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for my parents











I, a stranger and afraid


In a world I never made.


A. E. Housman





She stands upon her toes and turns and turns.


Elizabeth Bishop













ONE MIN



Anything you might desire


Everyone heard it, the pop. Min knew what to do, gasping for air on the cleat-pocked grass, a semicircle of concerned teammates forming around him. Stretching the afflicted arm over his head, he slowly rotated his hand, fingertips cold, heat knifing into his lungs, and reached for the opposite shoulder, exhaling only when he felt relief, ball meeting socket again. Min couldn’t help but smile. The looks on their faces.


Even the Australians had stopped playing, gawking at his dangling arm. Of all the expats who played rugby every Saturday, they were the toughest, always willing to play through a broken nose or a bruised quad, as long as it meant showing up the Brits or the Kiwis.


Min could have told them about the other times he’d dislocated his shoulder—basketball, football, a poor attempt at surfing—but he didn’t. Better to leave some mystery, he thought. He’d grown used to injuries, bodily betrayal. Quick but slight, he’d taken his share of physical damage, especially in high school, where he’d insisted on playing football despite his parents’ objections. He was never exceptional. Being exceptional wasn’t the appeal. It was the physicality he enjoyed, the feeling of narrowly ducking a crushing hit over the middle, juking out of bounds, safe from hulking defenders intent on his destruction. More often than not, he was leveled, crushed, left blinking away stars. But there was something appealing about that, too. A part of Min liked being hit, showing he could take the pain.


From an early age Min had been drawn to competitive sports, craving their zero-sum nature, in which a distinct winner and loser emerged. He found security in having only two possible outcomes. There was no gray, no in-between. There’d been no opportunity for recreational football in Seoul, only soccer and rugby. Naturally he’d chosen rugby, prizing physicality and the risk of violence above anything else. His teammates regarded him with cautious kindness, miffed by his name and appearance. Of the expats on his team, Min was the only American, except he didn’t look American, according to one of his Irish teammates, whose comments quickly garnered nods of agreement. Min only smiled. He was used to remarks like that. No matter where he went, people couldn’t put their finger on him, puzzling over his ambiguous origins.


Tolerance was what Min practiced whenever he spent time with expats. It was the trade-off for getting to play rugby, getting hit. They were a lost bunch anyway, the expats. ESL teachers, ex-military, burnout backpackers, forty-year-old nothings with penchants for Asian women, these were the types of foreign men in Korea. Min considered himself different from them, somehow special, here for a reason. Biracial, Los Angeles–bred Samsung consultants were the exception in Seoul, something Min took pride in. He was here because of ancestry, because he’d never seen the country whose language he spoke, because he’d never felt wholly American, because in the snuggest kernel of his heart, he hoped to find some sense of belonging.


Arm in a makeshift sling, face badged with mud, Min was forced to watch the game’s conclusion from the sideline. Afterwards, there were handshakes all around, the field chewed to a camouflage pulp, bad weather threatening on the horizon. Min zipped up his duffel bag with his good hand, hoping to beat the rain. One of the newer members of the team approached him, an amiable-looking guy named Mark.


“How’s the shoulder?”


“It’s felt better,” Min said, wary of getting sucked into a conversation.


“We’re going out for drinks. Figured you’d wanna come. Take the edge off.”


Mark was new; it wasn’t his fault. After rugby there were usually drinks at one of the tacky Western-style bars ubiquitous to Seoul, where teammates drank Guinness and listened to acoustic Oasis covers. Min avoided those places at all costs, and after he’d declined the first few invitations, the offer was never extended again.


“Sorry,” Min said, wondering why he felt guilty. Perhaps it was Mark’s politeness, the way his Canadian accent swallowed vowels. “Can’t make it. I’ve gotta be at the office early tomorrow.”


“But it’s the weekend,” Mark called after him.


A block away from the metro the sky opened and raindrops plummeted from the high-rise-cluttered sky. Umbrellas bloomed upwards as Min weaved his way through the lurching crowd. A jet stream of humid June air funneled down the street, slanting the rain and blurring neon signs and LED billboards scrolling ribbons with the latest financial news. Every storefront and city block called out in electric blues and pinks, offering up karaoke, libations, and fortune-telling.


This was what had mesmerized Min upon his arrival in Seoul a year and a half ago: the sheer magnitude of it all, the way it loomed over you, dwarfed you, obliterated the senses while simultaneously offering everything and anything you might desire. In awe, Min had watched cobblers toiling in their street stalls, boys fanning coals in the back alleys of restaurants, businesswomen checking their makeup by the glow of their phones. With its mirrored skyscrapers and pulsing chaos, the city itself had seemed to whisper in his ear: you’re home. In recent months, though, these revelatory flashes had grown less frequent, and Min had begun to doubt his reasons for coming to Korea. Still, there were sights he’d yet to see, parts of the city he’d put off visiting that he hoped might yield that fleeting feeling.


By the time he was underground, Min was soaked. Warmth radiated from his shoulder blade as he wrung out the bottom of his T-shirt and waited for the train. Why hadn’t he told Mark the truth? He could have easily said he’d made plans with Yu-jin, that they’d set aside their Sunday for each other. It was simpler this way, Min thought. He wanted to keep her separate, away from the usual strategizing and maneuvering that would ensue if the expats discovered he was dating a Korean woman. There’d be endless questions about Yu-jin: How’d they meet, did she have cute friends, was she a prude like all the other girls in Korea? A white lie had been better, Min decided as a train approached, the plastic barrier between the platform and the track humming to life. He’d extricated himself without having to wear the mask of civility for too long. Still, it hadn’t saved him from getting wet.










TWO YU-JIN



Leaving it all behind


Focused, driven, ambitious, obsessed: I was all those things in high school. None of this set me apart from my classmates. It didn’t make me special. We knew what was at stake. Our eyes were on the prize, unflinching: gaining admittance to a university in Seoul. For those with even loftier goals, SKY (Seoul National University, Korea University, or Yonsei University) was the ultimate—admittance to any one of the three instantaneously setting you on a course for financial, social, and marital success. College wasn’t just the next logical step. It was the foundation upon which your entire adult life was built. It was everything. Slip up on a test at school, mess around during night classes at hagwon, or, worst of all, bomb the College Scholastic Ability Test—there went your future, all your hopes and dreams gone in an instant, every future self you’d ever imagined, vanished.


I had plans of my own. Or, I should say, my family had made plans for me: Ewha Womans University. It was my mother’s alma mater, one of Seoul’s most prestigious schools, and an all-girls one at that, something my father particularly approved of.


But more than the promise of Ewha’s rigorous education, more than its vaunted postgraduation connections, more than the alluring prospect of escaping my parents’ house, more than anything, I wanted to be in Seoul, in the center of it all. As long as I was there, somewhere in that city, I knew everything would work itself out.


I didn’t hate growing up in Gyeryong. It’s not like it was dangerous; there was no crime or drugs. That might have at least made it a little interesting. Of course there were good schools, clean parks, a nice shopping mall, but even at an early age, I had the sneaking suspicion that the tiny city I inhabited was boring, prefabricated. Like most of the kids I went to school with, my family had moved to Gyeryong because of the military. It seemed like everyone’s father, including my own, worked at the army, navy, or air force headquarters based around the city.


Boxcar administrative buildings, dull government workers in identical gray suits, military officials with matching buzz cuts—this was all I ever saw. Even the housewives wore the same dresses and blouses, never deviating from their neutral tones of beige, black, and pale blue. Uniformity engulfed the city, smoothed its rough patches, varnished it to a perfect sheen. With every restaurant serving the same three dishes, the movie theater only showing two movies at a time, and the norebangs updating their music catalogues once a year, I had little trouble focusing on my studies. Unimpeachable grades and a top score on the CSAT were the two goals that saved me from boredom.


I yearned for a place with grit and edge, a place with a pulse, something boiling beneath the surface. And I was almost there. I could feel it in my aching fingertips as I scribbled class notes. I could taste it in the cheap curry donkatsu I scarfed down between day and night classes. In three weeks, I’d take the exam and be set on my track, hurtling toward that magnificent megacity, overflowing with chaos and life. It was all I ever talked about with my friends: Seoul. Home to ambitious students, aspiring artists, high fashion models, and brilliant CEOs, it was everything we didn’t have, everything we craved. I’d been to Seoul twice with my parents. We’d toured the palaces and seen the sights. I remember being astounded by the sea of pedestrians emerging from the metro, the cacophony of blaring horns during rush hour. There was an energy, a marvelous desperation to the way these people lived their lives. From then on, I knew I had to come back. And as I sat in the dingy classroom of my hagwon, going over one multiple-choice question after another, it took all my self-restraint and focus to sit and study. I was so close. So close to getting out, leaving it all behind.


Sometimes my friends would talk about visiting each other once we were all in college. In this scenario we’d all gotten into our top choices in Seoul. It was an indulgence, this fantasy. Except it wasn’t a fantasy for me; it was a nightmare. I wanted a clean slate, an impossibility with my high school friends around. I wanted the chance to reinvent myself, start anew. Secretly, I hoped we’d never see each other again after graduation day. I was embarrassed by our dialects, our taste in music and clothes. Everything about us screamed rural and backwards; everyone would know we didn’t belong. For months, standing before the bathroom mirror, I’d practiced my Seoul dialect, merging my vowels, committing each unique intonation to memory. Still, I contributed to their stories, played the game. I said how exciting it would all be, visiting dorms and meeting roommates. But each night, kneeling beside my bed, hands clenched, I prayed none of them would get into Ewha. I prayed none of them would set foot in Seoul.


The fall had been a sprint to the finish, the placement exam looming like a dark, treacherous thunderhead. I charged forward, into the fray, fearlessly. Some fell by the wayside—depression, eating disorders, mystery illnesses—but not me. My eye was on the prize. A high score in November would guarantee my acceptance in January. Some of my classmates opted to take the test after graduation, so they’d have more time to study; others took their chances with the Susi process, avoiding the CSAT entirely, pinning their hopes instead on transcripts, recommendation letters, and extracurricular activities. I wasn’t one of those students. I didn’t need extra time to study. I didn’t need to take the easy way up.


The day before the examination my father took me out for ice cream. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d done something together, just the two of us. He was always working, gone before the sun rose, sometimes not making it home at all, opting to sleep in the dorms at army headquarters. Like a ghost, he came and went, his presence only detectable from the half-empty bowl of fried rice on the kitchen counter, his smudged fingerprints on the doorknob from the morning newspaper.


It was a typical November day: gray, cold with a bite. We sat in the window of a cute diner-style parlor, eating offensively large chocolate sundaes. It was my father’s favorite place in Gyeryong. He said it reminded him of America—the good parts of it anyway—drive-ins, milkshakes, roller-girls.


I couldn’t help but smile and be happy. Despite my age, he still delighted in theatrical gestures of appreciation and celebration. It was his way: an enormous inflatable bouncy castle for my elementary school graduation party, a platinum bracelet for my sixteenth birthday, a new Mercedes for my mother’s fortieth. He cared a great deal about appearances, was proud he could give those gifts.


He sat across from me, jaw square, dark brown eyes betraying nothing. My mother always joked that he should play poker for a living. “With that face,” she’d say, “we’d be rich by now.”


But my father never gambled. “For degenerates and fools,” he’d said once, when we’d passed some elderly men comparing lottery tickets on the street. “There’s no such thing as luck. You remember that. There’s only hard work. Everything that comes to you is meant for you. You deserve everything—good or bad.”


My mother was right. Nothing surprised him. When he did lose his temper, it was a quiet fury, churning beneath the surface until it ruptured. As a child I’d learned to read the silence, the subtle creases on his brow. Still, I wasn’t always successful, incurring his wrath if my grades dipped or I talked back.


That didn’t happen anymore, not since I’d understood what my parents expected of me.


“I can’t tell you how proud I am,” he said that day in the diner, taking my hand in his. “You know that, right? Me and your mother. We see the hard work you’ve been putting in. It’s all going to pay off.”


His phone vibrated on the table. He eyed it wearily. I was surprised when he ignored the call, smiling instead. As Chief of Strategic Planning—a title I’d memorized because I was proud—he was never without his phone. He was forever ducking out, holding hushed conversations in the bedroom. But this phone call could wait. In that moment I could feel it: paid attention to, loved. This is a special day, an important day, for both of us, he was saying.


“You’re going to get a world-class education,” he said, tapping away on the tabletop.


“You never went to university in Seoul.”


“It was different back then,” my father said, gesturing to some invisible truth. “And I climbed my way up through the military. Women can’t do that. That’s why you must attend a top university. I was lucky your mother was willing to look beyond my poor education.”


“I already know the story, Dad,” I said, cutting him off before he could repeat how he’d convinced my mother to go on a date with him. They’d met during one of his mandatory physicals for his compulsory military service, exactly twenty-one months in the marines. My mother had recently graduated from Ewha’s soon-to-be-prestigious nursing program. After my father made numerous visits to the infirmary due to self-induced illnesses, she finally agreed to a date.


“I came down with anything I could think of,” my father always said. “And you had to be really ill, otherwise they wouldn’t let you go to the sick bay. One time I ate a bunch of spoiled meat. That laid me up for a few days. Another time I took a cold shower and walked around with wet hair in the dead of winter. I was feverish for a week!”


My mother would only smile and shake her head during the retelling of these stories, but I knew she enjoyed them. She would roll her eyes and protest. But she never left the room.


I always had trouble imagining my father doing such foolish things. I’d only known him as the serious type, always plotting our family’s path forward, always mindful of our social and economic standing in our community.


“I wouldn’t have stood a chance without my military uniform. By the time your mother found out how broke I was, it was too late,” he used to say.


“Don’t listen to your father. I think he did some irreparable damage to his brain when he was making himself sick all those times,” my mother would tease.


I knew there was some truth to their banter. My father’s family had lost everything during the war. Their land and property in Seoul taken, given, misplaced, and mislabeled while changing hands between the Americans and the Korean People’s Army until there was nothing left. My mother’s family had fared better in Busan, a point of difference I imagined caused tension between them, although I never saw evidence of it.


Moments like this reminded me that my parents had existed before me. They had lived a full and expansive life together. What kind of life that had been, I had trouble seeing. They rarely spoke of the past.


“So how are we feeling about the test?” my father said, digging into his sundae.


“I’m ready. Ready as ever.”


“That’s my girl. And who knows. Maybe we’ll be joining you.”


I tried to hide my shock. “What do you mean?”


“Don’t look so happy. What? You think your father wants to work in Gyeryong forever? I’ve put in my time. Word is I’m in line for a promotion. Something in the government. Something in Seoul.”


I tried not to panic. Everything would change if my parents moved to Seoul. With them living in the city there’d be no excuse not to live at home. It would be the practical thing to do, as my father always said.


I struggled to see a way out while I ate my ice cream, numbing myself, smiling, nodding, keeping up appearances. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, I thought. Lots of kids did it. In fact, most did. Living in a dorm or an apartment with friends was the exception. But I’d gotten the idea in my head. It had been my fire, my fuel—that possibility: freedom.


My father watched me quietly, eyes crinkled at the edges. “Let me guess. You aren’t too happy about this development.”


I weighed my words. “I’m happy. I guess I just thought this would be my chance to get out of the house.”


“Your independence is important to you.”


Fear seized me, as I felt my moment to persuade him slipping away. “I’m grateful for everything, Dad. I just want to—”


“You’ve earned it, Yu-jin,” he said. “Your mother and I couldn’t have dreamed of a more perfect daughter. I want you to have some freedom. I can’t think of anyone more deserving.”


He understood then. He knew how much this meant to me. Leaning back, he studied me, a glimmer in his eye. “I thought you might like living in the dormitories at first. You can spend summers at home, and if you’re able to find roommates and a place off campus, you could move your third year, with financial help from us, of course. How does that sound for an agreement?”


I was stunned, ecstatic. “An agreement?”


“Yes,” he said. “Our agreement.”


I was so elated I only heard fragments of what he said next, but the parameters of the deal were simple. I was to major in Political Science and International Relations. My grades would never dip below an A-minus, and upon graduating, I’d pursue a career based upon his professional recommendation, most likely something in public service or law. If I did all this, I could live just about anywhere I pleased.


The only thing my father said regarding boys was to be careful. “You have so much promise. In the future you’ll have time for romantic relationships, but for now be selfish, Yu-jin. Make the most of these four years. Give everything to your studies. Don’t curb your potential and ambitions for someone else. That’s the worst thing a young person can do.”


That was our pact, the spoken and unspoken rules. I didn’t think twice before agreeing.





On exam day, the world stopped. Planes were grounded; the stock market opened late; the entire country bowed in reverent silence to their troops of high schoolers marching off to do battle with the CSAT.


I woke before my alarm, alert and ready. For the past few months I’d practiced getting up early, ensuring I wasn’t groggy or tired when I sat for the test. I ate my usual breakfast of kimchi and rice. My mother had prepared it before she’d left for the Buddhist temple. She’d stay there all morning, praying for my success. My father was having a Danish with his coffee. It smelled heavenly. He offered me some, but I shook my head. I couldn’t risk upsetting my stomach.


We left the house early, giving ourselves plenty of time. My father drove without the faintest hint of anxiety through the empty streets. In the testing center parking lot he held me close, his clean-shaven cheek smooth against my ear. “You’re prepared,” he said. “I know you’ll make us proud.”


Walking to the entrance in the chilled November air, I could feel the nervous energy emanating from the hundreds of family members who’d come to cheer us on. In the bathroom before the exam, I sat on the toilet concentrating on extracting every ounce of liquid from my bladder. Someone in the stall next to me was vomiting. I closed my eyes. I couldn’t afford to be distracted. All the hours I’d put in, the all-nighters, the cram sessions, every weekend for the past three years—it had all led to this. Vomit, tears, group anxiety—it was below me, behind me.


I aced the test.


My father and mother asked how I could be so certain, and I simply said that I knew.


A month later, when the results were sent out, I saw what I’d known all along. With my test score in hand, I felt an overwhelming sense of calm. The life I’d been destined for played out before me. I saw myself sitting in university classes with brilliant women, walking down Seoul’s crowded streets, living in my very own dorm room, free to come and go anytime I pleased. A deep and comforting satisfaction settled on me. My mother wept; my father could only smile and smile. Everything they’d done for me had been for this moment, and now that it was here it felt as if we’d passed into some profoundly unknowable phase of our lives together.


I called my two closest friends, Hye-jung and Hae-sook, who squealed and yelped when I shared the news. Neither had Ewha as a top choice, so I could feel happy for them. I knew they’d done well. No one would pick up the phone otherwise. Taking advantage of my parents’ good mood, I asked if I could go celebrate. They said yes, of course. What could they say? I’d all but guaranteed myself a spot at Ewha. Suddenly I didn’t dread seeing friends and talking about the future. Once I made it to Seoul, I’d forget all about them. They’d cease to exist.










THREE MIN



What was the nature of your relationship?


Min looked out his rain-streaked office window, the city’s contours stretched and blurred. His thoughts were on his date with Yu-jin yesterday, their walk around Seoul, headphones on, splicer swinging, music murmuring through them as they stopped at a café, mingled with the tourists at Gyeongbokgung, watched the city move. The day had been everything he’d wanted.


“I don’t understand,” he finally said, unwilling to face the man sitting in his office.


The detective shifted in his seat, leather creaking. He explained again in even tones that something had happened. There’d been an incident. Yu-jin was dead.


Forehead against the windowpane, Min was consumed by his last moments with Yu-jin, kissing goodbye, subway doors closing between them at Chungmuro station, long jet-black hair twirling as she turned to wave goodbye from the platform. His train car lurching forward.


Yu-jin dead? It couldn’t be true. There’d been a mistake, a mix-up, Min thought, waiting for someone else to enter his office, maybe the superior of this man. He’d gotten the wrong building, the wrong guy. The wrong Yu-jin. His Yu-jin was perfectly fine. At this very moment, Min knew she was sitting in a classroom at the university, three pencils freshly sharpened to spears of lead (her good-luck charm), her fingers sliding between the pages of her test booklet, breaking the adhesive seal. The last government final she’d ever take, something they’d planned on celebrating that very night. But no one else came through his office door. The detective stared just beyond him, letting the information sink in, like a surgeon waiting for their patient to go under.


Light-headed, vision blurring, Min sat down behind his desk and focused on the stranger before him. “I’m sorry, who are you again?”


“Detective Park. I’ve been assigned to Yu-jin’s case.”


“Kim Yu-jin. You’re sure you’ve got the right person? I was with her just yesterday.” Min hated the futility of his own question. How many Americans worked at Samsung in Seoul? How many of those Americans had girlfriends named Yu-jin? It’s my Yu-jin, he thought. They had the right guy. But how? It was impossible.


She’d messaged him last night after their date: Thanks for today. I’m glad you got me the splicer. Is there anything better than walking around a city, knowing someone is hearing exactly what you’re hearing? Seeing exactly what you’re seeing?


Had they heard the same things, seen the same things?


“Kim Yu-jin. Twenty-one. Student at Ewha. Majoring in International Relations and Political Science. Black hair. Brown eyes. Five seven…” The detective went on, but Min wasn’t listening.


He was thinking about the way she’d looked at him from the train platform, longingly. Or had it been something else? Had it been regret in her eyes, fear? The thought that he’d missed something—a hint, a plea—terrified him.


Detective Park leaned forward on the seat of his chair. His voice was soft, like warm, soapy water. “We’re still trying to find out what exactly happened, but she died in her apartment last night.” His eyes were bloodshot, jaundiced from cigarette smoke and soju. He paused, if only to give the illusion that he found what he was about to say difficult. Min believed he’d said the words he was about to say a hundred times. “I can’t say definitively, but it looks like she took her own life,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


No. No. Min could only shake his head. “She wouldn’t do something like that. I was with her less than twenty-four hours ago. I’ll call her right now.”


As if to protect him from further pain and humiliation, Detective Park rested his hand on the office phone. “Just a few questions, please.”


Min slumped back in his chair. This isn’t happening, he repeated to himself. It’s a bad dream, only a dream.


Detective Park opened his notebook and clicked his pen. “How did you meet, and what was the nature of your relationship?”


They’d met in the hallway of a high-end norebang somewhere in Hongdae, their respective groups belting along to K-pop and American ’80s ballads in soundproofed booths. They’d smiled sheepishly, embarrassed by their cohorts’ tastes in music. Min’s room had been particularly nauseating, his boss demanding all the Samsung administrative assistants sing at least one Journey song, whether they could read English or not.


“I can’t take responsibility for them,” Min had said to her.


Yu-jin looked at her group of friends through the glass door, crooning into microphones, dancing under colored lights. “We’re not exactly classing it up ourselves,” she said, cinching her hair into a ponytail. Even slumped against the wall, she was tall, her eyes almost level with his.


She had studied the hallway, taking in the gold-yellow wallpaper and glossy black floor tiles. “We could just leave,” she offered. “You and me.”


“Like an escape?”


“Exactly,” she said, reaching a hand across the narrow space between them, the thin walls throbbing. “I’m Yu-jin.”


And they did leave; they absconded, just like that, left their friends and coworkers without so much as a goodbye. It was Yu-jin’s forwardness, the abrupt nature of her declarations, that drew Min to her. With her, it had felt easy, natural.


They found a quiet bar around the corner, the clientele mostly taxi drivers and civil servants who studied the couple with wary curiosity. Eyes followed Yu-jin everywhere she went. She seemed aware of the attention, swiveling her hips in her dark jeans.


Min remembered how Yu-jin liked to say blue jeans were America’s greatest export. Everyone thought it was democracy, but that was a lie. Blue jeans, she’d insisted.


His thoughts were interrupted. “And the nature. The nature of your relationship?” Detective Park said.


“The ‘nature’?”


Min despised the sound of his voice, hysterical and weak. What was the nature of our relationship? he wondered. Why hadn’t he ever asked that question? It hadn’t needed answering, he realized.


“I understand you’re distraught right now, Mr. Ford, and I’ll tell you what I can about the case, but right now I need you to answer these questions. I know they may seem trivial. But they might give us some answers. You want answers, don’t you?”


Answers—yes, Min wanted answers, but to what, about something Yu-jin would never do, something she was incapable of? This wasn’t who she was. She’d never have willingly harmed herself. Min felt hollow, a piece of him snatched away. This was a new pain, a far greater pain than any injury he’d sustained playing sports—the perforated eardrum, the dislocated shoulder, the shattered clavicle, all understandable, logical, cause and effect. But the source of this pain and disbelief was unknowable, unquantifiable. A blank. A void. All he could think was: I could have saved her.


“Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to harm Yu-jin? Anyone who might benefit from her death?”


“I thought you said she took her own life.”


“That’s what I suspect, but I need to eliminate all other possibilities.”


Min wished he had a suspect, an individual whose name, once uttered, would explain everything. But there was no such person. “No. No one.”


“Any disagreements or arguments with anyone leading up to last night?”


Min could only shake his head


“How was her relationship with her family? Were you close with them?”


“No,” Min heard himself say.


“So you never met her father,” Park said. He glanced at Min sympathetically. “It’s not personal. Korean parents don’t take well to boyfriends—too much of a distraction, particularly during university.”


A politician—that was all she’d said about her father, as casually as if she were recollecting yesterday’s weather. It had seemed unimportant. But perhaps it wasn’t. Her parents had never known about them. It was Yu-jin’s decision. Her father had warned her about a serious boyfriend hindering her studies. Min suspected his being American didn’t help things. “It will cause less trouble,” she’d said. And he’d agreed. It wasn’t his place to say otherwise. Her parents had dreamed of their daughter gaining admission to Ewha University their entire lives, and now that she was there, they’d given her some independence. She’d wanted to keep it that way. He didn’t blame her, but now he had questions. He traced over moments between them, decisions they’d made. Had she been trying to protect him from something? Had she known this was coming? With Yu-jin gone, trivial choices, random events, suddenly began to take on some sense of meaning: a sideways glance, the shadow of a frown.


Why had she even spoken to him that first night? What had she seen?


“What’s it like,” she’d said over their third round of beers, “always being stared at?”


“What do you mean?”


“Oh, come on.” She rolled her eyes. “You’re like the ideal guy here. Korean, but only half. American, but not too American, unless you’ve got some tattoos under there. Americans love their tattoos: barbed wire, bald eagles, and flames—lots of flames, anything flaming really, it seems like. And that nose. I bet that nose turns heads.”


Yu-jin’s comments should have bothered Min, as such attentions had since his arrival in Korea—when schoolchildren had stopped to take pictures of him, astounded by his height, when waitresses and bartenders asked for his plastic surgeon’s name, mesmerized by his jawline, his eyelids, his nose, always his nose—but they didn’t. Maybe it was Yu-jin’s awareness of her own body, the obvious pleasure she took in looking the way she did. There was no hiding of her physical beauty, no shame in the value she took from her appearance.


Min rubbed the bridge of his nose. Only at night, when shadows stretched across his face, did he find the acceptance he’d hoped for upon arriving in Seoul, when he could pass for Korean. “I don’t know. I probably feel the same way you do, getting stared at. It’s nice at first, but after a while it starts making you feel strange. Like you don’t belong.”


“Trying to get pity for your good looks? What, you’d rather be ugly and invisible? Because that’s what you’d be here in Seoul, invisible. No one sees you or wants to see you. Appearances matter here. You might as well embrace it. Plus, you don’t really belong here. I mean, it isn’t America. It’s not your home.”


She could be like that—blunt, even harsh—but Min found it refreshing. Still, he’d yearned to explain the ever-present fear that he belonged nowhere, forever suspended in a liminal state. But Yu-jin wouldn’t have understood. How could she have? She was so sure of herself.


Detective Park cleared his throat. “How long were you together?”


“Around ten months.”


“ ‘Ten months,’ ” he echoed to himself, scratching away in his notepad. “And it was”—he paused, seeming reluctant—“romantic in nature? Your relationship, that is.”


“Are you asking if we were sleeping together?”


Park gave a quick nod, fidgeting in his seat.


Min recalled that first night. How had they come to stand in that same hallway, just feet apart? It had been her doing after all, hadn’t it? She’d initiated everything. “Yes,” he said. “We were sleeping together.”


After drinks she’d asked him for money to pay for a cab back to her apartment, and he’d obliged, happy he could do something for her. He stood with her on the sidewalk in the three A.M. glow, dance clubs breathing their last gasps, bars trickling drunken patrons.


“I’d like to see you another time,” Yu-jin said. “What do you say? We can escape again.”


Detective Park erupted with a hacking cough, spittle trembling on his lower lip. “Just a few more,” he said. “Can you think of any reason why Yu-jin would end her life, and did you notice anything out of the ordinary yesterday? Sudden change of mood, erratic behavior?”


“No. Nothing,” Min said, assured by the veracity of his statement. He’d spent nearly a year with her. She would have confided in him, leaned on him. And even if something had been wrong, he would have recognized it, especially pain or suffering. We were happy, Min thought. She’d been happy. Of course it wasn’t the kind of relationship either had expected to go beyond his time in Seoul or her graduating from university. They’d been honest about their futures, the separate ways they’d go when the time came. Somehow that fact had made their time together more intimate, more meaningful. There’d been no subterfuge, no agenda. At least that’s what he’d thought.


Detective Park stood, buttoning his worn suit jacket across his belly. “Do you have someone that can vouch for your whereabouts last night?”


“You think I had something to do with this?”


“I have to investigate every lead, no matter how implausible.”


“After our date I went straight home. I only left once to get a snack from the convenience store in my building around midnight.”


“That’ll work,” Park said. “We can check their tapes.”


Had he been awake, blissful and breathing, at the precise moment she’d died?


Park rested a hand on his bad shoulder. “It’s not abnormal.”


Min barely registered his touch, unable to hold back the tears. “What isn’t?”


“To not know what’s going on inside someone else’s head. Trust me. I see it a lot. Sometimes it’s the people who seem perfectly fine that are going through hell on the inside. Somehow they’re the best at hiding it.”


“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


Yu-jin wouldn’t hide something like this, Min thought. We were always candid with each other. She had no reason to keep anything from me. I would have understood.


But even as Min affirmed this to himself, he couldn’t ignore the nagging suspicion that he had missed something. Something had been going on in Yu-jin’s life that he hadn’t known about. Someone had done this to her. It was the only possibility.


“Is this your address?” Park said, showing Min his notepad.


“Can you at least tell me what your working theory is?”


“I’m really not supposed to—”


“I’m just asking for any information.”


Park frowned, working his lower lip between his teeth. “Right now, the evidence points to suicide.”


“But you haven’t ruled out foul play.”


“I’m not going to speculate, Mr. Ford. I have protocols to follow. I’ll go where the evidence takes me.”


“I’m telling you Yu-jin wouldn’t harm herself. What possible reason would she have for ending her life?”


“Most cases I see are due to social or academic pressures. Like I said, it’s too early to say with any real certainty, but given her age, demographic, and socioeconomic status, I’d say stress related to school.”


“That’s impossible. School was easy for her. She had good friends. People that cared about her. She was graduating in a few weeks.”


“I’m not arguing with you, Mr. Ford. If you think of anything, give me a call,” Detective Park said, handing a business card to Min, who held it loosely, then tighter, digging the stiff, hard edges into his palm.


“You’re making a mistake. If you knew Yu-jin, you’d know she’d never do something like this. Someone must have done something to her…”


“You’re in shock, Min. Can I call you Min?”


“You still haven’t told me how she died.”


Detective Park stopped and turned. “I don’t think you need that information right now.”


“Knowing something is better than nothing.”


“Asphyxiation,” Park said, his face twisted into a grimace.


Min had thought he’d feel better knowing, but now suddenly all he could think about was his breathing, in and out, how easily it came, smooth and mocking in his ears.


Before leaving, Park offered his condolences once again, all a distant murmur to Min, who sat for a long time after the door closed, going over their last moments together, again and again, rewinding them, searching for something, a hint, a clue, a chink in her armor, a run in her stockings. Yu-jin was strong. She wouldn’t have taken her life because of stress or pressure. It wasn’t like her. No—someone had done something, threatened her, harmed her. But who? Min thought about what Detective Park had said. Maybe some people were utterly unknowable. Maybe he’d never really known Yu-jin at all.










FOUR YU-JIN



You’re just the perfect girl


I was waiting on the sidewalk with Hae-sook and Hye-jung, all of us shivering in our skirts. We’d worn pants when leaving our households and quickly changed once we met up, then piled into a taxi, the cabdriver’s eyes flickering across our bare legs.


Some older boys had invited us to hang out at a multi-room downtown. They’d graduated last July and had spent four grueling months cramming for the CSAT. Their strategy had paid off with strong scores, and they wanted to celebrate. I couldn’t imagine waiting like that, delaying my departure from Gyeryong for a second longer than necessary. But they didn’t seem to mind. Boys are like that, nonchalant, all confidence and easiness.


They knew of a place where we could bring alcohol, where the owner would let us do whatever we wanted. It was something I expected older boys to know. Where you could drink, what stores would sell you cigarettes. I’d had my moments of indiscretion, but they were fairly tame: sneaking a cigarette during lunch, snagging a spare bottle of makgeolli at holiday parties with my cousins. Don’t get me wrong. I wanted to break curfew, cut class, get fall-down drunk with the kids who already knew university wasn’t for them. But rebellion meant ruining any shot at Ewha, at Seoul. Only now, after acing the exam, could I let my eye wander from the target, however briefly.


I teetered in my heels, the sneakers in my handbag already calling to me and it wasn’t even nine. Hae-sook took out a cigarette. I noticed she looked more done up than usual, hair straightened, shingles of onyx, fingernails a scarlet red. “Who’s coming tonight?” I asked, wondering what boy she was trying to impress.


Hae-sook fumbled with the lighter. “Don’t worry, you know one of the guys.”


Even if she wasn’t a very convincing smoker, I had to commend the effort. She could actually pass for a university girl, whereas Hye-jung and I still had that awkward look about us, like we were still getting used to our bodies, forever changing, never allowing us to get comfortable.


But she always tried too hard, Hae-sook. She’d ditch us at even just the scent of a boy. She often did, weeks at a time, chasing some new infatuation. Then she’d resurface, brokenhearted, wondering why the guy had dropped her. None of us told her why, but we knew. She gave it up too easily. I was young, but I knew boys liked to play the game, even when they said they didn’t.


I was still a virgin, as was Hye-jung, I suspected. True, she spent a lot of time with Hae-sook, but I still caught her looking lost with boys. Should she ignore him? Compliment him? Make him feel wanted? She was like me, unsure of how to wield this power we possessed.


Boys had always been a distraction, a diversion. They were easy to ignore, especially when they realized you weren’t interested. So my social life had suffered throughout high school—a small price to pay for perfect grades and exemplary test scores. Even those who I considered my friends, girls like Hye-jung and Hae-sook, were kept at a distance by the intense fear that I would be forced to sacrifice my own time and energy to help them through breakups or console them after a bad grade. My goals and aspirations, they’d always been bigger than friendship.


But not tonight, I thought, borrowing Hye-jung’s makeup mirror and checking my eyeliner; tonight I’m free, no more grades, no more percentiles. I’d done what was needed. I could push against my self-imposed guardrails, revel in the present.


Eventually the boys showed, lanky and self-assured in their jeans and faux-leather jackets, no doubt buoyed by a few drinks beforehand. Hae-sook and Hye-jung squealed at the sight of them. I stood awkwardly and waited to be introduced while they hugged. The only one I knew by name was Si-woo, a dour-looking boy from one of my advanced math classes the year before. I thought I recognized the other two but had never spoken a word to them. I’d passed them in the halls, watched them from a distance. I was more curious than attracted, intrigued by their gangly legs and unkempt eyebrows, the way they existed, oblivious to the space around them. I wondered what that must be like: to have the world move for you.


“Everyone,” Hae-sook said, twirling on her toes and pointing at me like I was the grand prize on a game show. “This is Yu-jin. She’s decided to honor us with her presence tonight.”


I pulled my face into a pleasant, welcoming smile.


Hae-sook grabbed the elbow of the boy closest to her. He was tall and slender with high cheekbones, totally her type. “This is Do-yun,” she said, “that’s Hyun-woo, and I think you know Si-woo.”


Crammed into the small elevator, I quickly found myself shoulder-to-shoulder with Si-woo. I tried catching his attention with a glance, but he didn’t seem to notice. Hae-sook was already giggling and whispering something in Do-yun’s ear. Hye-jung tried to follow suit, leaning against Hyun-woo flirtatiously. Legs jittery, palms damp, I studied my blurred reflection in the scuffed elevator doors.


The multi-room was spacious: two couches and a love seat, all angled toward a massive flat-screen TV. We had our pick of karaoke, video games, and movies. While the boys took out the soju and mixers from black plastic bags, Hae-sook, dissatisfied with the streaming options, sent Hye-jung and me out to peruse the DVD collection. “Get an action movie,” she said, tossing her gold sequined handbag on the sofa.


She never wasted an opportunity. Always catering to the boys.


With Hye-jung leading the way, we went to the front desk. An old man gave us a nod as we approached, pointing to the wall of DVDs behind us.


“What do you think she’s telling them?” I said.


“Probably how we’ve had crushes on them forever. She’s been looking forward to this for weeks. Kind of pathetic really.”


Hye-jung’s forthrightness was surprising. Usually everything was misdirection with these two: everything said by a look, a wink. I picked up a movie and perused the back.


“That was mean, sorry,” she said. “We snuck some soju before coming out. I always say dumb stuff when I drink.”


“We all do.”


She gave a half laugh.


“What?”


“You, get drunk and say dumb stuff? See, there I go again.”


“No. You’re right. I don’t know what it’s like,” I said, refreshed by Hye-jung’s honesty. “I don’t know why I said it.”


“It’s cool,” she said, her voice airy and slack.


We stood outside our private room, raucous laughing within. The Hae-sook show had already begun.


The last to sit, I settled onto the love seat with Si-woo. The pairing off had happened so quickly, I’d hardly known what to do. It seemed Hae-sook and Hye-jung had a plan after all, as I watched them divide and conquer the other boys.


Had all of this been decided earlier? Maybe Hye-jung had been playing coy before. Girls were like that, two-faced. But even as I settled into the surprisingly uncomfortable seat next to my arranged date, I was left feeling like it had been a real moment with her, a second where we’d talked as girls—anxious and insecure.


Drinks were passed around in the semidark, the TV screen dousing us in electric blue. I asked Si-woo what we were drinking and hoped he wouldn’t laugh at me.


“It’s just soju mixed with Sprite. It’s not bad. But don’t drink it too fast.”


I sipped it judiciously, annoyed by his concern for my sobriety. I wanted an older boy, all confidence and swagger, not parental advisory.


Hae-sook jumped up from the couch. “Someone help me put the movie on. I can never figure out these entertainment consoles.” Always helpless, needy. She wasn’t really, of course, but she knew how boys worked, how they liked to feel smart, in charge.


Maybe it was knowing I’d aced my exam or the alcohol, but I found myself relaxing, letting my shoulders slump into the crux of Si-woo’s arm, which curved ever so slightly around me. Small movements could betray so much. A look was an invitation, the graze of a hand a provocation. That night I imagined my body a beacon, signaling out to the darkness. The thought thrilled me in a way I’d never allowed myself to feel before. Then the movie was playing, a generic action scene. I watched with passive indifference, listening to Hae-sook and Hye-jung in the darkness, giggling and cooing. Si-woo seemed genuinely interested in the movie, with its deafening explosions and zinging bullets.


Thirty minutes later and the room was a blur, spinning out in every direction.


Si-woo’s hand was still on my knee, frozen in place. I’d tried willing him to move it closer, to slide it. I’d tried shifting my weight, to the right, to the left. Nothing. Between the screeching tires and gunfire, I heard lips against lips, a zipper singing down a fly. I was missing my chance. Couldn’t Si-woo hear these sounds? This was his cue.


Blood thumping in my ears, I took his hand and slid it up my leg, under my skirt.


A quick jerk backwards and he was looking at me, the TV’s reflection playing across his estranged face. “What’re you doing?”


“I just thought—”


“I’m only here because of my friends.” He turned back to the movie. “I told you not to drink that stuff so fast.”


Embarrassment broke out like wildfire across my chest, up my neck, the flames licking my cheeks. I sat still, bewildered at what to do or say. Nothing seemed the only option. A day scene in the film illuminated the room. I watched Hae-sook kissing Do-yun’s lips, her head tilted, hair tumbling. Her eyes flicked open, and she looked at me. She wrapped a hand around his neck, pushing her fingers through his fine black hair. This is how you do it, she was saying. This is how you get them.


Then I was standing up, announcing that I was going outside to have a cigarette. I never smoked, but no one was listening. Si-woo stared at me dumbly.


Swaying on the sidewalk, I watched a group of kids playing an arcade crane game, trying to snatch an oversized stuffed animal. They shouted at one another, jostling for position over the joystick. I put my hands out in front of me, splaying the fingers apart. I watched them tremble, hating that I couldn’t control them. I took a deep breath and jammed them back into my jacket pockets. I thought about Hae-sook and the way she’d looked at me. I didn’t know what it meant, any of it.


After giving the kids some money to keep playing their game, I headed back up to my friends. I wasn’t going to let Si-woo ruin my night of freedom. I didn’t need him. I checked my makeup in the bathroom mirror and collected myself. I nearly dropped my eyeliner in the sink when I heard someone in the stall behind me. I’d thought I was alone.


Whoever it was seemed to be having trouble with the lock on their stall. Then a purse dropped, a cell phone skittering across the floor, followed by lipstick. “Shit.”


“Hye-jung?” I said, recognizing the phone case. I tried the latch. “Open up.”


After some fumbling, the door swung outward. Hye-jung was kneeling on the floor, tights torn, her elbows resting on the toilet seat. She looked up at me, eyes red, mascara dirtying her cheeks. “I’m gonna be sick,” she said to me, before turning away and vomiting.


I held back her hair. After it seemed like she was done, I got some paper towels and ran them under the faucet. I did my best with her mascara and wiped her lips and the corners of her mouth. Everything was beginning to smell foul, but I tried not to let on. Si-woo had been right about the soju.


“Are you okay?” I said, dropping the paper towels in the toilet and flushing.


She ran a hand across her mouth and nodded.


“Do you want me to get some water?”


She started to say something but broke down crying instead.


“What’s wrong?”


Hye-jung shook her head, waving away my attempts to give her the tissues I’d found in her bag.


“Is it about the boys? Did Hae-sook say something?”


She laughed and sniffled, wet hair glued to the sides of her face. “I bombed the CSAT.”


“But you said you’d heard great news. We’re all out celebrating.”


“I lied. And the worst part is, even my parents are lying, to our extended family, all their friends. I’m gonna feel like such an idiot when I have to retake it next year.”


I’d always been jealous, even in awe of Hae-sook and Hye-jung’s ability to excel both academically and socially; it was an art I’d yet to master. But with Hye-jung in tears, vulnerable and helpless, that vision was no more.


“Tons of people take it twice, even three times. You’ve got nothing to worry about,” I said.


“Easy for you to say.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Everyone knows you’re the smartest. You’re going to have your pick of schools. You don’t give your friends the time of day, and we still invite you to stuff. I don’t know why. It’s not like you’ve ever cared about what we thought or what we were doing.”


“That’s not true,” I protested weakly.


“You’ve got everything figured out. Pretty. Smart. The boys want you even more for ignoring them. You’re just the perfect girl, Yu-jin,” she said, brushing me aside and staggering out of the stall. “There, I said it.”


When she’d gone, I wiped the toilet down and flushed again. Was it true? Was I wanted, envied?


That was the last time I spoke to Hye-jung. She didn’t return to school after winter break. I think her parents moved, out of shame.










FIVE MIN



Something you might have missed


Growing up in Los Angeles, Min had often felt like a stranger to himself, adrift between worlds. There was the Korean church he attended with his mother, where rumors spread quicker than the word of God itself. she’d married a white man; she’d divorced a white man; she wouldn’t have any man. It didn’t help that she treated church as a mere social affair. There was never any talk of God in their home. How Min wished he could be like his mother, strong and resolute, dispensing of petty gossip with a roll of her eyes, dressed in her Sunday best. “They still eat my mandu,” she’d say with a smile. Min prayed for her indifference, her assuredness, when kids from Sunday school eyed him suspiciously.


With his father it was worse. He was all blue eyes and immaculate blond hair. Min looked nothing like him, and wherever they went, so followed the sympathetic looks of strangers. “We could never adopt,” they’d say. “But good for you.”


Min would later wonder why his mother had married someone so different from herself. This Stanford graduate from Orange County, full of rare and unrelenting waspy optimism. Whatever had pulled them together hadn’t lasted; ten years and they’d called it quits. Min had just turned nine and stayed with his mother, telling his father he’d rather die than live in San Diego, where there were more country clubs than taco trucks.


His parents’ separation was just another oddity, another peculiarity pushing him into a place without a name, a place where you split your holidays between households, where you were the conduit through which your parents spoke, where you took the sharpest thing you could find and split your love in two, no matter how unevenly. After a few years Min didn’t think it was a place at all; it was simply the absence of something whole.


Seoul felt like that now with Yu-jin gone: empty, Min thought, as he exited the Samsung building and walked toward the metro station. In the street, buses, taxis, and motorbikes converged into a river of controlled chaos. Surely Yu-jin’s roommates could tell him more than Detective Park. Overhead, dust and sand from the Gobi Desert stretched out across the sky, clouds tinged orange and amber by toxins from Chinese factories—the last yellow-haze storm before summer. Throat itching, eyes watering, Min pushed on, cutting swaths through the waves of surgical-masked pedestrians. He’d needed to get away from the office, switching his monitor off and sweeping documents and folders into his desk drawer before striding to the elevator, head down, eyes fixed on the carpeted floor. He jammed the smooth lobby button again and again, possessed by some mad hope that it would give him the answers he required. Even after he’d burst through the heavy glass doors and out onto the street, he imagined his coworkers were all watching him from the windows, waiting for him to fall, crumple, unable to bear the weight of his loss.


His boss’s words still sang in his ears like a cheap pop melody—superficial but irresistibly true. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. To feel like you missed something,” Sun had said. “Take a few days off. See how you feel. Work might take your mind off things.”


Down an escalator, a staircase, Min caught his breath in the underground coolness, hands to knees, neon tears streaming down his cheeks. What had he missed?
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