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She had been forced into prudence in her youth, she learned romance as she grew older—the natural sequel of an unnatural beginning.


—Jane Austen, Persuasion






Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,


But bears it out even to the edge of doom.


—William Shakespeare, Sonnet 116

















Prelude



If she let herself fall, maybe she’d wake up.


Heavily pregnant with her third child, Gongju clung to the cliff face of Seoraksan, her protruding belly jammed against the mountain’s unforgiving surface. Jagged pieces of granite dug into her palms, slicing her skin. Below her, trees blurred into undulating green against stark blue sky.


Gongju was terrified of letting go. Clutching at the knotted roots of a spindly pine that grew through a crack in the mountain, she felt her gut lurch when the tree ripped away. As she plummeted through the air, she flung her arms around her swollen stomach, trying to protect her baby from the inevitable fall.


Instead, she floated, weightless, onto a lush plateau where clear, bright sunlight streamed onto towering stone angels. They were symmetrically arranged, scattered all the way to the horizon.


As Gongju wandered amongst the beautiful statues, she marveled at the precision of the feathers etched into their wings—it looked as though the women could take flight at any moment.


She stopped in front of a marble angel with a familiar face.


Sunyuh.


Coils of rope filled her hands, and she wrapped them around the statue before hoisting it onto her back, surprised by the angel’s lightness as she descended the mountain. When she was no longer constrained by twine, at the bottom, she turned around, wanting to look upon her sister, happy to be finally reunited. But the angel quickly fluttered its downy wings and vanished.


Hands grasping at air, Gongju awoke, weeping.















Angelina
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SEOUL, KOREA


JUNE 3, 2006


Angelina should have known this journey was inevitable. She should have known she was going to be in this seat, on this bus, from Incheon Airport to Seoul city center, wilted against a glass pane, tired beyond reason. But how else would she get the answers she needed unless she returned to the country of her birth? Korea, the land where her mother’s madness began, the home Angelina left when she was six years old. Korea, the country in which Angelina was now a stranger, an outsider from America searching for family, looking for redemption.


What am I doing here? The words rang out in her head like echoes in an empty sea cave.


She looked out into the darkness of Seoul, illuminated by neon signs and glowing office towers. Everything blurred into unrecognizable shapes behind her slowly blinking eyelids. She could barely make out the words fluorescently lit in a mixture of English and Korean. FACESHOP read one sign—a shop for the face? It made no sense.


Just like this trip, she reminded herself. Angelina’s life made no sense anymore. All she’d believed about herself and others had vanished in the past two years, seemingly never having existed in the first place. No evidence that once upon a time, she’d led a perfectly normal life with a mother in her right mind, a loving husband, and two happy children. Now, she felt like a woman at the bottom of a swimming pool, arms and legs leaden from a force she couldn’t name.


Is insanity hereditary?


Angelina looked down at her wristwatch, an antique. Tracing the smooth gold around the rectangular face with her forefinger, a habit she’d formed the day she received the family heirloom, she wondered if she was also doomed to cut her wrists and bleed out in a bathtub. Suddenly, her mother’s voice echoed like a bell. Angel-ah, play Mozart for me. A Little Night Music always lifts my spirits.


The jolting of the airport bus only deepened the ache in Angelina’s body. The blinding headlights bounced off frighteningly close brick walls as the bus lumbered in and out of neighborhoods with tiny alleyways. It stopped at irregular intervals, offloading men and women with rolling bags into the warm summer night before it arrived at Konkuk University in Gwangjin-gu, north of the Han River.


One of the young Korean university students who had picked her up at the airport turned around in his seat to face her. “We are getting off here. Please get your luggage ready.”


Both of Angelina’s temples throbbed, and static was building in her ears. The aura of an impending migraine, always triggered by stress—they were now occurring with alarming frequency. Pushing past the pain, she rose to her feet and grabbed the handle of her red suitcase. She couldn’t afford to be ill, not until she reached a bed and had covers to pull over her head. As the bus lurched to a stop, she teetered down the narrow aisle. The same Korean student took her bag and carefully lifted it off the bus.


“Thank you,” she said, feeling as though her words were swimming lazily from her brain to her mouth.


The lanky young man bowed, his thick black hair falling forward. “I am sorry, but we must walk about two kilometers to the International Guest House. I know you must be tired.”


I feel catatonic with exhaustion, actually.


“How long in duration was your flight from Pittsburgh?” the young man asked.


When she responded that her journey had taken over eighteen hours, what she didn’t say was that she’d had to change planes in San Francisco from Pittsburgh before landing in Incheon. That she’d lost an entire day crossing the International Date Line. But she’d finally completed the loop that began decades ago at Gimpo International Airport when she was six years old. In 1971, her family had traveled west from Seoul to Hong Kong, then London, where they’d lived for eleven months before settling in New York, and now, over thirty years later, she was back in Seoul. Back in the country where she’d been born, but where she knew no one and barely spoke the language. Her mother was dead. Her father had remarried and taken flight. And Angelina had lost contact with everyone in her extended family.


What am I doing here? she thought again.


“I am sorry,” the young man repeated. “Please allow me to take this for you.”


He wheeled her suitcase away from her, his long, thin back disappearing into the dark. She followed. The other two exchange students from the University of Pittsburgh were walking ahead, laughing with the other host students from Konkuk, their boyish faces tinted sepia by the yellow lamplight. Edward and Mike were both nineteen years old, just finished with their freshman year of college. Angelina, forty, was in graduate school. The three of them had been chosen by their professor to study Korean at Konkuk University for the summer.


“What is Pittsburgh like?” the young man asked, his face a study in quiet attention as he carefully rolled Angelina’s suitcase behind him.


Even though Pittsburgh was in Pennsylvania, Angelina thought of it as a Midwestern city. Small, friendly, provincial. She remembered her first day in Pittsburgh, three years ago, yet another disorienting time. She and her children had arrived at around midnight from New York. In their new house, hours before the movers were due to arrive, they had slept on newly refinished wood floors, wrapped in blankets. In the morning, after a night of sporadic sleep, Angelina had ventured out looking for coffee and breakfast, passing large, single-family homes—Victorians, Dutch Colonials, Queen Annes—with well-manicured front lawns. Suddenly, she found herself on a wide, traffic-laden street. She’d thought it odd that her car was the only one in the lane until a woman coming from the opposite direction stuck her head out her car window and yelled, “Hey, bitch, you ain’t in China no more!” Angelina saw the sign for the bus lane almost at the same time. She’d pulled over onto a side street, put her head on the steering wheel, and cried.


“It used to be an industrial powerhouse, now faded in glory,” she said finally. “Did you know the mills of US Steel were so large you could see them from space? Now these enormous smokestacks stand in the middle of a mall they built out in Homewood.”


Angelina couldn’t stop her disjointed thoughts from pouring forth, as if the sharp pulsing at her temples was forcing out absolute nonsense she had no control over. She wondered if this was what going mad meant.


“There aren’t many Koreans. But there is a Korean church in Shadyside, and they have Korean classes for kids on Saturdays. Both my son and daughter go there. We’re not Presbyterian, but everyone is so very nice to us.” Her words sounded falsely bright, even to her own ears. Had she accidentally revealed how much she’d hated moving to Pittsburgh because of Thom’s job?


A row of hydrangea bushes lined the sidewalk to Angelina’s left, and a familiar sweet scent drifted into her nostrils. The fragrant blue blossoms reminded her of her small garden in Pittsburgh. Out of the dark, an image of her two children flashed in front of her, a picture she loved and had framed on her desk at home. A photograph snapped that first Halloween. Alex, at age eight, and Emma, eleven, crouched next to a neon orange jack-o-lantern in the blue slate entryway of their Victorian, their noses red from cold, arms entwined. She could almost hear the clear peals of their laughter, almost smell the cool autumn air. That was nearly three years ago. Before the divorce. Before their father moved out. Before the ugliness.


The warm night air grazed Angelina’s cheeks, comforting her in a strange way. Staring at a green blur in the dark, she watched it unfurl into a large willow tree. Remembering her mother’s love of weeping willows, she fought the urge to cry. Angelina had always imagined Korea as a land blanketed by weeping willows because of a song her mother used to sing: I long for my beloved lost home in the tallest of mountains, amongst the most beautiful of flowers… when a south wind blows, willows dance on the riverbanks…


Now, at the edge of a loosely oval-shaped body of water, Angelina watched as the willow’s draping leaves fluttered like the fingers of a dancer.


Jerking her head side to side, as if that motion could erase the feeling she was about to cry, she squinted up at the young student. “Did you say something?”


His quietly composed face smiled. “Thank you for answering my question about Pittsburgh. I will be an exchange student there in the autumn semester.”


The way he said “autumn” was so precise and delicate she could feel herself tearing up again.


“I hope you have a great time. I’m Angelina. What’s your name?” She knew she should’ve asked earlier. As the younger person in Confucian Korean culture, he couldn’t solicit her name first. It would have been considered incredibly impudent.


“Keung-nae is my Korean name, but you may call me Kevin, if you wish.”


“My Korean is pretty bad, but it isn’t so bad that I can’t say your name.”


“Americans find it easier to use our English names.” He shrugged his shoulders in an almost imperceptible way.


“But I’m not American. I’m Korean.”


“I apologize. You speak English perfectly, without an accent, and you use your American name.”


It was true. She preferred to use her English name. It was so no one could butcher the pronunciation of her Korean one. She remembered the times she’d corrected people when she was younger, to no avail. Eventually, she’d simply given up. She would just smile when they inevitably said her name wrong. Even her sisters called her Angelina—only her mother had used her Korean name. But Sunyuh and Angelina were different people, even if the meaning of both names remained the same: angel.


She’d just turned five when her family converted to Catholicism, and a priest gave them all saints’ names. Her mother, Gongju, became Columba. Her father, Minsu, became Paul. Her sisters were renamed Lucia, Catherine, and Lydia—Dia for short. Her mother said when it was Angelina’s turn, the priest had looked at her and, knowing what her name meant in Korean, said she looked as beautiful as an angel. Angelina remembered the priest in his long black robes, stooping down, tilting her chin, the scent of tobacco lingering on his long warm fingers.


Her older sisters’ names in Korean were Jewel and Pearl, so Angelina’s should have been Ruby or Sapphire or something, but instead, her younger sister was Ruby. Her mother had a dream while pregnant with Angelina, involving marble angels on top of Seoraksan, a mountain range near the East Sea, and it had moved her so deeply she named her third daughter Angel. She used to say that the stone angels against the blue sky were so beautiful she had no choice but to take one. The image of her tiny, barely four-foot-nine mother lugging a statue down a mountain always made Angelina suppress a smile.


“Would you like me to call you by your Korean name?” the Korean boy asked, deference inherent in his question.


“Angelina is easier.”


The complicated permutations that Korean demanded of its speakers were beyond her capabilities tonight. As the hubae, or junior person, in this dynamic, the Korean boy had to speak to Angelina in an elevated form of speech because of the immutable hierarchy of age—she was twenty years his senior, a sunbae. To address her otherwise would be inconceivable in Korean culture. Besides, could she really ask him to speak to her in Korean? She could barely string a sentence together in her mother tongue. And the boy would be disturbed to hear her speak to him in honorifics, no matter how much she’d insist she only knew the polite form of speech. He would insist she speak in banmal, the half talk Koreans use when speaking with children or friends or younger colleagues, which she, of course, didn’t know.


She was Angelina Lee, not Yi Sunyuh.


Skirting the man-made lake, they arrived at the tallest building on Konkuk’s campus, a glass-enshrouded structure ablaze in light, more modern than the 1970s-era campus buildings surrounding it. Kevin pushed open a large glass door and they entered the building’s cavernous lobby. Angelina shivered against the sudden chill of air-conditioning. Another young man sat at a circular laminated wood reception desk. Kevin approached him, and they spoke rapidly in Korean. Angelina understood only room and woman from what she overheard of their conversation.


“Welcome to the International Guest House,” Kevin said, bowing. “This is where our international faculty and students receive accommodations.”


“Thank you.” Angelina bowed in return. She wouldn’t be told until days later that she shouldn’t have bowed to a younger person like that, but thankfully, the boy was kind enough to ignore her mistake.


Kevin bowed again. “Your room is on the fifth floor.” He pointed to the bank of elevators and handed her a set of keys. “Is there anything else you require before I leave?”


“Thanks again for meeting me at the airport. It would have been a disaster without you,” she said, feeling lost and unmoored.


Did I tell this Korean boy I’m looking for my family?


She didn’t want him to leave. She wanted to grab his arm and beg him to help her. What would he say if she told him she hadn’t seen her grandmother in over thirty years? All she had to go on were faded blue envelopes with black Korean letters, postmarked decades ago, that she’d found mostly unopened and stashed away in the back of a closet when her mother died. Angelina had sent a simple letter to the return address on those envelopes that she was going to be at Konkuk University studying Korean in the summer, and asked her grandmother to please contact her. She hadn’t received a reply.


As if he could sense her longing, he said gently, “I will see you again tomorrow for your orientation.”


Her upper lip beaded with sweat, but she felt cold. She suppressed the urge to press her palms into her face. Angelina didn’t know why she wanted to tell this Korean boy all her secrets—the sudden violence of her mother’s suicide, the inexplicable estrangement from her mother’s family.


I must be crazy.


With a deep inhale, she walked away, rolling her suitcase to the row of elevators. Edward and Mike were engrossed with the other host students. Alone, she stepped into the first open door, pushed the button for the fifth floor. She noticed an F instead of the number 4 in the column of numbers—she would learn later that the number 4 was considered unlucky and sounded similar to the word for death, so many elevators and buildings in Korea skipped it; other times it was labeled with an F for the word four because Koreans were so enamored of English.


Angelina walked down the fifth-floor hallway, her footfalls echoing in the pristine white corridor. She stopped at a large plate glass window and stared out at the man-made lake, at the ring of tall, black, old-fashioned lamps that surrounded it. Lights twinkled as the willows swayed in the breeze. When she crossed the threshold to her room, the door closed behind her with a soft hiss. The compact space was carpeted in gray; the light-colored wood veneer desk, wardrobe, and matching single bed all efficiently arranged. There was no décor—no paintings or prints, no flowers in vases. She was back in a dormitory, feeling like a college student.


Pretending to be young again.
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She turns the glass doorknob, cut like a diamond. The white wood door swings open and she sees a woman’s arm hanging adrift in a white clawfoot bathtub. She looks down at her bare feet and watches with horror as blood floods the black and white tiles and rises to her ankles. The next instant, she is standing in front of the bathroom of her mother’s old house, a forgotten paean to tasteless 1980s modernist imitations—Formica countertops, naked light bulbs over huge swaths of mirror, fake crystal cold- and hot-water tap handles. She hears shouting and looks up to see her friend Liz frantically blocking the doorway. Angelina can’t breathe. In the gaudy mirror, she catches a glimpse of her mother’s face in repose, as if she is sleeping, her head tilted down, the curve of her neck delicate and—


Angelina woke up weeping. She coughed as mucus slid down her throat and coated her vocal cords. She clutched her arms in front of her belly, slamming her head against her bent knees. The dream had been so real. She could still feel the cool glass doorknob against the palm of her hand.


“It’s not true. It’s not true.”


Her own words startled her. The vehemence, the insistence, the guttural tone sounded like someone else. But it was true—her mother was dead. Her body found by her downstairs neighbor of only four months, whose bathroom ceiling had rained pink, diluted blood. The young woman, still in shock days later, had pointed to the exact spot on the pristine white plaster when Angelina had visited the building to remove her mother’s belongings.


The luminescent dial of the bedside clock blinked 4:58 a.m. It was her third day in Seoul. She groped for the box of tissues on the bed stand and hugged it tightly, as though that would ward off her pain. Moonlight filtered in through the slats of the blinds, but shadows were everywhere. The tall, narrow wardrobe loomed large; the black desk chair seemed to have grown wider. The mini fridge wheezed, emitting an occasional gurgle.


She swung her feet off the platform bed onto gray carpet, swiping up used tissues as she walked the few steps to the tiny bathroom. When she pressed the light switch, the square mirror above the porcelain sink reflected her ashen face. In the harsh glare of fluorescent bulbs, the purple shadows under her eyes looked elongated. The wrinkles between her brows furrowed deeper. She pushed away her long hair, only to have it fall back as she slumped forward.


Angelina didn’t recognize her reflection. Her facial features were the same, her eyes and nose and mouth all in the same place. But she felt like a stranger to herself, fractured somehow, rearranged in a different order. During the past two years of her divorce, she’d realized that her family—a loving husband and two happy children—was a lie. But she’d fought to keep the illusion of her life as normal, ordinary. Then her mother killed herself. And Angelina could no longer pretend she wasn’t submerged in sorrow. Blow after blow of brutal truths she couldn’t face. And she was afraid the upheaval she felt inside would look like wildness, unhingedness, and would be reflected in her eyes for all the world to see. She avoided her own gaze.


God, I look old. When did this happen?


The last time she’d looked into the mirror of an unfamiliar dorm room, disoriented, she’d been twenty years old, in London, studying Shakespeare for the summer. The time when she should have stood up for herself against her parents and changed her major from pharmacy to English literature. Instead, she was doing it now, as a forty-year-old, getting a PhD. Back then, she’d been surrounded by peeling floral wallpaper in a decrepit Georgian mansion, which University College London had designated as a dormitory.


During those months in London, she’d started speaking with a British accent, like when she’d lived there as a seven-year-old. She wasn’t consciously trying to mimic it, but a return to the place where she’d first learned the language had unlocked a primal part of her brain that she couldn’t shut off. Her American classmates used to tease that she was faking it. She didn’t tell them she still confused lift for elevator, and that lorry always sounded better than truck.


She went searching for her old neighborhood of New Malden after class one day, around the old Korean embassy, where white working-class Brits had once stared and pointed at Angelina, her darker skin and almond-shaped eyes a misfit amongst pale freckled faces. The town had seemed completely new, yet exactly the same. The fish and chip shop was still a hole-in-the-wall, its red and white tiles perpetually coated in grease, its air fragrant with burnt oil. The beauty salon next door still had the same neon pink sign overhead. But there’d been a freshness to the paint on the storefronts, a sharpness to the windows. All signs of gentrification and the old world disappearing.


Angelina turned the lights off in her dorm bathroom and sagged against the doorway, wondering when the jet lag would wear off, when the nightmares would end. She knew she couldn’t go back to sleep, couldn’t bear staring at the ceiling. In front of the only window in the room, she pulled up the blinds. Her friend Liz had been her usual goofy self when Angelina talked to her a few days ago, and their email exchange last night had glimmered with Liz’s peculiar brand of humor: “Are you getting laid soon?” Angelina had laughed before logging off.


Why was Liz in my mother’s bathroom in my dream?


She could still feel the texture of the warm night air blowing in through the screen door as she’d held the phone to her ear in August, almost a year ago now. Dia’s frantic words echoing, Mom killed herself. Angelina had abruptly slid to the floor of her kitchen. The wood had felt cold, the overhead lights too bright, a migraine exploding. She couldn’t breathe then, either. She’d called Liz, someone more family than friend since their college days twenty years ago. Her voice must have sounded stilted, because instead of a greeting, Liz had immediately asked, “What’s wrong?”


Angelina had felt like the slightest graze against her forearms would shatter her. And it was so trite, but she kept repeating again and again, “Why? Why would she do that? I don’t understand.” She’d blurted out random things about her mother—the sapphire ring she always wore on her right index finger; the large yellow roses she cultivated in every garden of every house they ever lived in; the celebratory dinner of bulgogi and japchae she cooked when Angelina became valedictorian in high school. But there was one incident Angelina never told Liz about, a day that still lingered, pricking at her years later.


When she’d been in high school, their next-door neighbor had called the police once because they’d heard glass shattering in the house. Her mother had been hospitalized—her father said she’d suffered a mini stroke. He’d driven Angelina to the hospital after school one day, his manner patently jovial, and Angelina hadn’t wanted to incur his displeasure by being melancholic. She’d opened the door to her mother’s hospital room with a smile painted on her face.


“Mom, I’m here.”


Her mother turned her face toward Angelina, eyes blank.


Angelina forced herself to keep smiling. “Did you have a good day?”


Her mother looked away, not moving in her hospital bed.


“Did you hear me, Mom?”


She kept her face turned away.


“Umma, Sunyuh-yah,” Angelina said in Korean, hoping that hearing her mother’s native language would help her.


Swiveling her head, she squinted at Angelina, her eyebrows furrowing. Then her face cleared, a smile beaming. “Sunyuh-unni? Where were you?”


“Unni?” Angelina said, confused.


Instead of answering, her mother flung out her arms, squeezing Angelina into an embrace. Stunned and stiff, Angelina looked down at the top of her mother’s scalp, gray roots defying a forest of brown. The touch of her mother’s fingers felt shocking. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been held by her mother, who deliberately avoided physical contact with her husband, with her children. She once told Angelina that people touching her felt suffocating, that their arms and hands felt heavy with need.


Angelina tried to push out of her hold, but her fingers clung tightly. Her mother’s face, open and vulnerable, smiled up at her.


“It’s okay, Mom.” Angelina tried to smile back. Her mother was ill, but her behavior was beyond bizarre. Her mother rarely smiled, but now, she was practically laughing.


“Unni!” she continued in Korean.


“Mom, you don’t have a sister. Your two older brothers are in Korea,” Angelina said in English, increasingly uncomfortable, increasingly alarmed.


“I was afraid. Scared for you. Where did you go?” Her voice rose an octave, childish in tone.


“I’m right here.” Angelina tried to say this patiently, pushing down panic. A tremor took hold of her hands.


Her mother smiled. “I’m so happy you’re back. I’ve missed you.” Then she frowned, her lower lip pushed out at a petulant angle, her head shaking like she was a little girl. “But I waited in the plum orchard. For hours. When you left that night, I thought you would be back by morning. You should have returned sooner.”


Angelina stared at her mother, speechless.


She stared back at Angelina, tossing her head, crossing her arms. “I hope you are sorry for keeping me waiting. It was not nice. And you are usually so nice to me, not like our mother.” Suddenly dropping her posturing, she grinned. “That is why I love you so much.”


“Umma, what are you saying?” Angelina said, her voice high and frantic. Her mother was delusional, spinning stories. “Mom, it’s me, Sunyuh.”


She looked at Angelina, narrowing and then widening her eyes. “Sunyuh?” Closing her eyes, she collapsed onto the hospital bed. Her keening reverberated in that blank white space. Angelina touched her shoulder, but she shrugged away, squeezing herself into a fetal position, and screamed louder and louder, her body rocking back and forth.


Angelina’s father had been dismissive when she told him what happened. “Your mother was talking about an older female cousin. She just had a stroke. She does not know what she is saying.” Angelina had accepted his words. But the yearning in her mother’s eyes still haunted her.


She stared at the reflection of her own eyes in the dark dorm room window. She thought she could trace the paved path behind the International Guest House that led to the top of a hill and tall trees beyond. The university was constructing new dorms there, and the sound of hammers ringing started as early as seven in the morning. She imagined she could see the outline of a building not yet built, the skeleton formed, the flesh missing. She wondered if it would resemble the International Guest House with glass and steel, or if it would look more like a traditional hanok, which was gaining popularity in Seoul again after almost disappearing in the 1970s because so many Koreans had wanted American-style houses, embracing the Western aesthetic and abandoning their past.


As stars faded in the sky, Angelina stood at the lone window, waiting for light.















Gongju
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GWANGJU, KOREA


APRIL 1944


Gongju ran, almost windmilling her arms, to catch her sister. But her six-year-old legs couldn’t keep up. Sunyuh-unni’s pale-pink dress was quickly fading from sight, her long dark hair mingling with that of all the other teenage girls running toward the kite fighters. In the blazing blue sky, green, yellow, and red rectangular kites dipped and swayed. Gongju had just barely escaped their family compound, with its elaborate courtyards and lush gardens, peony buds ready to bloom, orchards soon to be heavy with plums and peaches, and, of course, the watchful servants. But she’d already walked over three li, almost a mile, to get to town, passing the humble hanoks of tenant farmers, flat green rice fields, wildflower meadows, and the lake with the majestic willow tree. Gongju was tired. She knew that once Unni turned the corner, past the low stone wall capped with dark blue clay tiles, she would be lost. The market square, with its broad lanes and shopkeepers’ stalls, was a maze Gongju couldn’t navigate by herself.


“Unni! Wait for me!” she cried out, her voice high-pitched and petulant. Gongju was the maeng-nae, the last child, and accustomed to having her demands met. She was satisfied and also slightly relieved when her older sister stopped and turned around.


“You should go back to where our mother is,” Sunyuh-unni admonished. “You’ll get hurt in all this mayhem.” She reached out and tucked Gongju’s hair gently behind her ears.


Gongju smiled back, panting, happy.


For two sisters, Gongju and Unni could not have been more different. Stocky and short, Gongju resembled her mother’s side of the family, whereas Unni was slender and moved with the fluidity of a dancer. Gongju was considered merely pretty, especially when compared to her sister, with her round, placid face instead of her sister’s oval one. But her temperament was fiery, ephemeral. She was as stubborn as her sister was docile. Even their names fit: Gongju was a princess, and Sunyuh was an angel. Gongju, the youngest, the spoiled one. Unni, the oldest at sixteen, the responsible one. She and her brothers knew Sunyuh-unni was their mother and father’s favorite, but Gongju and her brothers never minded—she was their favorite, too.


Gongju, unlike her sister, was impatient and willful. She was bursting so much of the time, full of ideas and things she wanted to do, although she was constantly being told she was too young. She didn’t agree, of course, and was deeply resentful whenever the boys her age were allowed to do things that were forbidden to her. Such as chase kites without supervision. When they grew older, only the boys would get to compete and see whose kite could fly the longest without the string being cut by their opponents.


Gongju had been determined not to be left behind this time at their ancestral hanok. It was one of the first warm days of the year, sunny and clear, and the annual kite-fighting contest wasn’t something she’d ever miss. It was a celebration of spring, unique to their town, and an event their Japanese oppressors monitored but didn’t dare to stop. The ritual allowed all the townspeople to mingle—the rich landowners and the workers in the field usually harvesting rice, the shopkeepers and the butchers hawking their wares at the market. Gongju loved Yeonnalligi as much as she adored Chuseok, the fall harvest celebration, with its warm persimmon-flavored honey teas and gelatinous sweet rice cakes embedded with pine nuts. She’d eaten so many at last year’s festival she’d given herself a tummy ache so bad she’d cried.


“Unni, please, I want to see the kite fighters!” she begged.


Sunyuh-unni knelt so their noses were almost touching, her hands reaching for Gongju’s face. “Gongju-yah, I love your spunk,” she said, smiling.


Her sister’s fingers felt like soft feathers against Gongju’s skin. As she looked up, the light in her eyes was less blinding; the smell of fish water in the street was less odious; the squealing of pigs penned nearby wasn’t as tiresome. She gazed at Sunyuh-unni’s face framed against the brilliant blue sky. Unni’s dark eyes glowed in the shadow of the sun, and Gongju wondered if wings would sprout from her sister’s back. She wouldn’t have been surprised if the sun’s rays forged a halo around Unni’s head. At that moment, Unni looked exactly like an angel poised to take flight.


Instead, Sunyuh-unni rubbed at a dirt streak on Gongju’s cheek and combed her fingers through Gongju’s hair, smoothing and untangling the unruly mass. Gongju felt loved, cherished, like she was precious.


“Don’t let our mother see you like this. You know she’s going to reprimand you, right?” Unni said.


Gongju nodded solemnly, pretending to be chastened. But she didn’t care about her mother’s disapproval today. She grinned, succumbing to her sister’s gentle attempts to impose order. She normally wore her hair in braids, but she’d run out of the house today heedless of her hair, because she’d been dying to see the kite fighters. Gongju knew Joonsuk-oppa, the mayor’s son, would be amongst them. Joonsuk-oppa, of the lithe frame, the raven hair, the dreamboat face, with whom she was madly in love.


“I know you’re looking for Oppa. Take me with you!” Gongju demanded. “I want to see him win.”


“You’ve already decided the outcome?” Her sister sounded amused.


“Of course, Oppa is going to win! He’s the best kite fighter in town.” Gongju was indignant, offended by her sister’s lack of faith.


Unni laughed. “Oppa is blessed that you have such confidence in him, Little One. I can only hope that he wins.”


“Unni, what are you saying?”


“I don’t know what’s going to happen,” her sister said. “I never do anymore. I know you’re young, but you’ve seen what this war has done. What we live with every day.”


Gongju couldn’t quite describe what her sister’s face looked like at that moment—Unni seemed like she could spiral into tears or break down laughing. Sometimes, it seemed to Gongju that her sister was already an adult like their parents, not a stupid teenager like her brother Haneul.


But Gongju was accustomed to pushing away discomfort. She lifted her chin at an imperious angle. “I want Joonsuk-oppa to win, so he’s going to win,” she announced with certainty, dismissive of fate and the vagaries of life.


“Let’s find out, shall we?” Unni smiled.


Gongju reached for her sister’s outstretched hand, clinging to the solid warmth. Side by side they advanced toward the cheering crowds.
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“Joonsuk!” Gongju’s father called out. “Well done!” He walked quickly over to Joonsuk-oppa, grasping his arm to congratulate him.


“Thank you, sir,” Joonsuk-oppa said, bowing.


Gongju looked up at the two men she adored. Both were long and lean with thick black hair and high cheekbones. Oppa’s face had the smoothness of youth; Abeoji’s had the creases of experience. Her father’s hair was also graying at the temples, which gave him a distinguished air. Gongju thought he looked so dashing, especially in the mornings as he was about to go to work at the bank in his pinstripe suit, his fedora seated low and slightly tilted. Standing next to Joonsuk-oppa, her father looked younger, more excited than she’d seen him in a long time.


“The way you maneuvered your kite at the end was exceptional!” Her father clapped Oppa on the back. The sound of it echoed in Gongju’s mind.


“Thank you, sir,” Joonsuk-oppa repeated, bowing again.


“It was marvelous! Your opponents cutting each other’s kite lines while you waited patiently, keeping the glass on yours sharp for the last fight. A flawless strategy to narrow your field of enemies. Your father must be very proud.”


“I hope I am not a disappointment to my father, sir,” Joonsuk-oppa replied.


“My dear boy, you’re a great source of pride to your father. I’m certain of it,” Abeoji assured him.


The look on her father’s face made Gongju believe that he loved Oppa as much as she did. That Abeoji wanted Oppa to be his son, not his son-in-law.


“You are too kind, sir.” Joonsuk-oppa bowed again.


Gongju’s mother interrupted quietly. “It’s good to know that despite your many accomplishments, you’re still so humble, Joonsuk.” She stepped closer to Oppa and patted his arm, her affection palpable in the gesture.


Gongju knew that her mother eagerly anticipated the union of Joonsuk-oppa and Sunyuh-unni and their families. She pictured a beautiful day for their paebaek, wedding ceremony, with delicious, sweet and savory tteok, rice cake, along with the traditional chestnuts and dates on display. Oppa and Unni in blue and red hanboks bowing to one another, drinking from the same copper cup. A day just like today, sunny and clear. Gongju had overhead her mother talking to Unni about her wedding trousseau, offering to buy the more expensive items over the merely serviceable and cheap. Gongju hoped her mother would be as happy when Gongju married as she was for Sunyuh-unni.


“Oppa, Oppa, you were wonderful! I knew you were going to win!” Gongju knew she should have been quiet as the youngest, and a girl at that, but the words spilled out.


Gongju’s mother turned toward her and started to scold, but her father nodded and smiled.


“Thank you, Little One,” Oppa said. “I hope I earned your faith in me.” Grinning, he tousled her hair, his touch surprisingly gentle.


She laughed, joy unadulterated. She wanted Oppa to hug her, as he sometimes did, so she could smell his unique aroma of smoky wood and refreshing tangerine. But Joonsuk-oppa was looking at Sunyuh-unni. Unni had stayed silent during their family’s admiration of him. Still, she seemed to be avoiding his eyes.


“What did you think of my kite-fighting skills?” Oppa challenged.


“Quite admirable,” Unni said.


Their eyes met as Sunyuh-unni looked up. Gongju could almost hear Joonsuk-oppa’s breath stop, and she smothered the urge to laugh. They were so obviously in love, their eyes yearning as they looked at each other. Gongju wished the moment would last forever, this moment when everyone was happy.


“It’s getting late. We must get home,” her mother finally said.


“Joonsuk, join us for dinner. I insist. Why don’t you walk Sunyuh home after you gather your kite pieces?” her father said.


“It would be my honor, sir,” Oppa said.


Unni said nothing.


Gongju tried to pull away, but her mother only tightened her grip and tugged. She looked back at the two lovers standing together in silhouette. She walked slowly, letting the tension in her arm go slack until she felt her mother’s grasp loosen. Then she broke free. Hearing her mother shout for her to come back, Gongju ran faster. She could still see Unni’s pink dress. This time, she knew she could catch up.
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Gongju followed her sister and Joonsuk-oppa as they slipped into an empty alley. She hid behind wood crates and peeked through the slats, crouching into a small ball. They were so immersed in one another that they didn’t see her. She suppressed a giggle, her hand pressing against her mouth. Gongju felt like she was watching one of those romantic American movies, the ones she snuck into at the town theater.


Unni leaned away from Oppa. Her hands remained behind her back, not quite touching the brick wall, her shoulders pushed up. Oppa looked at Unni with longing, his hand clasping hers before he pressed her fingers against his cheek. He kissed the palm of her hand.


“You have the most beautiful hands I’ve ever seen,” Oppa said, his voice hoarse. “Marry me now. Our parents want this union.”


Gongju wanted to swoon, her heart exploding with happiness, like fireworks lighting up the night sky on Buddha’s birthday.


“What about me, Oppa? You just want to marry me because I am beautiful. Do you not love me?” Unni teased gently, her voice light and free.


“I’ve loved you since I was seven years old. I’ll never forget the first time I saw you at the playground in school. I even remember what you were wearing. What your hair looked like, parted to the side, tucked behind your adorable ears.”


Unni laughed. “You certainly never showed it. I did not think you knew I existed.”


“Apparently, I hide things well.” Oppa shrugged.


“Maybe, too well,” Unni said. “I almost gave up on you. I was going to marry the scholar’s son if he asked me first.” She smiled and tilted her head to give Oppa a sideways look.


Oppa pretended to be outraged. “What? How could you doubt me? No matter what I was doing, if someone told me where you were, I’d always try to find you.”


“I did not notice,” Unni said, a tiny smile playing on her lips.


“Liar,” Oppa said quietly.


“My friends all loved you because you were so polite to them, even though you could have been rude, as an honorary older brother. But they always teased me mercilessly after you left, making fun of my flushed cheeks,” Unni said, almost petulantly. “But now, you will go into the army and forget all about me.”


“I will never forget you. I will love you until the end of time.”


Oppa said this with such intensity that Unni flinched, and she clutched his arm.


“What’s wrong?” Oppa sounded alarmed.


“I love you,” Unni whispered. “I want us to have children, to live for a very long time in the same house, to grow as old as our grandparents. What if that never happens?”


“There’s nothing to be afraid of, my love.” Joonsuk-oppa smiled and kissed Unni’s forehead. “We’ll live a good life.”


Unni said nothing. She stood so still Gongju was afraid her sister had turned to stone. Gongju suddenly felt panicked, as if something bad was about to happen. A dread rose in her body, a weight brushing against her chest. She felt like running and running, like she needed to get away. Gongju rocked back on her heels and clapped her hands over her ears, squeezing her eyes shut, tamping down her fear.


“When the war is over, we’ll get married,” Joonsuk-oppa said with absolute certainty.


In the shadows of the narrow alley, Gongju watched Unni lift her head from Oppa’s shoulder and look at him, her face so full of love. Gongju wanted to clap at her sister’s radiant beauty and Oppa’s impossibly handsome face. They looked so good together, so well suited. Gongju pressed her fingers to her lips, her smile widening as Oppa pushed back the ebony curtain of Unni’s hair. Gently cupping her face, he leaned down and kissed Unni’s parted lips. They both seemed to hold their breath as their mouths opened and melded together, and Unni’s arms reached up to encircle Oppa’s neck. He slid his hands down her rib cage until they came to rest at the small of her back. They looked as though they were breathing and moving as one being.


Gongju never forgot the beauty of that kiss. It was the moment she knew she wanted to find such a love when she grew up. Joonsuk-oppa’s tall, lean frame curving toward Sunyuh-unni’s petite slenderness, two bodies arcing toward one another with infinite want.















Angelina
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SEOUL, KOREA


JUNE 13, 2006


Angelina fought gravity, each footfall a struggle against the steep ramp of Konkuk’s Foreign Languages Center. She felt like her body was continuously pitching forward in a circular motion. She’d been doing this every weekday for more than a week, and each time her lungs burned anew. Out of breath when she reached the third-floor landing, she wondered if she’d yet again made a mistake in not taking the straightforward vertical staircase at the exterior of the building. Her body felt decrepit, geriatric rather than nubile, and she’d barely reached middle age. She braced her hand against the cool glass of one of the coffee vending machines clustered in the entryway, panting. She pretended to peruse her choices, knowing she would get the same thing she did every morning—coffee with sugar, no milk. The machine revved up when she slipped a five-hundred-won coin into the slot, and it spurted out a paper cup with her burnt-smelling beverage. She sipped the sweet, hot liquid as she walked down the austere hallway to her classroom.


It was her mother’s death that had spurred Angelina to learn Korean, the language she’d mostly forgotten. She understood most of what her mother used to say to her, but then, her mother had always spoken to her in simple words and simple sentence structure. She’d never forget the day her mother told her she spoke Korean like a toddler. Angelina had felt like a fool. At twenty, she should have been inured to her mother’s criticisms, been accustomed to her careless disparagement. Instead, she’d been hurt like a small child.


Angelina was surprised at first by her yearning to learn Korean, to be fluent again in her mother tongue. She’d shunned her culture by marrying Thom, an American who had no interest in Korea or anything even remotely Korean. He told Angelina once that he thought of her as white since she spoke English flawlessly, without an accent, and was beautiful, not like most flat-faced Asian women, who were always bowing and shuffling. At the time, she’d felt grateful instead of being horrified. Angelina had wanted blond hair and blue eyes when she was a seven-year-old in London, wanted to fit in so desperately she’d prayed for those features every night before falling asleep in her family’s semi-detached house on Cromwell Avenue.


When Dia had called with news of their mother’s death, Angelina had expected an explanation, a note of some kind. But there was nothing, not even a will. She and her sisters took days to clean out their mother’s apartment because their father, who’d inherited everything by default, had no interest in their mother’s personal things. And they held no wake, no funeral service. At the crematorium, the four sisters had pragmatically divided up their mother’s ashes before separating and going back to their own lives. It was in a dust-covered shoebox stowed at the back of her mother’s bedroom closet that Angelina had found the letters from her grandmother. A relic from the past. Filled by the desire to read those words, she suddenly became desperate to be literate in a language she hadn’t spoken since she was a child, to know her mother in a new way. A burning. Surely the reason why her mother had done something so drastic had its roots in the country she had abandoned.


When Angelina had asked about their relatives in Korea long ago, her mother had said “My family? They disowned me when I moved to America. I do not wish to speak of them ever again.” But Angelina didn’t so readily believe that anymore. Maybe it was the texture of the almost translucent blue pages or the aching curve of her grandmother’s handwriting, but as Angelina squeezed those letters between her hands, she decided then and there to go back to Korea. Her sisters thought she was deluded, especially Lucy, her oldest sister, and Dia, the youngest. They were adamant they wanted nothing to do with the letters. “Mom was always depressed. Why go looking for trouble? Let sleeping dogs lie.” But Cathy, Angelina’s least combative sister, resigned herself to what she referred to as Angelina’s whims. It was why she’d agreed to keep Alex and Emma for part of the summer so Angelina could study abroad. “They can swim at the country club and take tennis lessons with Maggie and Conor. It’ll be like summer camp.”


When Angelina talked to Cathy last night, after she’d spoken to her children, Cathy seemed excited when she asked, “Did you find anything yet? Lucy and Dia asked about you.” Her response, “Oh,” after Angelina said it was too early, had been subdued. Disappointed. Maybe her sisters wouldn’t explicitly say so, but they were curious about their Korean family, too.


Maybe they wanted to know just as badly as she did.


Despite having studied Korean in the US for a year, Mike and Edward had placed in Beginner Korean at Konkuk University, but Angelina was in the intermediate section. At first, she’d felt lonely. But now, she was relieved the other Americans weren’t in her class. In Pittsburgh, they had been young, fun-loving college students, but in Seoul, their attitude was careless. They were always too loud, their gestures too big, completely oblivious to the behaved restraint of the Korean, Chinese, and Japanese students surrounding them. And they made fun of the constant bowing in Asian culture, a custom they had not grown up with and thought was ridiculous.


In Angelina’s classroom of eighteen, there was only one open seat. Surprisingly, it was next to a very popular student, Keisuke Ono, also an American. Something about the thirty-three-year-old journalist made Angelina uneasy, though. Perhaps it was his juvenile attempts to blend in with the hypermasculine Chinese twentysomething-year-olds, who were learning Korean so they could audition to be K-pop singers and waste their wealthy fathers’ money. Perhaps it was his dark good looks. It seemed like he wanted to appear nonchalant, rather than draw attention to the agility of his mind. He never apologized to their teacher for not completing his homework, yet he always answered her questions correctly, clearly showing mastery of the subject matter. Angelina generally tried to avoid Keisuke—nothing beyond polite exchanges of “Hi” and “Goodbye.”


She usually sat next to Song-ah, a Korean Chinese woman from Jilin Province, whose Korean parents had found themselves in another country—the far northeastern part of China—after the borders shifted because of the Korean War. Song-ah was also forty with two children, like Angelina, but married to another ethnic Korean. She was in Seoul to learn her mother tongue for a very practical reason: her husband’s import-export business had opened a new branch in Incheon. Sadly, neither of them was able to speak or write in Korean enough to conduct business, so she was happy to be in school—not to mention child-free—for a few months.


“Who doesn’t want to venture out into Seoul’s teeming nightlife and pretend to be single?” Song-ah had laughed, extolling yet another evening spent in a nightclub and then a noraebang, singing until the early hours of the morning. Angelina had laughed, too, but didn’t share the fact that talking to Alex and Emma nightly over Skype was her preferred method of diversion. Mostly, she spent her evenings reading or listening to Korean TV and doing her homework, waiting for the phone to ring—any indication that her grandmother had received her awkward letter.


She slipped into the seat of a wooden desk and chair combination, a reminder of grammar school, not college, and placed her Korean textbook and workbook on the narrow, splintered surface.


“Good morning,” Keisuke said in English.


“Good morning,” Angelina said in Korean, shifting her seat away from him, avoiding his gaze.


“Are you ready for class?” he asked.


“No, I am too tired this morning,” she persisted in Korean.


“Why?”


“I was partying last night.”


“Where was the party? And why didn’t you invite me?”


“I am kidding. I am too old.”


“You look younger than I am.”


“You are being too kind.” Speaking in honorific Korean seemed proper, less intimate.


“It’s hardly a secret you’re beautiful.”


Angelina wanted to roll her eyes at him. His words sounded careless—a throwaway line amongst many such meaningless sentiments she was sure he stored away in his arsenal as a single man. After all, Keisuke was good-looking, and he probably knew it. The young women in their class never tired of gossiping about him: Did he have a girlfriend? Was she in Korea? Why was he learning Korean when he was Japanese and already spoke English perfectly?


Song-ah had proclaimed she’d seen billboards in Seoul with less handsome models than Keisuke. But alas, she was married. The more she prodded Angelina to flirt with him, the more Angelina avoided him. And now, she suspected Song-ah had engineered this uncomfortable seating arrangement. She looked up to see her friend giving her a knowing grin. She glared and mouthed back in return, Why?!


Clearly, she’d made a mistake when she told Song-ah about the first time she’d seen Keisuke. Like a scene from a movie, she’d been told by someone in the language department, on the first floor, to go upstairs and take her Korean placement test. She’d put her hand on the painted railing and looked up. Keisuke was standing at the top of the stairs, and their eyes met. A jolt of electricity had rushed through her, but she’d refused to look at him as they passed one another, pretending she didn’t feel the intensity of his gaze or the racing of her heart.


Then he turned up in her Korean class.


Song-ah had declared the encounter love at first sight, but Angelina didn’t believe in such things, had absolutely no faith in serendipity. But Song-ah had insisted. “It’s fate.”


Looking away from Keisuke’s bare, tanned arms now, Angelina opened her workbook, tried to focus on the pages.


“Did you do your homework?” he asked.


“Yes, of course. How about you?” She didn’t look up, her long hair a dark curtain between them.


“Some of it. I’m not like you—the perfect student,” he said.


Her head swiveled, and she glared at him, lapsing into English. “That’s not true!”


“You always know all the answers. You’re a teacher’s pet,” he taunted.


All her life, Angelina had been the perfect student, obligingly giving the right answer when called upon, staying quiet when the rest of her classmates were unruly. She’d always been proud of her behavior, but the way Keisuke said perfect student made her sound like a sanctimonious prig. She felt like someone had played a joke on her and she was just getting it. Years after the fact.


“I like homework. It gives me something to do while I wait,” she said, an edge of defensiveness in her tone.


His attention intensified. “Wait for what?”


She instantly regretted her unguarded statement, but then mentally shrugged. “For my grandmother to contact me.”


“Why?” Keisuke asked, softly.


“I haven’t seen her in decades. I know almost nothing about her.” She bit down on her lip but couldn’t seem to stop the words that were suddenly rushing out of her mouth. She couldn’t believe she’d almost let slip that she was trying to find her family.


“What happened?”


Keisuke’s voice contained no judgment, but Angelina felt belligerent, wanted to shout at him to stop asking her questions to which she had no answers. Her face flushed with shame.


“That’s all very complicated—I don’t feel like talking about it.” She turned to stare at him, daring him to say something, furious she’d revealed her innermost thoughts to a man she was sure she disliked.


Keisuke leaned back in his seat, his long limbs stretching over the too-small chair. “Fair enough.” He nodded, seeming to acknowledge her anger and not begrudge her contradictory behavior. “What did you do after class yesterday?”


“I spent the afternoon at the National Museum of Korea, near Yongsan.”


She didn’t say that she loved going to Yongsan—Dragon Mountain, because the peaks were shaped like the back of a dragon—in the center of Seoul. That she found the walk from the subway to the museum lovely. Soothing. Whenever she approached the hill leading to the entrance of the building, Angelina felt like she was transported to a small bamboo forest. In the quiet, amongst the tall, thick stalks of bamboo, whose deep green leaves almost obscured the sky above, she felt shielded from the world.


Keisuke quirked a smile at her, crossing his slenderly muscled arms and resting them on his desk. “Is that what you call fun?”


She tried to ignore the unaffected grace of his sloping shoulders, tried to infuse a breeziness into her voice. “The museum has amazing artifacts—crowns, vases, exquisite jewelry from the Shilla, Goryeo, and Joseon dynasties. Did you know your people kidnapped entire villages of Korean ceramicists during the Imjin War? What you think of as Japanese pottery actually originated from the sixteenth century in Korea.”


“Thank you for that fascinating fact,” Keisuke said.


She couldn’t help herself. She glanced back at him, certain he was mocking her, but he seemed genuinely appreciative.


“But a museum is amusing?” he asked.


“Being informed is a form of fun,” she declared.


“You’re what Bart Simpson calls a nerd.”


She laughed. “Really? A Simpsons reference?” It seemed so childish for a grown man to say that, yet she found it surprisingly charming. “I hate Bart.”


“It’s nice to hear you laugh. You’re so quiet in class, I was afraid you didn’t have a sense of humor.” His voice held a tint of satisfaction.


“What? I’m funny. Hilarious, in fact,” she said, pretending to be outraged. She wondered why she suddenly cared about his opinion, why she was joking and laughing with him at all.


Keisuke smiled, raising his eyebrows.


She nodded her head emphatically to hide the fact that her face was aflame. “You haven’t seen me when I’m drunk—that’s when I’m really entertaining.”


This is mortifying.


He cocked his head at her. “Let’s go drinking then. I love soju.”


“Sure, let’s go to Cheonggyecheon and find one of those pop-up restaurants by the stream. We can drink until oblivion. Yeah.”
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