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“Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

Matthew 5:10
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“I had a great summer.” Ian reached out his hand and caressed Kennedy’s cheek with the back of his finger.

She tried to pull her gaze away from him, knowing that what she had to say would come so much more easily if she weren’t staring him in the face. If she didn’t have to watch his expression change as he realized what she was doing.

She wanted to remember this moment exactly as it was now.

Not like it would be in another minute.

“I’m so glad you agreed to go to Seoul with me,” he said. “I’ll never forget these past few months.”

“Neither will I,” Kennedy answered truthfully. She tried to keep her sigh from sounding too melodramatic. After tonight, the memories of their summer together would be bittersweet for both of them.

Maybe it didn’t have to happen now. The summer camp for North Korean refugees was over, and this was her last night at her parents’ mission home in China. She could call him tomorrow when she landed in Boston, give him the news then. That way she wouldn’t have to see his reaction at all.

There was a soft breeze in Yanji, and he wrapped his arm around her as if he were trying to ward off the cold. He didn’t deserve to be crushed like this, but after she’d made up her mind, she couldn’t change it any more than she could reverse the seasons. Keep the summer from turning into a cool, crisp fall.

“You aren’t saying much,” Ian observed. “What are you thinking about?”

What was she thinking? How frightened she’d been to spend her summer in Seoul working with people she’d never met. Thinking about what would happen when she hopped on that plane for Logan Airport tomorrow to begin her senior year at Harvard, wondering if deferring her med school admission for a year really was the right choice.

But most of all, she was thinking about Ian. About his shocking red hair that had served to open dozens of conversations with the North Korean refugees they met over the summer in Seoul. The way he’d always been so supportive of her academic goals. The way his skin felt when she ran her palm across his cheek. That exact moment when they’d gone from two acquaintances who occasionally shared breakfast together to a couple.

Most importantly, Kennedy was wondering how he’d react when she broke up with him.

She glanced up into his green eyes. How many late nights had they spent at summer camp, sitting by a bonfire or relaxing in lounge chairs at the conference center on the little island outside of Seoul? How many hours a day had they filled talking about their pasts — about Ian’s childhood after his mother died, the eccentric granny who helped raise him and his sister, how he’d thrown off the confines of his religious upbringing in college but was willing to entertain the possibility that his spiritual old granny had been right.

They’d had so many deep discussions about faith, and even though Kennedy had watched Ian soften his views from diehard atheism to curious agnostic, he’d never taken the final step of embracing the truth of Scripture.

She’d been so convinced it would work, no matter how many times in the past her dad had warned her against the dangers of missionary dating. She’d jumped headfirst into a summer fling hoping that by the time she went back to college, God would have changed Ian’s mind.

Which he hadn’t. No matter how hard or fervently Kennedy wished it. No matter how many times she prayed with her best friend in Alaska. In spite of all of Willow’s prayers and hers, Ian wouldn’t accept the Jesus he’d grown up worshiping. He didn’t tease Kennedy for her faith. In fact, he told her several times how deeply he admired her convictions. Kennedy spent her summer pretending that this budding romance would mean enough to Ian that he’d become a Christian just like her, but now she had to face the truth.

Summer was over. Tomorrow she was heading back to college, and if Ian was really the right man for her, he would have given his life to Christ by now.

She hadn’t even told him that she’d emailed the dean to defer her med school admissions. He didn’t know that in nine months, Kennedy would return to Seoul to work as an intern for Korea Freedom International, the group that had sponsored the summer camp where they worked.

He didn’t know that this time together in the cooling Yanji air would be their very last.

She took a deep breath.

“What is it?” he asked.

He was so observant. Maybe that’s why he was such a good photojournalist. Always looking. Perceiving intuitively what language alone could never capture.

She forced herself to meet his gaze, etched each detail of his features into her memory.

“What?” he repeated. Did he guess? Would he have any idea?


She had to follow through. She couldn’t back out now. “I have something we need to talk about. Something important.”
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“Do you hate me now?” Kennedy’s voice was squeaky, but she dared to look up at her boyfriend.

No, make that her ex-boyfriend as of about ten seconds ago.

Ian shook his head. “You know I could never hate you.”

She kept waiting for him to say something else. But what?

What was left that hadn’t already been said?

“This probably doesn’t help,” she offered, “but you know it has nothing to do with how much I like you.”

Ian sighed. “I know.”

They were sitting on a bench, watching the colorful lights in the busyness of Yanji’s nightlife.

“Aren’t you going to say anything else?”

He shrugged. “Like what? You’ve made up your mind. I knew from the beginning your faith was important to you. If I were to ask you to change your beliefs, I’d be asking you to fundamentally change who you are, and I don’t want to do that. Because I love who you are.”

She straightened an invisible wrinkle on her blouse. “Don’t talk like that. It just makes it harder.”

“You were honest with me. It’s only fair for me to be honest with you.” He turned to her with a look that was so poignant it felt as if he’d reached through her sternum and was squeezing her heart. “You know I respect your beliefs. I understand that this is the decision you feel is best for you, so I guess that’s it.”

“Unless ...” Kennedy bit her lip. She hadn’t meant to let the word slip.

“Unless what?” He frowned. “Unless I get on my knees and say the sinner’s prayer like I did with Grandma Lucy when I was six? Unless I find a pastor in Yanji and get baptized again just like I did when I was twelve?” He shook his head. “I’ve got my beliefs too. You know that. And one of the things I loved about our time together was that even though Christianity is such an important part of your life, you were okay with all my questions and doubts. Never tried to make me feel bad or as if I’m not as good or as righteous as you.”

“You know I don’t think about it that way,” she began, but Ian cut her off.

“You don’t have to explain anything. I get it. I’m sorry I’m not clapping my hands and jumping up and down because you’re doing what you think is right. I realize this is your decision to make, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy.”

Kennedy stared at her lap. “I know. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He glanced over and offered a brief smile. “I knew what I was getting into when we started dating. Earlier in the summer I called my sister and told her that you’d either be the girl to bring the wayward son home like Grandma Lucy’s always praying will happen, or you’d break up with me when you realized it went against your conscience to get involved with someone who didn’t see God exactly the same way you do.”

Kennedy opened her mouth to object, but Ian put his finger on her lips.

“You don’t have to say anything, and you don’t have to feel guilty. What I told my sister was that even if things didn’t work out between us, if our differences in faith proved to be insurmountable like they have, I would still consider myself a better person for the time we spent together. For the chance to share a little bit of your heart and your life and your love. And when I look at it like that, I don’t regret a thing.”

A tear slipped down her cheek. He wiped it away with his thumb and kept his hand there, gently cupping her face.

His eyes were full of both joy and sadness. “We had a good summer, didn’t we?”

She sniffed and tried to laugh. “Yeah, we did.”

“Remember when Jin-Sun put on that wig and did his Sarah Palin impression?”

This time, Kennedy really did laugh. “Or when Mena sprained her ankle during the Gangnam Style dance off?”

His hand still caressed the side of her face. “Remember our first kiss?”

Kennedy tried to look away but couldn’t.

“Remember how embarrassed you got when we realized we weren’t quite as hidden as we thought we were?”

Kennedy put her hand on top of his, but she wasn’t sure if she was holding it even closer against her cheek or trying to push him away.

“I never want to forget,” she whispered.

“Me neither.” He was leaning toward her now, the same intense gaze that she remembered right before their first kiss.

“One more for the road?” He was asking for her permission.

Maybe it was a dumb idea. Maybe she’d regret it. But she had piled up regrets over the summer like she used to collect antique books.

What could one more hurt?

She blinked back her tears and nodded. 

“One more,” she answered and anticipated the warmth of his lips.
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“You okay, Kensie girl?”

Kennedy glanced up from her half-filled suitcase as her dad stepped into her room. She couldn’t quite remember when her parents’ house in Yanji had stopped feeling like home. Nice as it was to spend this last week of her summer break with her parents, she was ready to head back to Boston.

“How’s the packing going?” her dad asked.

Kennedy grabbed a pile of books and shoved them into her carry-on. 

He picked one up. “You’ve been so busy with Ian all summer, we’ve hardly talked. I don’t even know what you’ve been reading lately.”

Kennedy glanced at the title. “That one’s a collection of stories about Christian martyrs. Sandy recommended it.”

Her dad flipped through the pages and frowned. “Not quite light reading, is it?”

Kennedy didn’t respond.

Her dad sat on the edge of her bed. “How are you really doing, Princess?”

She shrugged. “I was hoping to be packed by now, but I’ll have a little time in the morning before we leave for the airport.”

Her dad sighed. “You know that’s not what I’m talking about.”

What did he expect her to say? That she’d spent every second during the past two hours remembering the exact feel of Ian’s lips on hers, knowing that their goodbye kiss would be their last? That for all she told Ian about not regretting how close they’d grown this summer, she realized it was all a lie?

Better to have loved and lost? Not even close.

Her dad reached out to touch her cheek, but Kennedy pulled away. “I’m fine,” she snapped then forced a smile to retroactively soften her response. “I’m just a little distracted with packing. That’s all.”

Her dad stood to leave. “Well, as hard as it was, and as much as your mother and I both liked Ian, I’m proud of you for making the right choice.”

The right choice. Her parents must have used that phrase a dozen times since she came home with the news of her breakup, but if Kennedy had really made the right choice, she wouldn’t have started dating an unbeliever in the first place.

What was it about that bonfire in Seoul? That unforgettable moment ...

A summer fling. Kennedy was far from experienced in the dating world, but there was no other name to call it. Still, the phrase certainly didn’t do justice to the intensity of her emotions, either before or after she and Ian broke up.

“Got your passport?” her dad asked from the doorway.

“Yeah.” She’d made this trip between Yanji and Boston over half a dozen times. She knew what she had to pack. It was just a matter of finding the mental energy to do it.

Her phone beeped. She reached over to look at the text, hating herself for hoping it might be from him.

There’s something I want to tell you. Can we meet?

Kennedy knew Ian. Knew he wasn’t the type to back her into a corner to get her to change her mind. He understood they were through. His goodbye kiss would have told her that much even if he hadn’t said so in words.

She glanced at her clock. Her parents would whine about her going out so late, but they couldn’t do much to stop her.

She stared down at her phone, her pulse still slightly elevated at the memory of their parting. She glanced at her suitcase, grabbed a sweater, and typed, Where do you want to meet?
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Her heart galloped in her chest. Why did Ian want to meet with her? And what should she say when she saw him?

She glanced around at the surroundings. She knew the little café. It catered to English-speaking expats in Yanji, and she and her parents had met Ian here the first day of summer vacation.

Had that really only been just a few months ago?

So much had changed this year, perhaps more than any other she’d spent at Harvard. Her roommate, Willow, had gotten married over Christmas break and was now busy transforming her grandfather’s homesteading cabin in Alaska into a foster home. Kennedy had spent the last half of her junior year of college without a roommate. By the time she finished studying for her MCAT in the spring, she had so much free time on her hands she started volunteering twice a week, one afternoon leading the Good News Club at a local elementary school and one afternoon giving English lessons for the Korean-speaking members at St. Margaret’s sister church.

She had also spent some of her extra time praying.

Did God really want her to become a doctor? Or was that just a dream she’d latched onto?

Then came summer and the opportunity to work with North Korean refugees in Seoul, seeing Korea Freedom International’s ministry firsthand. She’d been honored when the director asked her to come back to serve as an intern after graduation, but now that she’d actually made her medical school deferment official, she stayed awake nearly every night wondering if she’d done the wrong thing.

And of course, there was her relationship with Ian.

Who apparently was just one more thing God was asking her to give up.

She pulled out her phone and glanced at her cell. Her boyfriend was never late.

No, not her boyfriend. Not anymore. How long would it take her to stop using that word?

Then again, ex sounded so harsh. Like they both hated each other and had just gone through some sort of nasty breakup. Maybe it would be easier if they had. Easier to break up with someone she despised than someone she still loved.

She sighed. What was taking him so long?

“Kennedy?”

She glanced up as he hurried to her, breathless. “I need to talk to you.”

“I assumed that when I got your text.” Her joke fell flat, and she offered a small smile in apology.

“Can I sit down?”

What did he expect? That since they weren’t officially dating anymore she’d refuse to let him pull up a chair? “Of course you can.”

He let out his breath. “This isn’t going to work.”

She glanced around, hoping for some kind of visual clue that would give a hint as to what he might be talking about. “What isn’t?”

“Never seeing you again.”

She lowered her gaze. She didn’t have the energy for this conversation. Not tonight, when she should already be in bed, resting up for her full day of travel tomorrow.

“Listen,” she began, “you know I still really care for you, and this isn’t easy for me either ...”

He shook his head to stop her. “You don’t get it. I started thinking, and here’s what I realized. The thing that makes us so good together is we don’t try to change each other. We don’t try to turn each other into little clones of ourselves. We can stay up until one or two in the morning talking about abortion or politics or free speech or feminism, and maybe we don’t see eye to eye on every single issue, but that’s what I love about you. That’s what I love about us.

“You never once made me feel bad for not being a Christian. And I guess you were hoping that one day I might become one, but you never made a big deal about it until tonight. Even then, it wasn’t like you came to me and said you’ve got to convert or we’re breaking up. In fact, I doubt the thought even crossed your mind. You’re too respectful for that, so you just called it off without even giving me a chance to think about it.

“Well, I have been thinking about it, and you’re right about one thing. I’m not ready to convert. I’m not ready to throw away my textbooks and my scientific proofs and go out on a limb and say Jesus is the only way to heaven when that’s not what I believe. You and I both know that I could just go through the motions to make you happy, but then our entire relationship would be based on a lie, and one of the greatest strengths I’d say we’ve got between us is how honest we are.

“So here’s what I’ve decided. I don’t want to give up on us. I don’t think that’s what either of us needs. You spent all of last semester after your roommate got married alone in your dorm room, and I wasn’t there to take you out for breakfast or whisk you off campus to go on grand adventures. But I’m wrapping up my work here. I could be back in Cambridge in a week or two, and I don’t want to spend all my free time in my studio staring at the walls any more than you want to be stuck in your dorm.

“Maybe we don’t have the same religious beliefs yet, but our conversations have given me a lot to think about. Even that science book your dad loaned me about evolution and creation, it gave me a ton to digest and sit on. And what I really need at this point in my spiritual journey is someone who I can talk to about all these ideas, someone who isn’t trying to change my mind and isn’t afraid of my questions. I’m not even asking you to be my girlfriend again if the whole faith thing truly is a deal-breaker for you, but I’m not about to just let our friendship go extinct. Get what I’m saying?”

Kennedy blinked. Did she?

“What exactly are you proposing?” she asked.

“I wish I knew. Just something more than goodbye.” For the first time, he cracked a small smile.

It would have felt so natural for her to reach out and take his hand, but she tightened her fist and kept it in her lap.

“Friends?” he asked.

A dozen different warnings whizzed through her head, telling her that she needed to think and pray through any major decision before she made up her mind. She bit her lip before she could say anything.

“You need more time, don’t you?”

She nodded, thankful he could read her hesitation. Had she hurt his feelings?

He stood up. “Well, can I at least walk you back to your parents’?”

She glanced up at him and felt her face flush when she remembered the passion of his kiss just a few hours earlier. “Yeah,” she answered. “That’d be nice.”
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“It’s a quiet night, isn’t it?” Ian asked.

She nodded, wondering if he meant to take the roundabout way back to her parents’ neighborhood or if he simply wasn’t as familiar with Yanji as she was. She’d spent half her childhood and most of her teen years here. At certain points in her life, it had felt more like home than anywhere in the States.

In other ways, she still felt like a stranger here.

Their conversation had been strained during their entire walk. Maybe it was just because she was so tired. What had they spent all summer yakking about?

“How’s the documentary coming?” she finally asked.

Ian could always talk about his work.

He sighed. “I wish I could head back into North Korea to shoot a little more footage.” Several years earlier, he’d been invited to Pyongyang on a tourist visa but had gotten in trouble with government officials when they caught him trying to sneak unauthorized photographs out of the country. 

“That boy you met made a big impact on you, didn’t he?” Kennedy asked. Over the summer in Seoul, Ian had told her about one of the homeless children he’d photographed foraging for roots north of Pyongyang. Something in the boy’s expression had branded itself onto Ian’s soul. Every time he talked about the little flower swallow, Kennedy got the sense that she was getting to know a real child, not some nameless statistic.

“Have you tried getting another visa?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No. They know I’m a journalist now. They’ve probably seen some of my interviews with defectors in China. I’d be in huge trouble if I tried getting back in.”

“Just promise me you won’t try to sneak over the border then.” She was trying to make a joke, but his silence was far from reassuring. She paused by an alleyway. “Wait a minute. You aren’t seriously thinking about that, are you?”

He shook his head. “No. No, I wouldn’t do anything that stupid.”

“Good.” She’d been preparing to tell him about all the Americans who’d been imprisoned in North Korea over the past five years — two journalists who tried to sneak across the border from China, a pastor who was on his way to make a prayer vigil to Pyongyang, even that poor college student who’d only wanted to see part of the world hardly anyone else in America had.

They resumed their walk. In ten minutes, they’d be back in front of her parents’ home, and it would be time for one last goodbye. It was too bad they’d broken up. Even though it was August, the night air was chilly, and she could have used his warm arm tight around her. 

Ian didn’t talk. Was he thinking about that street kid? Tomorrow, she’d probably feel embarrassed at how she’d made him promise not to try to return to North Korea, but tonight, she was just glad he’d given her his word.

They weren’t dating anymore, but that wouldn’t stop her from worrying about him.

Maybe she’d always worry about him.

Her steps fell heavy on the sidewalk. Would the night ever end?

Her parents’ house loomed into view. As a teenager, she hadn’t thought twice about the mansion her parents owned in this upscale neighborhood for foreigners, but now that she’d seen how many people lived in poverty or suffered under the weight of injustice, she was ashamed at the grotesque opulence. At least her mom and dad put their home to good use. They almost always had a small live-in staff to help manage the gardening, the cooking, the cleaning, everything. Most of these were North Korean refugees, which is how Kennedy learned Korean growing up.

The Chinese police had gotten stricter about anyone, foreigner or not, aiding defectors, so her parents had to be extra careful with whom they hired, but thankfully God protected them for over ten years and allowed them to continue serving here in Yanji.

“Wait a minute.” Ian grabbed her by the arm, but there was nothing inviting or romantic about his touch.

“What is that?” Kennedy had been so absorbed in her thoughts she didn’t notice the police cars.

A flashlight shined toward them, and she was momentarily blinded.

“Get behind me,” Ian ordered. 

A policeman shouted something at them. 

“Kennedy, run.” Ian shoved her away, and she nearly tripped. A whistle blew in her ears, loud and shrill.

She only made it a few feet before someone tackled her from behind.

A blow to her head.

She couldn’t see or hear anything.
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Someone was holding her, keeping her steady. Protecting her from the cold.

She tried to open her eyes, but her head hurt too much to see anything. It was still dark. That much she knew.
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