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CHAPTER ONE



April 29, 1992


I never knew a pair of shoes could scare me so much, but when I see Umma’s and Appa’s sneakers by the door when I walk in, I nearly jump right out of my skin. It’s not that they’re anything out of the ordinary. The shoes, I mean, with Appa’s laces fraying at the ends and Umma’s looking more gray than white like they did when she first bought them. What’s weird is the fact that they’re here at all. It’s just a little after four PM on a Wednesday and Umma and Appa should both be at the store. Not at home.


I thought I’d have more time before I’d have to face them today.


Their voices are quiet, muffled, coming from the direction of the kitchen. I stand real still by the door, listening, but I can’t hear what they’re saying from here. I move carefully down the hall, gripping the straps of my backpack with both hands, praying in my head. Don’t see me. Don’t see me.


Just as I’m about to pass the kitchen, Umma looks right up at me.


“Oh, Jordan, you’re home?” she says in Korean. She says it all casual like she’s here every day when I get home from school, like I’m not the one who should be saying, “Oh, Umma, you’re home?”


“Yeah,” I say back in English. A nervous feeling starts to spread through my stomach. My prayer changes. Don’t ask me how school was. Don’t make me lie to you.


By some miracle, she doesn’t. She just smiles and nods, turning back to Appa to carry on talking about whatever they were talking about, the air kind of tense and tight between them.


Huh. That’s weird. Umma always asks how school was. It’s pretty much her favorite question. Not to mention, I still don’t know what they’re both doing home so early. I linger by the door, wondering whether I should ask or not. But the more questions I ask them, the more questions they might ask me. And I want to avoid that for as long as possible.


Not that Appa would ask me anything, though. This whole time, he hasn’t even looked at me once. I don’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed.


It’s been this way between us for weeks, ever since our Big Fight. Things haven’t been the same since then. It’s like time split into a Before and After. Before: when I was just Jordan and he was just Appa, and I didn’t think twice about being in the same room together. After: when we’re not just Jordan and Appa anymore. We’re Jordan Who Doesn’t Know What to Say Around Appa, and Appa Who Basically Completely Ignores Jordan. He’s been so cold to me lately. Ice cold.


Maybe he’s waiting for me to say sorry first, but there’s no way I’m going to do that.


Maybe this means we’ll never talk again until the end of time. Maybe not even then.


I stare at the back of his head for a second longer and then I walk away.


Harabeoji’s in the living room, watching TV and eating ojingeo off a plate. At least grandparents are dependable. Always where you think they’ll be, sitting on the couch wearing a fishing vest with a hundred pockets even though you can’t remember the last time you’ve ever actually seen them go fishing, a piece of dried squid between their teeth. At least, that’s my grandpa. I don’t really know about anyone else’s grandparents.


“Hi, Harabeoji, I’m home,” I say, dropping my backpack on the floor and sitting down next to it.


He grunts, not looking up from the TV. He’s watching some sitcom I don’t recognize—his favorites are usually Full House and Home Improvement—the light reflecting off his huge rectangular glasses. Harabeoji’s not much of a talker, except when it comes to yelling at fictional characters on the screen. I don’t even know if he knows what’s going on. It’s been nine years since we immigrated to Los Angeles from Korea all together and I’m still not sure how much English he understands.


He didn’t want to come with us at first. To America, that is. He wanted to stay in Korea in the same house where he and my grandma had lived together for years, saying he wanted to die in the same room she did. But Appa said it would be the best thing for all of us, and that he wasn’t going to leave his own father behind. He eventually convinced Harabeoji to pack up his life and get on the plane with us, though I remember Harabeoji being unhappy about it. At least he’s found some joy in these American shows. I think he finds them funny.


I glance toward the kitchen and then back at Harabeoji, lowering my voice. “Can I tell you something?”


He grunts again without turning down the volume.


Here’s the thing about my grandpa. We’re not close exactly, but he’s the one person in this family that I feel like I can really talk to, even if he doesn’t totally get what I’m saying since I speak to him in English. Maybe that’s the reason why I feel okay. Or maybe it’s because he’s too busy judging made-up people on television to judge me, and I know that whatever I tell him, he won’t tell anyone else.


“I got suspended from school today.”


At this, his eyebrows lift. I can’t be sure if it’s from what I said or from something on TV, but I keep going.


“I got sent to the principal’s office again. For cheating on a Spanish quiz. Or I guess, getting caught cheating. Again. Mr. Martins was so mad.” I make a face, hearing his voice in my head. He always talks real slow like he’s speaking through a mouth full of chewing gum. “He kept saying how he’s seen me in his office more than any other sixth grader in the school and how he can’t even count how many times I’ve been caught cheating now. And then you know what he says? He says I should try to be more like Sarah. Says that when she was in middle school, she was a model student. How could the Park siblings be this different? She probably makes your parents so proud. And you? Well, they’ll be so disappointed in you, won’t they?”


I scoff, but I can feel my shoulders slumping.


Mr. Martins doesn’t need to tell me what a disappointment I am to my parents.


I already know that.


Appa told me so himself.


Harabeoji turns off the TV, startling me. He leans forward in his seat, his left hand on his knee. He’s only got three fingers on that hand. He lost the pinky and ring finger during the Korean War. Umma says it’s rude to stare, but it’s hard not to when I’m sitting on the floor and basically eye level with it. I look at his face instead. He locks his eyes on mine, his mouth set in a grim line.


Uh-oh. Did I overestimate how safe my secrets are with him? My face flushes. Is he going to rat me out to Umma and Appa after all?


He holds out his empty plate with his right hand. “Get me more ojingeo,” he says in Korean. “I ate it all.”


Oh. Of course.


“Yes, Harabeoji.”


I take the empty plate and head for the kitchen. But as I get closer, I can hear Umma and Appa talking, only it’s not in those low voices I heard earlier. They’re louder now, almost yelling. Are they fighting?


I stay in the hallway, listening. My Korean’s not so great anymore, but I can understand more than I can speak, and I pick up every word.


“I think you’re worrying too much about nothing,” Appa says.


“You can never be too careful,” Umma says back. She sounds exasperated, angry. “People are mad about what happened with Rodney King. Tell me you’re not even a little bit worried that something bad might come out of that today.”


“Of course they’re mad. Who wouldn’t be mad?” Now Appa’s the one who sounds annoyed. “Doesn’t mean that bad things are going to happen. There’s no reason to think so. It will be fine.”


“You heard what they said on Radio Korea. They said there may be protests so we should pay attention, stay alert—”


“And we did, didn’t we? We closed the shop early and came home. That’s enough. You’re always thinking further ahead than you need to.”


“How do you think I’ve carried us this far? I won’t let this store fail like our last one. Someone has to think about this family!”


It’s like she’s sucker-punched him with her words. There’s this long silence and I don’t even realize it at first, but I’m holding my breath. I feel like if I let it out, the plate in my hands will crack, the air will explode, and Harabeoji will never get his squid because there’s thunder and lightning standing between me and the kitchen.


Umma is the thunder. Maybe she’s the lightning too.


“Fine,” she finally says. “I’ll go.”


“Go where?”


“To board up the store.”


Before Appa can reply or I can even take a step, Umma storms out of the kitchen. She doesn’t see me. She’s too focused, pushing the little wisps of hair falling from her stubby ponytail out of her eyes and reaching for the coat closet. She grabs the handle of the sliding mirrored door and pulls hard.


What happens next is everything shatters.


At first, I think I’ve dropped Harabeoji’s plate, but when I look down, it’s still in my hands. It wasn’t me that broke. It was Umma.


The closet door’s always been too flimsy, teetering on loose tracks, and Umma’s pulled it open so hard it finally gave up and jumped the tracks. The whole mirrored door cracks and explodes into shards on the floor. She yells, jumps back, and then stands there, breathing heavy.


“What was that?” Harabeoji shouts from the living room.


“Everything’s fine!” Umma shouts back, even though I think what she means is really the opposite.


Appa comes out of the kitchen and looks at Umma, standing there with that broken mirror all around her. Then he notices me.


Sometimes I forget how tall he is, but when he looks at me, he has to look way down the way I do when I look at ants on the sidewalk. He stares and I stare back, right at his bushy eyebrows and the permanent furrow in his brow like God stuck his thumb there for too long and left a dent. It’s the first time we’ve really made eye contact since the Big Fight.


I’m bracing myself all over.


I think maybe he’s going to say something.


And he does. But not to me.


He walks over to Umma and puts his hands on her shoulders. “I’ll go board up the store,” he says. “I’ll call you when I’m there.”


Then he reaches into the doorless coat closet and grabs his jacket, takes his car keys off the hook on the wall, puts on his shoes with the fraying laces, and leaves.


He doesn’t look back once.















CHAPTER TWO



By the time Sarah comes home, the mirror’s been all swept up and thrown away. You’d never know what happened. Except for the mirrorless door leaning against the hallway wall, obviously. But if Sarah notices, she doesn’t say anything. Instead, she heads straight for the TV.


Sarah’s a junior in high school and probably the busiest teenager in all of Glendale. Maybe even all of LA. She’s always coming home late from some kind of after-school activity. It’s no joke. She’s part of every club, volunteers for every school event, and still somehow has time to hang out with her friends, driving around the city in the old beat-up Hyundai Excel that Umma and Appa passed down to her for her sixteenth birthday.


She’s one of those people that does everything right. Good manners, perfect grades, tons of friends. Adults love her. Me? I think she’s a suck-up. Our parents even let her sleep over at her friends’ houses. They never let me sleep over anywhere.


Umma, Harabeoji, and I are already gathered around the TV, eyes glued to the news. It’s been a couple of hours since Appa left, and he still hasn’t called like he said he would. Umma’s been going back and forth between pacing around the apartment and listening to the radio. Finally, she took the remote control from Harabeoji and turned on the news. “For more updates,” she said.


“Updates on what?” I asked.


“Just watch.”


Sarah comes into the living room, all hurried, but she does a double take when she sees Umma sitting on the couch. “Hey. How come you’re not at the store?”


“We closed early today,” Umma says.


She doesn’t explain more. Umma and Appa are kind of opposite in that way. Umma worries a lot, but in front of me and Sarah, she says everything is just fine no matter what’s really going on. Even when she was cleaning up the broken mirror and she realized I saw everything, all she said was “Umma’s so silly, huh? Good thing no one got hurt.” When I asked if she was sure, she looked me in the eye and said, all firm, “Geokjeonghajima.” She always says that. Do not worry. And that was that.


Appa’s not as bothered most of the time, but when he is, everybody knows it.


“O… kay,” Sarah says. Her eyes trail to the TV and she sits down on the couch next to me. The yellow plaid shirt she has tied around her waist bunches around her ankles as she pulls her knees into her chest. Whenever we watch anything, she sits like this, kind of cocoon-style. She has the same furrowed brow as Appa with the dent in the middle, except hers only appears when she’s worried. It’s there now, her eyes wide at the news footage. “I rushed home from volleyball practice to see this.”


Of the hundred and one things Sarah is always up to, volleyball has been her favorite lately. She wants to be captain of the team one day because, of course, she’s Sarah. If she does something, she has to be the best at it.


Harabeoji turns up the volume.


“It’s not right, not right at all,” a Black woman being interviewed by a news reporter is saying. You can tell she’s seething with anger, but her voice is controlled, and she doesn’t take her eyes off the camera, not once. “Where’s the justice? Rodney King was beat up by four police officers and those cops just get to walk off, scot-free? No. No way. We all heard the verdict today. But we’re here to say the verdict is wrong.”


People are marching down the street with signs, shouting, “No justice! No peace!”


The sound rattles our living room.


“No justice!”


“No peace!”


“If we let this happen today,” the woman continues, “it will keep on happening. That’s a fact. And we won’t have it.”


The TV cuts to a grainy shot of a Black man being beaten up by cops with nightsticks outside his car. He’s on the ground, face in the road, getting hit again and again and again, brutally, all over his body. They get him in the legs, the chest, even kicking him in the neck. He struggles to get up, but the cops keep on beating him with those sticks like they’re really trying to kill him. My stomach churns. It’s four against one with more officers just standing by, watching, and Rodney King is unarmed.


I’ve seen this on TV before, when the footage first came out last year. I remember feeling sick then too and Umma changing the channel, telling me not to look. I can feel her now, sitting to my right, her arm twitching like she wants to grab the remote and change the channel again. But this time we keep watching.


“On March third, 1991, this tape, provided by witness George Holliday, who captured the events on his video camera, was released of Sergeant Stacey Koon and Officers Laurence Powell, Theodore Briseno, and Timothy Wind using excessive force and brutality against motorist Rodney King,” a news reporter states. Their mug shots flash across the screen, and from what I can tell, they all look white to me. “In addition to being shot with a Taser, King was struck by their batons upwards of fifty-three times.”


The TV cuts to a photo of Rodney King after the beating, and I suck in a breath. His face is fractured and bruised, one eye dark red. The news reporter continues. “Today, at the trial in Simi Valley, all four officers were declared not guilty. Since the verdict was announced, unrest has been building in the city of Los Angeles. We cut now to live footage in South Central, where there have been reports of escalating violence.”


The TV switches back to today. We’re looking at a dusty street and I feel like I’m watching some kind of movie. Bottles being thrown at cars, smashing against windows, trucks doing U-turns and peeling away like they can’t escape fast enough.


Wait.


I sit up straighter. “Did he just say South Central?”


That’s where our store is.


As if reading my thoughts, Umma squeezes my hand and says, “Don’t worry, Jordan. Your dad is fine.”


“Huh?” Sarah turns to look at Umma. “What do you mean Appa’s fine? Where is he?”


Umma pauses. I can almost see the wheels turning in her head, like she’s trying to decide how much to share without freaking us out. “He went to go board up the store in case anything happens,” she finally says. “But it’s okay. Our store is far away from all of this. We’re farther north, close to Koreatown, and this is Florence and Normandie. We’re just being extra, extra careful.”


She smiles and I know what’s coming next.


Geokjeonghajima.


“Geokjeonghajima.” She pats me on the shoulder and then reaches over me to do the same for Sarah. But it doesn’t make me feel much better, and by the look on Sarah’s face, it doesn’t do much for her either.


“Why hasn’t he called, then?” I ask.


Umma thinks for a second and then nods. “Traffic. He’s probably stuck in his car, still trying to get to Home Depot for supplies. Look at all these protestors.” She shakes her head, making a disapproving noise. “Blocking up the roads. Don’t they know people can’t get home?”


“Umma,” Sarah says in disbelief. “I think the roads are the least of anyone’s problems right now. Don’t you think it makes sense that people are mad about this? The Rodney King verdict is horrible.”


“I never said don’t be mad,” Umma says. “And I never said it’s not horrible. But what does this do? This violence? Who does it help? Anyway, I’m just saying, don’t worry about your dad. Everything is fine.”


Sarah looks back at the screen. “Not everything.” She sighs and rubs her eyes with the back of her hand. “I just wish there was more we could do.”


“Ya,” Harabeoji says, startling all of us. “You just focus on yourself.”


Sarah and I stare at him like he’s grown another head that’s started talking to us. I mean, he might as well have. He’s not exactly an advice-giving kind of guy.


“In Korea during the war, if you stop to try to help others, you lose your own life,” Harabeoji huffs. “So just do what you have to do for you.”


Rude or not, I can’t help but look at his missing fingers at that. Harabeoji doesn’t talk much about the Korean War, but we know he lost those two fingers during a village bombing. The story goes that he lagged behind the other soldiers to stay close to his friend who was slower and weaker than the rest. When the village they were passing through was bombed, the soldiers at the very back were the ones hit the hardest. “Lucky I only lost this much,” Harabeoji often grumbles. “The others weren’t so lucky.”


“Like your friend?” I asked.


“No. He was the luckiest. Left my side and ran away as soon as he saw me bleeding.”


We all look at him now, waiting for him to say more, but he’s done talking. Umma picks up the remote control and turns off the TV. The violence on the streets of South Central gets sucked away, just like that.


“Your grandfather is right,” she says. “We didn’t leave everything behind in Korea and come to America so you could get caught up in all these things. Right?”


Sarah looks down at her baggy jeans, picking at a fraying white thread. “Right,” she says, but she doesn’t sound very convinced.


“We came here for opportunities for both of you,” Umma continues firmly. “So you can have bright futures and do anything you want to do and be anything you want to be.”


My stomach sinks. For a minute when we were watching the news, I forgot about the suspension. But now it comes back, fresh and piercing like a bee sting.


They immigrated for us to have the chance to be something great, but what if all I amount to is nothing? Just like Appa already thinks.


A part of me is annoyed too. How’s living in America automatically supposed to make you into somebody important?


“Look at the time,” Umma says, rising from the couch. “Sarah, come help me with dinner.”


The two of them walk out of the living room and Harabeoji shuffles out after them, leaving me alone. I grab the remote and turn on the TV again, lowering the volume so Umma can’t hear.


The camera is still showing live footage from South Central. Now there are bricks being thrown through a shop window, glass raining down onto the sidewalk, crunching under people’s feet as they run in and out of the store, arms full of liquor bottles. My eyes widen. The first thing I think is Are they stealing? The second is What if that happens to us? We have a liquor store just like that one. I wait for someone to come and stop them, but no one does. My throat gets tight. It’s hard to breathe.


The news report switches to a bird’s-eye view like they’re filming from a helicopter. The camera’s focused on a truck. At first, I don’t know what I’m looking at, and then I see it. A group of four Black men are pulling a white man out from the driver’s seat and beating him up, right there in the middle of the road. They’re stepping on his neck, kicking him in the stomach, hitting him bloody, and my mouth is all dry, but I can’t look away.


Someone hurls a cinder block at his head and I grab the remote and turn off the TV, my heart pounding so hard it’s shaking me all over.


The phone rings.


I’m on my feet in two seconds, but Sarah’s faster.


“Hello?” I hear her answer from the kitchen.


“Is that Appa?” Umma asks.


There’s a pause. Then, Sarah’s voice, saying, “Oh, hey. Um, okay sure. Just a second.”


There’s a shuffling sound like she’s moving the receiver away from her mouth. She mumbles something to Umma and then yells, “Jordan, it’s for you. But try not to hold up the line for too long, okay?”


I wipe my hands on my jeans ’cause they’re all clammy before going to the kitchen to grab the phone from Sarah. I take it to my room, shutting the door behind me.


“Hello?”


“What’s up, dude?”


It’s my friend from church, Mike Rhee. Well. Kind of. Technically, Appa forbade me from hanging out with Mike after the Big Fight because “that kid’s always making trouble.” Appa’s words exactly. He’s never been a big fan of Mike and, I mean, I kind of get it. Mike’s that kid who convinced half the youth group to skip out on Sunday service and instead climb up to the church rooftop to look for UFOs. He swore he saw one land up there. The adults freaked out when they found a bunch of kids on the roof, especially when one of the kids nearly fell over the edge. And the UFO he saw turned out just to be a Frisbee.


I haven’t told Mike what Appa said, about me not hanging out with him anymore. I’ve just been keeping more distance lately, hoping he’ll get the hint without me saying anything.


“Want to go over to Ben’s place tonight to hang out?” Mike asks. His voice sounds eager, excited. “Hae Dang is driving me later. We can come pick you up on our way.”


“I can’t.”


“Huh? How come? You didn’t even ask your parents.”


I sigh. I guess Mike hasn’t really gotten the hint about me keeping distance. He keeps inviting me out to everything. To be honest, on another day, I might have been tempted to say yes. Ben’s another friend from church who sometimes invites us over to play Super Nintendo. I know he just got Super Mario World. He was talking about it all last Sunday. But today is tense enough already without adding an extra reason for Umma and Appa to get upset with me.


“It’s not really a good time to ask. My mom’s in the middle of making dinner and my dad’s not home. He went to go board up our store.”


“Really?” Mike says. “Oh, right—your store is in South Central, isn’t it? Have you been seeing the news?”


My whole body tenses. Mike sounds worried now, and Mike never worries about anything. “Yeah. I have.”


“Hold on, Hae Dang wants to say something to you.”


There’s a fumbling sound as the receiver’s passed over and then Mike’s older brother’s voice comes through the phone. “Jordan?”


“Hi, Hae Dang,” I say.


Hae Dang is the coolest guy I know. At least, that’s what I think. Appa likes him even less than he likes Mike. “No wonder Mike is such a troublemaker,” he’s said. “Just look at his hyung.”


Hae Dang is only seventeen but he already has a reputation for following nobody’s rules but his own. One time, Mike told me that Hae Dang made fake IDs for all his friends so they could go gambling. He made this huge cardboard ID with the face cut out and all his buddies would stick their faces in the cutout hole and pose while Hae Dang snapped their photo and printed them out. I always wondered what the people working at the one-hour photo place thought when they got to his pictures. But knowing Hae Dang, he probably has someone who prints his photos for him in their own darkroom. He’s connected like that.


The Rhee brothers don’t care what anyone else thinks about them. Sometimes I wish I was more like that. I can act like I don’t care about a lot of stuff but that’s not the same as actually not caring. I bet if Mike went to my school, I wouldn’t be the sixth grader that Mr. Martins sees the most.


“I heard your dad is out in South Central,” Hae Dang says. “Just want to make sure you all know what’s happening down there right now.”


“We know,” I say. The images of the man getting pulled out of his truck and store windows getting smashed with no one coming to help run through my head. “And he’s okay. Our store’s far from all that stuff.” For now, anyway, I can’t help but think.


“He’s got a gun at the store, though, right? For protection.”


A gun? My hands get clammy again.


“No,” I say. “He doesn’t. He doesn’t use that kind of thing.”


“It’s not about whether you use it,” Hae Dang says. “It’s about not getting killed out there. You think anyone’s going to mess with someone with a gun? I know I’d feel better with one.”


“Jordan?” Umma calls from outside my room. “Are you still on the phone?”


“Listen, I should go,” I say to Hae Dang. “We’re waiting for my dad to call, so…” I trail off. And then because I don’t know how to end the call, I just hang up.


I try to shake the feeling that Appa might not be okay. That something bad could happen to him or maybe already has. Umma said not to worry, but I know she’s not taking her own advice. None of us are. Point is, he said he would call and he hasn’t, and that’s got us all on edge.


I stare at the phone in my hand. Come on. Ring. Ring.


It doesn’t.


Hae Dang’s words repeat in my head.


He’s got a gun at the store, though, right? For protection. I know I’d feel better with one.


Thing is, Appa used to have a gun at the store. A lot of shop owners do, especially at liquor stores like ours. But he brought it home last year.


And I know exactly where he put it.
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