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Plum-blossom and spring breezes have brought me to life.


Is it a dream or is it true?


I am afraid I shall wake up.


—RICHARD RUTT AND KIM CHONG-UN (TRANSLATORS), VIRTUOUS WOMEN






I love you; I don’t know how else to begin.


How we began, though, was almost as if


it were already written.


—EMILY JUNGMIN YOON, “VOW”
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Prologue


We were at my cousin Channing’s house, in the woods of a New England town, when our grandfather told us the Korean story of Chunhyang and Mongryong. With the distant sound of the Atlantic Ocean’s surf crashing into the rocks behind us, we sat in a clearing on tree stumps. It was late morning in the summer. The sun filtered down through the green leaves above our heads. Channing and I were nine years old.


My cousin had asked for a love story. She said, “Harabeoji, tell us the one my mother started before she died. She called it the most famous love story in all the land.”


“Ah!” Our grandfather exclaimed. “‘Chunhyangjeon’!”


Channing and I called our grandfather Harabeoji. Four syllables. A long word but it suited him because he was so tall to me. The tallest person in our family. And he taught us how to break it into parts so we could write it in Hangeul, the name for the Korean alphabet: 할아버지, pronounced HAH-RAH-BUH-JEE.


When you’re born in one country and grow up in another, the ground can sometimes feel uncertain beneath your feet. I felt the influence of both Korean and American cultures, but I didn’t know what came from where. Harabeoji tried to link our worlds with stories. He said they were the same in every country: a saga in which someone leaves home for adventure; a legend of a hero who steals from the rich to give to the poor; a tragic romance where lovers fight against the rules of society to be together.


Harabeoji drummed his fingers on his knees. He said, “‘The Tale of Chunhyang’ is a pansori. That’s the Korean name for a story you sing. But I’ll spare you my singing voice.” He let out a laugh. I told him I wouldn’t mind if he sang. Channing said to just get started however way he wanted to tell it. He nodded and began. Our grandfather’s voice was deep and gentle. He started with the setting rather than once upon a time. “The same story happened over and over again,” he said. “But the place—the place changes.”




In Namwon, the soil was rich, the fields lush. The famous Jiri mountains offered delicate herbs and the water was always clean. Love was food, was life, was how we gathered around the brightest yellow bean sprouts with the largest heads, was the mudfish stew called chueotang, the deafening song of crickets that quiet when you walk past, the flash of koi swimming—broader than the ducks that paddled above them in a clear pond under the arches of a stone bridge.


And in this town, there lived a girl and a boy who fell in love but, because they were born into two different groups of Korean society, could never be together. Her name was Chunhyang, which meant “scent of spring” and his name was Mongryong which meant “dream dragon.” Everything was against them.





“What does ‘group’ mean?” I asked.


“Let him finish,” Channing said.


“People in Korea were grouped by their jobs,” Harabeoji explained. “Mongryong’s parents were in the government job group while Chunhyang came from two groups. Her mother was an artist. She played musical instruments, sang, and danced. Her father was like Mongryong’s parents, in the government job group. This meant that Chunhyang and Mongryong could never marry each other.”


“But what about Chunhyang’s parents? How did they marry if they were from two groups?” Channing asked.


Harabeoji shook his head. “They couldn’t stay together. They weren’t allowed.”


“Huh?” I said.


“That’s why Chunhyang and Mongryong’s love story is famous. They weren’t like everyone else,” he said.


I decided right then that I didn’t like this story. Channing on the other hand urged our grandfather to continue the tale.




The day Chunhyang and Mongryong met each other for the first time was exceptionally pleasant. It was the fifth day of the fifth month and everyone was out enjoying the warm breeze. Mongryong set off for beautiful Gwanghallu Pavilion with his servant. This grand pavilion was built to resemble the Palace of the Moon in Jade City in the heavenly realm. It had beautiful bright colors painted on the curved roof in green, blue, yellow, and red.


Meanwhile, Chunhyang and her servant decided to spend the afternoon on the hillside on a swing with other young people enjoying the weather. In this land, swings were different than the ones here in America. You stood instead of sat on a wooden board tied to a branch of a tall tree. The ropes were long, at least thirty feet or more.





“Someone must have climbed the tree to tie the ropes,” I said.


“It would be Chunhyang,” my cousin replied.


“She was a young lady in a hanbok, which you know is a long skirt and a short jacket,” Harabeoji said.


We nodded.


“Probably one of the servants tied the rope. Chunhyang’s servant, Hyangdan, went with her everywhere and helped her,” he continued.


“If Chunhyang and Mongryong have servants, why aren’t they in the same group?” Channing asked.


“Chunhyang’s mother had enough money to pay a servant but was still not allowed to let her daughter marry someone of a different group,” Harabeoji explained.


I shook my head at this.


“It was a long time ago,” he said. “Korea is different now.”


“Then why is this story still famous?” I asked.


“Because Chunhyang didn’t think the rules applied to her,” our grandfather replied.


“Go on, Harabeoji,” Channing said.




Chunhyang was bolder than all the others on the hill that day. When it was her turn on the swing, she dared to soar to great heights. No one else was as brave. She wanted to see everything possible.


Across the lush gardens of Gwanghallu, from far away, Mongryong saw a flash of color. Bright yellow and red silk blazed through the green leaves of the trees in the distance. It was Chunhyang! He caught a glimpse of her as she swung high into the air and then lost sight of her as she retreated. Again and again she burst into view before disappearing. What kind of girl was this? He wanted to meet her, so he wrote a note and sent his servant to deliver it.





“What did it say?” I asked.


“Clever words about Chunhyang’s beauty,” Harabeoji said.


“He’s so far, how does he know what she looks like?” I leaned in.


Channing said to me, “Stop. You’re ruining the story.” Then to Harabeoji, she asked, “What happened next?”




Chunhyang read Mongryong’s note and dashed off a wittier reply because she had studied all the same books he had. Remember her father had a government job, too? He had taught her how to read and write. She said no to meeting Mongryong right away and had her servant deliver it to him. She was a very independent girl.





“So am I,” Channing said.


“Me too,” I added.




But Chunhyang was curious. After a few more notes back and forth, she agreed to see Mongryong and instantly liked him so much that she let him come to her house that very night so she could introduce him to her mother.





“What about her father?” Channing asked.


“He died when she was very young, which was many years ago,” our grandfather said in a quiet voice.


“Oh,” Channing said.


I hated this story for sure now.


“You mean Chunhyang was like a teenager when she met Mongryong?” my cousin continued.


Harabeoji nodded.


“Go on,” Channing said.




Chunhyang’s mother loved her daughter and agreed to help Chunhyang and Mongryong get to know each other in secret so that they could overcome these old rules. This is how Chunhyang and Mongryong were able to hide their relationship from the whole town. They were together all the time without Mongryong’s parents knowing because if they found out, then they wouldn’t allow Chunhyang and Mongryong to be together at all.





“How could his parents not know?” I asked. Mongryong seemed very sneaky to me. Clever and sneaky.


“He hid it from them by going over at night while his parents were asleep. And during the day, he told them he was studying in Gwanghallu Pavilion though he was at Chunhyang’s house,” Harabeoji said.


“He’s a liar,” I announced.


“They wouldn’t understand and they’d keep them apart,” Channing said. “He had to lie. That doesn’t make him a liar.”


“Those were the rules back then,” Harabeoji answered.


This story was getting worse by the minute. I kicked at the dirt at my feet, but I was listening for what happened next.


“So then?” Channing asked. “They lived happily ever after?”


“Not yet,” Harabeoji said.


“I knew it,” I exclaimed. “If you’re lying, you can’t be happy. You’ll always get caught.”


“You’ve lied,” Channing said.


“You too,” I snapped back.


“That’s what I’m saying,” Channing returned.


She made no sense sometimes and confused me completely.


“Let’s get back to the story,” Harabeoji said.




A whole year passed with Chunhyang and Mongryong falling more and more in love each day. They read books together and sang and danced. They were very happy. But that happiness didn’t last. There came a time when Mongryong’s father got a better job. His parents celebrated this good fortune, but Mongryong was very sad because he and his whole family now had to move far away from Namwon to the central city to serve the king.


To stay together, Chunhyang and Mongryong tried to figure out how to hide her on the journey to the capital. And then once in the new city, they’d have to find a place for her to live without anyone knowing. It was very risky. She couldn’t live with him in his parents’ house and Chunhyang’s mother couldn’t move to this new city.


Chunhyang decided she’d wait for him in Namwon. Mongryong promised to come back as soon as he could. He hoped to study hard and get a powerful job in the government someday and return to Namwon for her. They cried a lot and said their farewells.


Time passed and Chunhyang got older and was very sad. Everyone said she had a beautiful singing voice, but she would only sing for her true love, Mongryong. By now, a new magistrate had arrived in Namwon. A magistrate is like the mayor of a town. This man’s name was Magistrate Byeon, and he was a mean man. He had heard of how beautiful Chunhyang was and how good she was at singing and dancing. He wanted her to sing and dance for him.


She refused. She said she only did those things for Mongryong. Magistrate Byeon became very angry. He offered her all kinds of gifts. When that didn’t work, he threatened her with all kinds of punishment unless she obeyed him. But Chunhyang still said no. So Magistrate Byeon locked her away in prison to make her change her mind.





Channing and I gasped. “Prison?” we said together.


“Don’t worry,” Harabeoji said. “Magistrate Byeon can’t force Chunhyang to do things she doesn’t want to do.”


“But why doesn’t she sing for him, so she doesn’t have to be in jail?” I asked. “Singing isn’t hard.”


Harabeoji didn’t go into details. Channing was just as confused as I was until our grandfather said, “Chunhyang’s song and dance were only for those she loved, and she loved Mongryong. Magistrate Byeon wanted Chunhyang to love him instead of Mongryong.”


Channing and I both said, “Oh!” Even at nine years old we knew what love was, in our limited way. You liked who you liked, you couldn’t help it.




So Chunhyang was held in jail for a long time. Meanwhile, Mongryong was studying really hard and didn’t know what had happened to her. Chunhyang tried to get a message to him through servants, but the messages never reached him.


More time passed and people told Chunhyang to give up her love for Mongryong. But Chunhyang never wavered. She stayed in prison, true to her feelings. People were in awe of her unbreakable will. She became famous throughout Korea. Soon even Mongryong heard about her and the terrible Magistrate Byeon. The whole kingdom now knew. It was just in time, too, because Mongryong had done well on the national exams and had received a very powerful job from the king to find people in the country who were greedy.


His first job brought him back to Namwon in disguise. No one knew he was a high-level government official who worked directly for the king himself. He rewarded those who treated him with kindness and made plans to tell the king of their good deeds.


The day came when he reached the prison where Chunhyang was confined, and she didn’t recognize him because of his disguise. When he asked her if she still loved Mongryong, she said she did without hesitation. And of course, Mongryong still loved Chunhyang.





“Just get her out already,” I said. “Why is he giving her a test?”


“Good point. But it’s part of the story,” Harabeoji replied.




With the full force of the king’s army, Mongryong revealed his true identity to Magistrate Byeon, and Byeon never got to hurt anyone the way he had hurt Chunhyang again. At long last, Mongryong freed Chunhyang from prison and they were reunited. Chunhyang was overjoyed. So was her mother! Everyone in all of Korea agreed Chunhyang and Mongryong should be married because no two people loved each other more. There was a great big wedding celebration and Chunhyang and Mongryong were together for all the years to come. The end.





Channing let out a sigh. “Chunhyang and Mongryong made their own rules and lived happily ever after,” she said. “That’s the story my mother wanted to tell me. Love wins out over everything. I want a love like Chunhyang’s and Mongryong’s.”


“I don’t,” I said, and got to my feet. I turned away from my cousin and my grandfather and ran to an ancient maple that offered long low branches. I climbed up the shoulders of the tree to the very top. The blue-green ocean glittered on the horizon. Channing called to me from below.


This story of Chunhyang will not be ours, I thought. I told the ocean I refused it.


“We’ll both have a better story,” I shouted.
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Chapter 1


I was never sure where danger might lie, but I was on the lookout for it. I had just bought a small pouch of compostable dental floss at Duane Reade pharmacy on Sixth Avenue and Thirty-Third Street in New York City at five o’clock and walked outside to discover a white child in a green sweatshirt and jeans, with black-rimmed square glasses on his face. His hand gripped the side bar of an umbrella stroller that had a toddler kicking her legs up, dressed in daisy-print overalls. The boy was no more than four years old. I knew this because I had worked as a teacher’s aide in a preschool once. He and the toddler were directly beside the automatic glass doors. I looked around for an adult. Surely one was nearby. Maybe they had gone to the corner to throw out an item in the trash receptacle; maybe they had dashed up the street to pay for parking.


I couldn’t walk away from those children. People passed us. Some looked at me because I looked at them. The palms of my hands tingled when I got nervous. I wiped my hands on my skirt. To get rid of that feeling, I had to do something, take some sort of action. What should I do? I couldn’t just leave them there.


I asked the little boy about his parents’ whereabouts, but he didn’t answer. He’d probably been told not to speak to strangers. Inside the store, an Asian security guard stood with his back to the window. I wanted to ask him to keep an eye on the children. Anyone could walk off with them at any time. But something stopped me. What if he arrested their parent? Did I want to cause that kind of harm to someone who had stepped away for a second?


Questioning what’s usual was familiar to me. I didn’t know if I could trust my first reaction. I’d emigrated from Seoul with my parents when I was five years old, and we’d moved frequently in the United States so that I’d never been able to establish a solid sense of home. My understanding of what was commonplace and “normal” felt in constant flux. Even my sense of danger was sometimes murky, like right there on the street in the city. What to pay attention to? What to dismiss? Follow the majority of the crowd and leave those children like that or be in the minority and help them?


While I hesitated, out of the groups of people walking by me on the sidewalk that day, a white man in a business suit emerged. For a second, I thought he was the children’s father, but he walked straight toward me. He said, “They’re alone?” As if it was obvious to him that they needed help. He confirmed these children were at risk. I was relieved on the one hand, though now more anxious. I wondered if he had some designs on the children, but he seemed perfectly kind. He offered to go inside and ask the security guard, which I told him might jeopardize the parents.


He nodded. “Good point. I’ll just look around.”


I told him I’d stay there, standing closer to the children now that I had reinforcements. A few seconds later a white woman walked out of the store, met my eyes, and headed straight for the stroller without hesitation. “Your kids?” I asked. She didn’t reply and wheeled the stroller, with the little boy trailing, away so fast no one would have heard the children protest.


I could have left, but I waited for the man. What might he think if he walked out and saw all of us gone? When he finally exited the store, I told him the mother had come and taken the kids with her. He shook his head, mirroring how I felt. Oh well, that was that. We went our separate ways.


[image: ]


I was still thinking about those kids when I reached my apartment. It was a rectangular studio with the bedroom and living area divided by a bookcase. I wished it were at least an L-shape. I didn’t dare hope for a one-bedroom in Manhattan on my teacher’s salary. My upstairs neighbor was dragging something across the floor. That dull heavy sound coming from the ceiling made me go into my tiny bathroom, sit on the toilet seat cover, and phone my cousin Channing.


We were the same age, born hours apart, and today we turned thirty years old.


“Hey, happy birthday!” I said as soon as she answered. “Did you eat noodles yet?”


Noodles signified long life in Korean culture, I was told. In addition to noodles, Channing grew up eating miyeok guk on her birthday. My parents didn’t follow that tradition. I had lived in rural areas of the States where it had been impossible to find ingredients for this soup.


“Happy birthday, Dahee!” she replied. “I’ll have jjajangmyeon delivered later. You?”


“Same,” I replied.


“Good.” She paused. “I was about to call you. How’s your day going?” Over the years, Channing and I had tried to spend our birthday together, but this year, she was babysitting two boys in East End for the month of August while their parents were away in Europe. She was halfway through the job now.


“You won’t believe someone left two kids alone on the sidewalk—” I said.


“Dahee, was it really that bad?” she said.


“Anything could have happened. It was rush hour. Those kids were scared, I could tell.” This last bit was added for emphasis. Those children hadn’t seemed frightened to me, not visibly anyway. But I knew you couldn’t always tell how stressed a child might be on the inside. I offered her proof I wasn’t the only one concerned. “A man stopped to help. He agreed they shouldn’t have been left alone like that,” I said.


“Parents also need a break, just a few minutes without those kids—”


“Have you done that? Left Edison and Austin by themselves?” Those were the names of the children in her care.


“No, I’m talking about their parents. They needed a break, which is why they hired me.”


“Okay, but you do know you can’t leave those boys alone somewhere, right?” I had to ask because Channing had never had a job like this before, had never been responsible for children.


“How can you even say that?” she said. “You teach little kids at school, but at the end of the day you get to leave. I’m here with them twenty-four seven.” Her voice dropped. “Anyway, I need to talk to you about someone. Let me close the door.”


I waited and then she was back. “I’m having problems with a guy here. I don’t know what to do.”


Channing got approached by men a lot and usually handled them with ease. I was surprised at how rattled she sounded by this one.


“What happened?” I said now.


“Yesterday this man let himself in and was drinking coffee in the kitchen at eight o’clock in the morning.”


“Wait, what?” The palms of my hands tingled.


“The night before, he was in the living room.”


“I don’t understand. Did you leave the door unlocked?”


“No—yes, it’s more complicated than that.”


“Wait, are you going on dates while you’re babysitting the boys?” I asked.


“What? No!”


“Then he’s a random stranger? Did you call the police?”


“That’s the thing, I can’t. He’s close with the boys’ parents. He’s their friend. They gave him the code to the door for emergencies. Everyone knows him; he works for the mayor,” she said.


I was speechless, and then a thought occurred to me. “Do you think the parents told him to check up on you? I deal with parents all the time, and they worry—”


“I doubt it. They talk to the kids every day,” she said.


“What if you changed the code? You know all that tech stuff. You could figure it out.”


“It’s not my house, I wouldn’t do that. There could be a real emergency.”


The tingling in my hands increased. I rubbed my free hand on my shirt. The bathroom floor seemed to tilt. I focused on a single corner of a black tile in the diamond pattern. “Have you told Harabeoji about him?” I asked. Thinking of my grandfather often helped me. At eighty-eight years old, he was younger in spirit than my parents and didn’t make me doubt myself. The sensation in my palms dissipated. The bathroom came back into balance.


“I’ve been meaning to call him. Dad’s in rehab again, so Harabeoji’s alone.”


The phone line went silent, so I wondered if we’d gotten disconnected. “Channing? Are you—” I said.


I heard muffled voices before she returned to the phone. “I have to go. He’s here again.”


“Who’s there?”


“Kent Cho, the guy I’ve been talking about.”


“Do you think he could be dangerous? I can be there in four hours if I leave right now,” I said.


“No, no, it’s fine. It’s more annoying than anything.” There was another pause. “Maybe you’re right. Just to be safe.”


“I’m calling Harabeoji. We’ll come for a few days. If I leave in the morning—” I began.


“I have to go,” she repeated. “Dahee, thank you. You have my location, right?”


I checked my phone and told her I did. Besides attending a few non-essential meetings and setting up my classroom, I had nothing urgent on my to-do list before my teaching job started in September.


A calm settled over me, then I felt a flicker of excitement. I’d always idealized East End. Unlike my nomadic parents, who moved every few years, Channing’s family had settled in this town with a large Korean community and put down roots. Her father was my dad’s older brother, so they’d arrived in the United States first and then helped us when we came. Channing had lived in East End until eleventh grade when she’d been forced to move to Boston. Now she was back after fourteen years for this temporary job. If I had a home base anywhere, it was this place.


“Don’t worry, we’ll be there soon,” I told her.
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Chapter 2


I loved leaving the city. My plan was to drive to Boston to pick up my grandfather and then go together to help Channing in East End. Whenever I mentioned the name of this town to friends, they assumed I meant a region in Long Island, so I had to explain that it was located in New England, about eighty miles south of Boston.


“Never heard of it,” they’d say, as if they doubted it existed.


Maneuvering around the heavy traffic that encircled Manhattan didn’t faze me. Fridays were particularly brutal, but I was ready. I’d driven this route many times. I went so often that the principal at the school where I worked asked me why I didn’t live there. The truth was I couldn’t tell her I was afraid to try. I’d gone to college and graduate school in New York, and one of my professors had recommended me to the principal I worked for now. It was important for me to be certain, to keep risks low and have a steady income.


Channing was the opposite. She didn’t want to be tied down to a job and other people’s rules. I didn’t understand what she did exactly—she was a programmer—but apparently, she was good. Really good. She’d had job offers from Google and SpaceX and other companies, but she preferred to work for equity in friends’ startups, which rarely became successful. She believed in their ideas and wanted to support them rather than be a cog in the wheel of commerce. The problem was she still needed to make money somehow. Her father’s health care was costly, and he couldn’t work anymore. They’d sold everything they’d owned over the years. Even with my parents pitching in each month, Channing was paying more and more for his care and falling behind on bills.
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It was mid-afternoon when I turned onto my grandfather’s street. There had been more construction on the highway than usual. He rented the third-floor apartment with my uncle Albert, Channing’s father, so Harabeoji had planted flowers and a small vegetable garden in large clay pots out front. Greens and purples and pinks burst from containers, bordering the facade of the clapboard house. Everywhere he lived benefited from his ability to grow a bounty of food and beauty.


It might seem odd that Channing and I were the ones who looked after our grandfather. Some of it was just practical: My parents moved to Vancouver, Canada, after I went to college and were wrapped up in their import/export business, and Channing’s father was unmoored after his wife died. I heard my parents say he’d lost an astronomical sum of money for investors in a real estate development project and eventually was forced to leave East End. He couldn’t hold down a job after that, constantly going in and out of treatment for alcohol use. My grandfather took care of him and Channing. As Channing and I got older, we tried to take care of our grandfather as best we could.


Harabeoji was special to me. He always said the words I needed to hear. It was never a burden to be with him. I enjoyed his company and worried about him, hoping he was comfortable.


Now, as I neared his apartment, I saw him before he noticed me. I stopped the car a short distance from the driveway and tried to memorize his appearance. He was bent slightly, sweeping debris from the sidewalk with a long common broom. His small navy-blue duffel bag, bearing the round logo of a company Channing had worked at for a couple of months, sat in the walkway with a stocky brown paper bag propped up beside it.


He was six feet tall with jet-black wavy hair that he put some sort of oil into to sweep off his forehead; it made him look like an old-time movie star. He was wearing his tan cotton twill jacket with a two-button strap collar that he’d owned for as long as I could remember. Channing said it was from the 1970s in Korea. Below that, I saw his usual crisply pressed short-sleeve button-down shirt. This one was in that plaid print with pinks and oranges and greens. He ironed his clothes without fail and took such good care of them that he never had to replace them. Below his sharply creased khaki pants, he wore brown leather dockside shoes I’d bought him last Christmas.


He’d made me take a penny for them, so he purchased them from me rather than accepted them as a gift. He said that if you give shoes to someone as a present, then it will allow them to walk out of your life. I told him my parents had bought me my shoes, so did they want me to leave them? He said that was different. So, I pocketed the penny. And I was just glad he liked the shoes enough to wear them.


He was most comfortable tending to his garden and fishing, telling stories about the farm on which he’d grown up. He attributed his knowledge of plants, cooking, weaving, and knitting to his grandmother who raised him. It was as if Channing and I knew her through him. Everything they needed to live, he said, they grew on the farm. What they ate and drank, the clothes they wore. Everything. His description of it felt cozy and reliable.


When I pulled the car back on the road, he lifted his head in my direction, and I saw that he had spotted me. He raised his hand high, and I felt an immense feeling of relief. It was always the same, and I knew it had to do with how safe he made me feel, as if each time he was pulling me up out of that deep hollow in my yard I fell into once when I was a child.


“Channing needs us for moral support,” my grandfather said as we merged onto the highway. It was approximately a two-hour trip to East End this time of day.


“She also needs us to cook and do laundry,” I replied.


His face creased into all kinds of wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, and he gave a laugh that burst first as a big breath before the sound emerged.


“Channing will be all right,” he said.


“She’s always all right,” I replied. “She gets to be in East End! The beach, the seafood. Who wouldn’t want to be there? It’s us I’m worried about.”


He laughed again. “Summer always makes me think of that town.”


“Glad she got this job. The last one she had was five months ago.” I signaled to move into the passing lane. East End had been Harabeoji’s home for ten years, so he knew the people there, the old ones anyway. His friend Mr. Yun had recommended Channing for this babysitting position because he’d heard from Harabeoji that my cousin needed work.


“You mean more than a year. I helped her sell some of her things to pay off credit cards. She was evicted from her apartment before she started this East End job,” he said.


My foot pressed down on the accelerator. “Typical Channing to keep that information from me. Thought she still had her apartment,” I said. “Is there anything else she didn’t tell me? Is she trying to get back together with what’s-his-name in Fall River?”


Harabeoji put his hand out toward the dashboard, which made me realize I was accelerating. I apologized and slowed the car down to the speed limit.


“No, no, she didn’t want to worry you. She doesn’t lie. She leaves things out sometimes, you know that,” he said.


I tried to remember when we’d talked about her apartment. Harabeoji was right. Channing had never told me she wasn’t evicted.


“It’s going to be all right,” he continued. “She’ll get back on her feet. She needs a reason for being.”


I wondered how they’d managed in his apartment with my uncle in a one-bedroom that they shared. Channing must have slept on the couch in the small living room with the kitchenette.


“It’s never been this bad before,” I said now, tapping the steering wheel with my fingers. This job in East End was more important than ever. She had to finish it to get paid so she could go back to Boston and get her own place.


My grandfather took out a white handkerchief from his jacket pocket and began wiping the console between us. Then he carefully folded the square cloth and put it into his left pocket. The right side had at least one more clean one in it. The left was for the ones he’d already used.


“The two of you are very different. Love has always been part of Channing’s way of looking at life,” Harabeoji said.


I told him about the man Channing had mentioned and added, “It’s a stretch. He sounds like a menace, but maybe it’s bad manners. Just ring the doorbell. Then again maybe this Kent Cho is the one she’s been searching for. If I remember correctly, Chunhyang doesn’t like Mongryong at first in that Korean folktale Channing loves so much. It’s an enemies-to-lovers story.”


Harabeoji cleared his throat, then he said, “That’s not quite right. Not enemy. They didn’t know each other. That name, Kent Cho, I’ve heard of him. He’s a good man, helps the Korean community, works for the mayor.”


My grandfather’s words reassured me. I eased my grip on the steering wheel. “Yes, that’s the guy. Channing said something about the mayor. A steady job and being a good person aren’t at the top of Channing’s list for the man of her dreams,” I said.


“Can’t change the way you feel,” he replied. “She has good instincts, like you. You both do. You have to trust them.”


“Eomma says Channing and I aren’t like our family from Namwon. We’re too blunt. But you’re from Namwon and you’re direct. My parents never say what they mean—I guess they’re like people from Namwon then.” I looked in my rearview and returned to the driving lane.


“You’re more like your mother than you think. You don’t like conflict, Dahee,” he said. “You never have. You go out of your way to avoid it. That’s not direct. Channing just says what she wants.”


“See? But Channing is more from Namwon than I am. Both her parents were from there. My mom is not.”


Harabeoji laughed. Then he reached into his right jacket pocket and handed me a ginger candy. It was my favorite. I unwrapped it and popped it into my mouth.


We drove in easy silence for a while until he spoke again. “I brought some Korean squash for the Yuns and should bring something more,” he said. He told me he planned to stay with his friends in East End in their house while I was with Channing and the children she was babysitting.


“Your squash are the best gift,” I replied, but I knew he believed it wasn’t enough, and it was a good excuse for me to get clam cakes. Plus, we knew Channing didn’t cook, so picking up some food would serve multiple purposes.


The first clam cake stand we headed toward had closed. The second place, too. A bad omen I refused to acknowledge about the changes in the region.


I patted my grandfather’s hand as we stopped at a fruit stand, comforting myself as much as him. There would be time to get clam cakes, just not today. Nothing could bring down my mood. I told him the Yuns would be glad to have fresh peaches.


When we opened the car doors, the sound of seagulls, wind, and surf flooded our ears. We climbed out into the salty smell of the ocean and humid air. The Atlantic was pungent and thick with sea life. It had been a while since I’d been this close to it, and I had forgotten how the ocean could wrap the land with its briny arms.
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Chapter 3


If Channing ran toward the future, I hid in the past. My grandfather said he understood why his son had chosen East End when he moved to the States from South Korea. It reminded him of Busan, the city by the sea. Both my uncle and my father had spent much of their teenage years on the coast when their parents moved from Namwon, which was farther inland.


On our drives toward East End from whichever town we lived in at the time, my father would talk about his school days, and my mother would add in her memories of trips with her family to the eastern shore of the Korean peninsula. Sometimes I couldn’t tell if they were talking about Busan or East End. I’d get mixed up as I fell asleep in the back seat on the long car ride.
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As Harabeoji and I officially arrived in East End, I rolled down the window and turned off the air-conditioning. I smelled buttered shrimp and lobster from a restaurant nearby, late afternoon jasmine, sweet pea, Clethra that Harabeoji had pointed out but had trouble pronouncing until I searched for it on the internet and helped him. I spotted some blue violets waving in the sunlight on sand and seagrass. We coasted to a stop at a traffic light. A sign welcomed us to East End. It had faded black letters on a simple wooden placard secured to wooden posts on each side, white with a scroll at the top in imitation of a piece of parchment.


On Middle Street, there were people walking along the sidewalk, going into the stores and cafés. A Black woman and a Latino man walked along, the man pushing a baby in a stroller. A variety of teenagers piled into a Jeep parked by the curb. An Asian man walked a trio of pugs on a leash across the street. I took it all in and felt my body relax.


At a stoplight, Harabeoji pointed to a white man who held the door to a bright yellow storefront, ushering in two small white children. “Good to see Mrs. Ku’s bakery doing well.”


“Should we stop?” I asked as the light turned green. “I could find parking.”


Harabeoji shook his head. “I’m sure she’s closing soon. We’ll try another day. Let’s get to Channing.”


She was standing in Sandpiper Lane after we navigated a maze of side streets minutes later. My cousin was easy to recognize, her tall, thin figure similar to Harabeoji. In a black shirt above dark gray sweatpants, she reminded me of how Harabeoji had told us when we were children not to wear white, as if he believed dressing in white meant someone was going to die. He’d drummed it into us often enough that I felt apprehensive about wearing it, and so apparently did Channing.


The gold necklace at her collar glinted. Her thick black hair hovered just below her chin. She took scissors to it regularly, and without much effort, she still managed to get a few layers in there, so it was shaped around her face. She’d never changed it as long as I’d known her. It accentuated her long neck and high cheekbones. Mostly, I knew she valued how it required little effort to maintain. No hair ties or even a brush needed. She combed it with her fingers.


Her hand was up, pushing her bangs to the side, shielding her eyes. She seemed swayed by an intense wind, leaning one way and then the other. The young sweet gum trees by a house to my left didn’t seem affected. What was she looking at beyond us? In my rearview mirror the sun was bright.


“Stop!” Harabeoji shouted. I hit the brake and lurched forward; my grandfather’s arm below my neck kept me from slamming into the steering wheel. Channing had both hands on the green hood. In the split second I’d looked in the rearview mirror, we’d reached her. But what was she doing in the street?


I opened the window and yelled at her to get out of the way. Another car could hit us while we were stopped. She looked confused. She had dark crescents under her eyes, like bruises. There had been stretches in her life when she didn’t sleep enough, which produced patches like that, but these were the worst I’d seen. She had the same gold rosette earrings she wore as a child. She never took them off even when she replaced other jewelry. She pushed her hair out of her eyes again and backed away. My own long hair was always in a ponytail and held off from my face. Seeing how her bangs had grown made me reach back and tighten the band around mine as if my hair were in danger of affecting my vision.


Shaken, I inched into the driveway as slowly as I could. The house was dead center in the cul-de-sac. It was a large white two-story Cape Cod style skirted by blue hydrangea bushes.


My grandfather exited the car quickly, and I heard him call to Channing. I took a moment to quiet my hands. I sat on them for ten seconds. Then for good measure I put the emergency brake on before getting out.


Channing and my grandfather were walking around to the side of the house. Instead of following them, I took my bag from the back seat and walked to the front door. I wanted to give them a moment to talk without me. Channing had done the same for me in the past. Taking care of each other’s private time together kept us all close.


Before my hand turned the doorknob, I heard booming voices, applause, and music coming from inside the house. Channing had not told me people were visiting, but it sounded like a party. I braced myself and opened the door.


The white foyer was cluttered with kids’ shoes: sneakers and flip-flops, Crocs, and rain boots. They were scattered every which way on the light wood floor. Lego pieces in a variety of primary colors were sprinkled among them. I moved everything against the wall before I took off my sandals. Above me I heard the pounding of multiple sets of feet. They increased in volume and then faded.


A large television screen blared from the living room. Strewn around were a shaved-ice machine, a plastic slide, and a popcorn machine. The cushions of the beige couch were propped up on the floor in a makeshift shelter. A low Korean mother-of-pearl inlaid coffee table was covered with construction paper, scissors, action figures, and sticks of glue.


I put my bag down, found the remote on the floor, and turned the program off. The music continued uninterrupted, a band with tinny percussion, blaring trumpets, and wailing electric guitar.


It became louder as I approached the kitchen. On the counter was a round speaker that I couldn’t figure out how to silence until I accidentally tapped it, and it turned off. The rest of the marble countertops in the kitchen were full of dirty cups, plates, and bowls. The sink had the same, and I wished I could return to the foyer and put my shoes back on because the floor felt sticky to my bare feet.


Just then, boys came careening into the kitchen. Only two though they sounded like many more, the way they ran in their bare feet thumping down the hall. They were dressed in T-shirts and shorts. The smaller boy’s T-shirt appeared to be inside out with white seams at the shoulders.


The taller one kept his distance, with his hands on his hips, while the smaller one circled me silently. “Who are you?” the bigger boy said.


“Channing’s cousin. You must be Edison and—” I turned to face the smaller one, “Austin?”


“Did you bring something to eat?” Austin said.


“Are you hungry?” I asked.


He nodded slowly. Edison sprinted out of the kitchen, and Austin studied me a while longer before running after his brother. Were there other children in the house, I wondered, hearing multiple footsteps above my head again. Rather than investigate, I found myself suddenly thirsty and opened the refrigerator to find cans of soda and bottles of the kombucha brand Channing favored. The freezer held only ice cream and ground coffee. I found a paper cup on the cluttered counter and poured myself water from the kitchen faucet.


Through the sliding glass doors, I could see a robin pecking for seeds in a near empty bird feeder hanging on a branch of a tree. Farther to my right, Harabeoji and Channing appeared on the other side of the sliding glass doors and walked in. Channing gave me a tight hug. “Glad you’re here,” she said.


“If it was anywhere else, I don’t know,” I replied, and we both said together, “But it’s East End.”


“I know, I know,” she agreed, but she wasn’t smiling the way I expected.


“I thought you only had two kids to take care of,” I said, pointing to the ceiling as the sound of running feet continued.


She nodded. “Yeah, they make as much noise as ten kids and eat like that many, too. Speaking of which—” She looked around the kitchen. “Did you bring any food?”


Harabeoji had taken a seat at a round table and looked over at us. “My friend Mr. Yun has invited us for a barbeque,” he said.


“Great,” Channing replied, and shouted upward to the boys to come downstairs. Then she texted me and Harabeoji the code for unlocking the front door so we could come and go as we wanted during our stay.


I wondered if I was wearing appropriate clothes for a cookout. Today I had on my standard set of a black skirt that landed just above my knee and a fitted sleeveless shirt. Should I change into shorts or something more casual to match Channing’s sweatpants?


The boys came running in again. Austin jumped into Channing’s arms, and she gave him a squeeze before setting him back down on the floor. His brother tugged at the hem of Channing’s shirt, and she said, “One second, Edison.” Then she asked Austin to direct me and Harabeoji to the garage so we could all ride in one car together. As we walked away, I heard her say in a soft voice to the older child, “We can call your mom and dad again tonight when we get back, if you want, I promise. I know you miss them, I get it. It’s okay.”


Through the open door that led into the garage, I spotted a white SUV that had been backed in. Austin asked Harabeoji to hoist him up so he could press the button to open the garage door when I caught up to them. Harabeoji complied, chuckling the way he did. Austin seemed proud of himself as the gear whirred and the dampness of the garage was suddenly dispelled by the sun and air that rushed in. Channing and Edison were right behind us, and helped us transfer Harabeoji’s bags from my car.


“I have a feeling Kent will show up,” Channing said to me as she climbed into the driver’s seat.


“Mr. Cho is coming, too?” Austin whined. “Does he have to?”


“Hey, he’s your parents’ friend. I thought you liked him,” Channing replied.


“He acts different around you than with Mom and Dad,” Edison offered, sliding into the back, and Austin agreed.


“Let’s talk about the food we’re going to eat,” Channing said, and hit the gas so hard the car shot forward out of the driveway. The children whooped in glee. My stomach lurched.
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Chapter 4


On the way to the Yuns’, the boys howled and snapped at each other. I was stuck with them in the back seat, which made their antics worse. Lucky for me, Harabeoji cleared his throat, a low rumble that startled the boys into silence. He looked over his shoulder and asked if they knew the Korean story of two brothers who found gold.


“Were they like us?” Austin asked, and Harabeoji said they were. My grandfather went on to say there was a land with rivers and bridges, where gold was more valuable than paper money. “What do you mean paper?” Austin asked, and Edison told him it meant cash. Austin made a sound as if he understood, but I suspected he didn’t.


Harabeoji continued, “So in this land, fish were plentiful, and these brothers were in their small fishing boat. That was their favorite way to spend the day, to fish together. They took a break as they always did, ate lunch on the shore, and decided to walk over a bridge to eat wild grapes that had ripened on a vine on the other side. The brothers were nearly across when one of them saw something shiny in the water. He jumped in and emerged with two pieces of gold of equal size; they each fit in a palm of his hand.


“The man who had found the gold gave one to his brother, and then they sat on the banks of that river and talked about what they would do with their new fortune.”


As we shuttled across town, I looked at the houses we passed. A secret I’d never told anyone, even when Channing’s father in his sober moments talked about returning to East End someday, was that I searched real estate listings online for this area on occasion. I wished I could buy a house for us all to live together in this town.


The car slowed, and Channing warned that we were almost at our destination. My grandfather cleared his throat again, softer now, and continued, “So they got back into their boat and started to make their way home.”


“What kind of boat was it?” Edison asked.


“A rowboat,” my grandfather replied. “They took turns with the oars. While one was rowing, the other brother couldn’t help but stare at the gold that lay between them. If he had two pieces, he could buy even more boats. He didn’t like the feeling that grew inside of him. Still, he came up with a plan to steal his brother’s gold when his brother slept that night and run away. Before they reached the shore, however, he became so angry with himself for having such thoughts that before his brother could stop him, he reached over, grabbed both pieces of gold, and threw them overboard. They sank deep into the rushing water. The brother who was rowing stopped and asked, ‘Why did you do that?’ The brother who had thrown the gold into the water told him about his selfish thoughts. The one rowing admitted he had thought the same, and they felt relief and pride in each other for not giving in to greed and ruining their special bond as brothers.”


“Then what happened?” Edison said when my grandfather was quiet.
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