies ran in the dining room and in the center of your bedroom. He advised sleeping on top of those intersections, and uma had accordingly moved all of your beds. The result is a layout one might expect of a mental ward. The apartment is one giant clock, and each of the three hands has shifted.

			

			◆◆◆

			Each morning, your father leaves early for work, not to return until it’s dark, after visiting your grandfather at the hospital. Your father wants you to accompany him to the hospital first thing out of the fourteen-day quarantine mandate. Devoted to rules, your mother doesn’t allow you to leave the apartment once before then, not for one walk in the middle of the night with a mask on. You and uma are constantly in the apartment, alone. For months she’s asked you to return home, and now that you have, you sit on opposite ends of the breakfast table.

			She glances up from picking tiny specks of shell from her boiled egg when you ask one morning, “If Koreans find favorable energy so desirable, why doesn’t halbuji advertise that and upsell the land?”

			“It’s bad form to advertise auspicious things,” she says flatly.

			Your difference is cemented in the ways you think. You hold a hot cup of tea in your hands, taking sips while staring out the living room windows at the miraculous early-winter trees whose dark trunks grow high enough for you to be able to see from the seventh floor. It’s the first time in seven years that you’re spending this part of the year, the advent of winter, in Seoul, and you observe everything out the window with renewed sensitivity. Her head is bent over her plate, and with each tilt, you get a better look at the silver grow-outs on the crown of her head, yet to be dyed black.

			“I hear you walking in the middle of the night,” you say.

			“Muh?” She snorts, caught off guard, and drops an egg on the plate, where it sticks to all the shells she just picked off.

			“It’s unlike you.”

			“Niga mul-aluh? I wake up once every night because I can’t hold my bladder.” She says this bitterly and stands from the dining table. It takes only three steps to reach the couch, where she lies down for the afternoon, alternating the TV among different stations that all recycle dismal news about the pandemic, each day seeming as if the world will stop, though it doesn’t, it just cripples on.

			

			◆◆◆

			Your fight with uma breaks out on the sixth day. After finishing dinner, you stand to retreat to your room, and she says, “Gyejibe-ya, if you were going to act like I don’t even exist, you should never have come home.” Over the years, you have become increasingly deft in presenting arguments, and while previously this hasn’t stopped her from putting together any poorly constructed logic and throwing it back, for the first time, she falters in her righteousness. This admission of weakness makes you even angrier; after the long, wearying year, you don’t want to confront another difficult truth: You are reaching the age at which your anger toward her will not serve you. You will never receive an apology. Apologizing to you would invalidate her life—the same life she would give a thousand apologies to relive differently.

			

			◆◆◆

			Through those years in which she took you from this country she could not bear and yet could not leave, you know she glimpsed what it could mean to live for herself. But she returned, and by blinding herself to the cause of sacrifice, her days consisted of setting you up for the success you would need to one day be able to leave and not return. But you do not say thank you. You do not say I love you.

			

			◆◆◆

			On the thirteenth night, your father motions you into his study. The amber ceiling lights infuse everything with a ponderous quality, including the black swivel chair with tiny leather scales peeling off the seat. It creaks as he sits, and there are no others, so you stand engulfed in its long shadow.

			“You want to see a picture?” he asks. There is a look of challenge in his eyes, his phone already unlocked and waiting in his palms. He inches toward you, watching as you concentrate on the image on his screen, which you don’t understand. It looks like the cross-section of a putrid plum: wet mahogany flesh surrounding a black seed pit. After a moment, he explains, “The flesh is your grandfather’s leathered skin, and the pit is his bedsore: a growing cave in his back.” He goes on, and you’re shocked to hear that bedsores are commonplace, happening to anyone who is bedbound for months. He clicks his tongue as he leans back in his chair, clasping his hands behind his head. “For some people, it gets so big you can fit a fist.”

			His face looks worn out, the stubble on his chin grayed and grown out like vegetable roots. His large phone is surprisingly heavy, and you toss it back to him. You don’t have anything to say, but sense that he wants to keep talking and ask, “Neh-il byungwon-esuh…will he recognize me?”

			“Let me tell you something,” he says abruptly, casting off your question and going on to what he’s been wanting to say. “Maeum-eui junbi-leul hae. He is not the same person you used to know. He is unwilling to die; he is vicious, pinching nurses and biting his caregiver whenever she tries to brush his teeth. Once, a few weeks ago, he unusually regained strength, and was able to speak if I closed off the trach-tube opening with my finger. When I did, his voice was weak and hoarse, and I had to strain myself to listen. Do you know what he said?”

			“What was it?”

			“It’s the last message I ever received from him.”

			“Tell me.”

			“He said, You fucker. His voice—it sounded like a whisper from hell.”

			

			◆◆◆

			Your father is dressed smartly in work clothes, his black briefcase rustling in the car’s back seat as he drives you both to the hospital at dawn. Other visitors aren’t allowed, only a single guardian, but your father scoffs at rules and has already obtained an extra tag for you. You follow him up the elevator and down the squeaky-clean halls into your grandfather’s ward, in which the first thing you see is a printed sheet attached to the white wall by a foggy piece of tape, precariously crooked. In the center of the sheet is a clock. Surrounding it are six diagrams of alternating positions in which to lie in bed: on the right side, back, left side. It is an advisory guide to prevent bedsores.

			You stand by your grandfather’s bedside as your father enunciates to him that you, his youngest grandchild, have arrived from America. Both of you search his frail body for a reaction, and miraculously, he opens his eyes, though only halfway—his upper and lower eyelids are stuck together in the corners, revealing viscous lines of a couple millimeters. He is too weak to speak, even to move beyond making a grasp at your finger, which he does upon recognizing you. You rub the tops of his hands, which have become soft like a child’s. Your father stares expectantly into your face, so you speak, though the words don’t come naturally. “Halbuji, mohm-ee uhtuseyo? I wish you weren’t so ill. I’m sorry for coming so late.” He stares at you in silence, and meekly you repeat your words. There has never been a time when only the three of you have been together in a room, and this will likely be the last.

			“Don’t you have anything else to say?” Though your father asks it mildly, it’s an accusatory question. The difficult months have put him on edge. He has grown more comfortable making passive-aggressive remarks, and treats you with less tenderness than he had a year ago.

			Once your grandfather closes his eyes, you move to sit on the bench near the windows. Your father takes your place next to the shelf on the bedside, which is bare except for a couple of books. You sit, scratching a sticker label off a tin of ginseng extract, when you hear your father’s voice reciting a poem. From the familiarity in his voice, you can tell that he’s picking up where he left off. He reads with an unusual patience, dutifully administering the palliative words to his father. He tells you, “Most days, I leave without knowing whether he realized I had come.” It’s not clear to you whether he wants to be there. Your father, who had retained an impish streak well into his adulthood, has entered a new age of responsibility.

			“Do you think he can hear me?” your father asks.

			“He’s asleep, how could he hear you?” you answer.

			He laughs quietly to himself, saying you are probably right. He finishes reading the poems, and as he motions to you that it’s time to leave, you turn to look one last time at your grandfather. Only a few silver strands cover his bulbous head, somehow fetal. Above him, your father hovers, looking like a father. You think of your grandfather’s words. You fucker. You had to take it all and still show up the next day. The crooked printed sheet of the clock remains stuck to the wall. Three generations of your family quietly reverse in order.

			

			◆◆◆

			Your father drops you off back home and leaves for work. Even this early in the winter, as the morning transitions into afternoon, the sky remains blue-black. You step out of the elevator and cautiously punch in the door code, the door opening to a quiet and empty apartment; uma isn’t home. In the living room, everything is now spotless. Underneath the TV, the wooden console table is without a speck of dust and neatly arranged with remotes, facing the couch where the cushions are tufted, blankets folded to the side.

			The only light you see is the one in the foyer, and with the curtains drawn in the living room, it gets darker the farther you walk into the apartment. The rooms feel airless, sucked of time and life. You follow a faint light coming from the kitchen. Inside, the counters are not as bare as they’ve been in the past few years. On the cutting board is a mound of diced onion, abandoned in haste, along with uncut zucchini and green peppers still drying on the rack. It’s cold, and you pin down the source—a corner window left open. You shut it and move slowly through the other rooms, eventually into your parents’ bedroom, then bathroom, where dim blue light reflects off the floor tiles.

			You splash water onto your face, and when you reach for the soap moved to the bathtub corner you see a mess of dead minuscule flies scattered on the porcelain. You sit down on the toilet, hanging your head low to the tiles when you detect movement, little white bugs moving in and out of sight like stitch marks around the cracks of the old wooden threshold. You can picture her daily life, her eyes dim from age, unable to detect the bugs as she exhales, lifting her body off the toilet seat. You imagine her moving from the bathroom into the corridor. She presses her hand on the wall for balance, trying to recall the thought that has just slipped her mind. She gives up and continues the walk to the kitchen, getting on with her morning. She heats a small pot of water over the gas range, sliding open the windows and gazing out at the apartment across as she waits. She removes two eggs from the fridge, nestling them into the water simmering at a low boil. When it’s time, she pours out the steaming water and runs the eggs under a cold stream. She brings the pot to the dining table, setting it carefully over a ceramic trivet as she takes the seat facing the window, staring out of it again. She cracks the hard brown shell over the table, trying to tell the weather through the hazy screen, and when she looks back down she spots the wooden surface of the table indented with marks the shape of finger-clippings, from when you used to repeatedly slam down your spoon, demanding food, the indents now black from debris that’s been piling up for years. Inside the four walls of the dining room, everything is still. It is calm; she is calm, but if she stares at one place for too long she can hear echoes, mundane sounds from when you were living here, the two of you together.

			You step out of the apartment, picking up your phone and jacket from the living room floor as you leave. Outside, it is dark, and the cold surprises you, the persistence of winter. You take the familiar sidewalks, eyeing the remains of ice, black-mottled and tightly packed in crevices, the pigeons with their beaks to the ground, drinking melted snow off concrete. There is no one else out on the street; you can’t remember it ever being this empty, without pedestrians, uniformed students, and street peddlers huddled inside red tarpaulin tents. On the curb, a businessman is asleep in a Jaguar. He’s pissed in bottles, the water tinged ocher—this is your blue peninsula. A sudden wind lifts the hair from the back of your neck, and above you a hatching of branches appears, dark and bare as though a fire had gone through it long ago. Through the branches you stare into the apartment units on lower floors, rectangles of light filled with people pacing, shadows of children darting around inside of them.

			The light on the crosswalk blinks green, and you walk onto the street named after its trees now yarn-bombed, colors boxed like pixels. You read the signs on the glass doors of shuttered stores, familiar characters lighting up your brain—annyeong, gamsa, Coca-Cola. You pronounce them, and the cold air, indiscriminate of language, shapes the words into the same white plumes that disappear. The only sign of life comes from the department store across the street, where every few minutes a few people step out.

			You watch until you spot her—hooded in her black mink coat, the lower half of her face masked but still unmistakable, two plastic grocery bags sagging in each of her hands. You try calling out to her, but she can’t see you. Instinctively, you grasp for your phone, but having crossed an ocean, having paused time, you have no signal. The light turns green, and parallel to the crosswalk, a car drives by. As she steps forward, her face is obscured by the glare of headlights. The closer she gets, the less you can see her.

			The cold wind sweeps across your face, and it is then you notice the snow, white particles suspended in the air that attach to your eyelashes like lint—bright, like the car light through which she walks to you.
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