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For Umma and Appa





Prologue



FOUR THOUSAND TWO HUNDRED SIXTY-SEVEN DOLLARS AND fifty-five cents.


This is what I’m worth: stacks of crumpled bills, light in my palms. If I’m not careful, they might slip away, spiraling into the night like smoke.


I cram the ragged envelope back into its spot behind the dresser. At my desk I scribble the amount in my notebook and study the column of numbers preceding it.


Five thousand seven hundred thirty-two dollars and forty-five cents to go.


Then I can disappear.





1.



WHEN I WAS FIVE, MY HALMONI TAUGHT ME HOW TO MAKE ORIGAMI cranes. I watched the paper squares transform into proud creatures, each intricate fold hidden from view. Peacock blue, marigold yellow, inky violet peppered with stars.


Sometimes I think of those cranes. How existence can sprout from nothing. How I’ve mastered the art of folding into myself, pleat by tiny pleat. How I wait, yet, for the majestic to unfurl.


Sometimes I head up to the roof and peer over the crumbling wall, six stories to the ground. The thrill of falling, without the fall. My body both drained and energized, quaking with the reminder of being alive.


The view over this side of Sierra Park isn’t great. A grid of worn-out homes and strip malls, lawns yellowing from too much California sun. But it’s about the possibilities—the prospect of escape, the idea that I’ll become fully realized once I’m gone.


I subsist on it, that burrowing want. For emergence. A budding. A release.


I wait. And I wait.





2.



THE TV IS ALWAYS ON, FLICKERING IN THE CRAMPED BEDROOM. MY grandma’s gaze stays on her favorite Saturday show, even as I offer up spoons of leftover vegetable jook.


“Just a little more, Halmoni, and I’ll bring you sikhye later,” I say in Korean. She nods at the mention of her favorite rice drink. Porridge drips onto her blanket-covered lap. I wipe it away with a finger.


Halmoni is a bird with a crest of white hair floating about her face. She swims in her faded blue shirt, which used to be mine. Soon, she might disappear completely, leaving only a mound of cotton behind.


“Bribery. No wonder she loves you,” my mother says from the doorway. I’m Sunny, the tag on her work shirt declares—the name she prefers over Sun-young. Ironic. She is anything but sunny.


Then she turns away, cursing the time, late for her shift as usual. There is the scramble for her things, followed by the slam of the door. Once she leaves, my body uncoils. I inhale and inhale, trying to fill up the crater inside me. The air is always stale here, almost solid in its mustiness. Like it hasn’t circulated since we first moved in a decade ago.


Halmoni pushes the bowl away, though it’s still half-full. She taps my shoulder in a silent question, and I lie, as I do every morning. “Don’t worry, I’ve eaten.”


Breakfast has always been ours. The two of us used to sit at our tiny dining table, awaiting the day’s approach. A stack of toast, a mixing bowl of cereal, or a mound of sliced fruit between us. Our sanctum, the lull before school or work, before Sunny woke, before the neighbors started up their noise.


Halmoni nods and squeezes my hand. She barely talks anymore. Her life plods on without mercy, trapped within the yellowing walls of this apartment. Broken appliances and stained beige carpet, hiding decades of secrets. Warped furniture and not enough windows. A narrow room shared with Sunny. Sometimes she gazes up at the ceiling for hours, her face blank and drooping. Like a part of her is already gone.


Our morning ritual looks different now, but it still belongs to us. In these hushed moments together, Halmoni and I are okay.


I lay my head on the edge of the bed and close my eyes. She pats my cheek with cool fingers. They feel like feathers.





3.



THE CUSTOMER IS ALWAYS RIGHT.


We aim to please and never fight.


This is our daily mantra at Café Sonata. Even with the most difficult customers, who find fault with every damn thing. Like the woman in the front now, whose clarion voice rises above the afternoon din. I watch while arranging desserts in the display case.


“Are you trying to give me diabetes?” She shoves her cup toward Eun-ji, the newest barista. The customer’s cropped hair is a helmet, plastered to her head. A red Chanel bag swings from her arm. “Remake it or give me a refund.”


“I’d be happy to remake it for you,” Eun-ji says. “But caramel lattes are supposed to be sweet.”


“They must be hiring idiots these days.” She picks up the cup and slams it back down. Milk splatters onto the marbled countertop. “Say ‘nae, nae, I’m sorry,’ and make it again.”


Okay. Enough. I abandon the desserts and join Eun-ji at the register.


“What’s the problem?” I offer my best smile. The customer is always right.


“My drink is so sweet, my teeth are aching.” The woman bares said teeth.


“You’re welcome to change your—”


“If I get cavities, are you going to pay the bill? You can’t even afford it.” She purses her lips so hard, it looks painful.


I check the cup for her order. “Well, maybe you shouldn’t have asked for five pumps of caramel.” I manage to keep my tone pleasant, though the irritation is ballooning, blazing in my chest.


“Winter, it’s okay,” Eun-ji hisses, tugging my arm.


“Didn’t your mother teach you to respect your elders?” Spit flies from the woman’s mouth and lands on my arm. “My daughter would never—”


“Only if they deserve it,” I say. My mother hasn’t taught me much, I don’t add. My jaw aches from clenching.


“Winter.” The manager, Joo-hyun, appears to my left and pinches my side. She apologizes to the woman. “Jwesonghabnida. Let me remake your latte. And your next two drinks are on us.”


Once we’re alone, she frowns at me. “What’s going on with you lately? Your only job is to make the customers happy.”


“And somehow make caramel lattes not sweet,” I say. I watch the woman yank a clump of napkins from the dispenser, followed by a handful of sugar packets. She drops them all into her bag.


“Consider this your last warning. You’re not indispensable.” Joo-hyun tucks a lock of chin-length hair behind her ear. Her earring looks like a silver egg, stretching out the lobe. “I know you need this job, but I’m not above asking you to leave. You’re bringing down our image.”


She turns away and begins to grind espresso beans, her movements brisk.


Image means Café Sonata’s spacious, slate-gray interior with marble accents and geometric light fixtures. Image means the four-star rating we have online—God forbid it drops to three point nine. Image means going along with the charade that we’re located in the affluent heart of Cheongdam, not in an anonymous suburb no one cares about. Joo-hyun likes to believe this place is much more important than it is.


But it’s easier than other jobs I’ve had, and minimum wage is better than nothing. Plus, getting paid under the table, all cash, is the best I can ask for. Even if it’s only so I can work more hours than are strictly legal. An actual paycheck would just be taken by Sunny, never to be seen again.


“Sorry,” I say to Joo-hyun’s back. “I’ll do better.”


“You need anger-management classes.”


“Anger isn’t the issue. She deserved it.”


“Oh, yes. According to you, they always deserve it.” She shakes her head as she tamps the grounds. “You’re lucky to even be working here. Don’t make me regret taking a chance on you.”


She spouts some variation of this every week, like I should grovel at her feet with gratitude. But here’s the truth: the choice was between me and an older man who wouldn’t stop leering at the other baristas. I needed this job, and Joo-hyun needed me.


Sorry, Eun-ji mouths from nearby, looking embarrassed. I wave her apology away. She’s a year older than me, an international student at UC Irvine. Kind and patient and soft-spoken. Likable.


Not like me at all.





4.



AFTER WORK I WHEEL MY BIKE—A CREAKING, LIME-GREEN THING I’ve had for years—out of the lot. A breeze whispers through the trees and sweeps my hair back, whisking the weight of the day away.


October in Southern California is warm and dry. Friendly weather, unlike the blistering heat of August or the sharp chill of December. As I secure my helmet strap, I study the sad, deep hue of the sky. Next year at this time, I won’t be here. But the view will be unchanged. Everyone, everywhere, lives under the same sky.


“Hi, there!” someone shouts from across the lot. I turn to see a woman scurrying toward me. Her blond hair is a halo beneath the streetlight. “Can I speak with you for a second?”


“No, thanks. I don’t need Jesus in my life,” I say, moving farther down the pavement.


“Wait.” Up close, she’s taller than I am and smells like lavender. Her shoes could probably cover our rent. Hell, her lipstick might, too. “I just want to talk, Winter.”


“Do you know me?” I back away, but she follows.


“It’s about your dad. I’m Helena, by the way.” She thrusts a hand out. I stare at it. “Your stepmother.”


The bike topples over, scraping my shin. I scramble to pick it up. Throw a leg over.


She takes another step. “He wants to see you.”


“I don’t have a dad.” I push hard on the pedals, trying to go faster. My hands are clammy against the handles.


“Winter, please,” she calls after me. Her voice breaks, stretching the words out. “It’s urgent.”


I hate my name rolling off her tongue, so familiar. I hate how she called herself my stepmother, this expensive white woman, like she has some sort of claim on me.


The lights blur into an endless streak of gold as my legs pump around and around. Go go go. Then, How did she find me where do they live what does she mean it’s urgent? I open my mouth to drink the evening air. Several blocks over, I glance back to see if she’s following me. But the street is devoid of both cars and people, and I am alone with the thrum of my heart and the whoosh of breath scraping my throat. I don’t know why I’m afraid.





5.



HALMONI IS SLOUCHED AGAINST THE WALL WHEN I COME IN. THE TV casts an eerie glow on her face. Suddenly, I’m struck by the fear that she isn’t really on the bed—that she’s already a ghost, a memory.


She blinks, and I exhale. I tug her upright and wedge a pillow against her side. Her weakened right arm drags, and I place it onto her lap. The soup and applesauce I left for her lunch sits half-eaten on the folding table beside her.


“Aegi,” she murmurs. Whenever she calls me her baby, I remember that she was the one who braided my hair and taught me the Korean alphabet and packed my school lunches. She taps the space next to her, and I slide under the comforter.


I press her cold fingers against my cheeks, which burn from the frantic ride home. My mind is still back in the parking lot with Helena, the polished stranger who somehow knows who I am, where I work, and possibly where I live.


The sheet is damp against my legs. Halmoni looks sorry as I get back up and find a fresh one, along with a new diaper from the bottom drawer of her nightstand.


“No, no, it’s fine,” I say, as tears seep between her closed lids. “Shit happens, right?”


That brings out a smile. She used to scold me whenever I swore as a child. Now she gets a kick out of it.


I remake the bed, shifting her from side to side. Then we make the slow journey to the bathroom, with most of her weight on me. She drops onto the toilet, and I clean her up with a damp washcloth. Her skin is loose, paper-thin, her legs spindly from disuse.


“See? Good as new.” I keep my tone light, but an anvil of sadness drags me down.


Back in bed, she turns onto her side and gazes up at me. She smiles again, like she’s content just to study my face. Like I am enough.


I kiss her temple and smooth her hair back.


“Music?” I ask. When she nods, I bring out my iPod and unwind the earphones. One for her, one for me. I select something soothing: Lee Juck’s “It’s Fortunate.” The lyrics were intended to be romantic, but I’ve always seen them as universal. Gratitude for a loved one, steadfast in the midst of turmoil. Halmoni sighs and reaches for my hand.


Eleven months have passed since her stroke. In those eleven months, I’ve learned one thing: grief doesn’t begin with death. It curls around my heart, holding me hostage, as I watch her wither a bit more every day.


Months ago, after she refused to go back to physical therapy, I showed her my meager savings. “Halmoni, look. It’s not much, but I’m going to get you more help. I looked up some facilities—”


“No,” she whispered. “No. Shiluh. Nuhmoo himdeuluh.”


I still remember her despondent stare, willing me to understand. Her bald plea: It’s too much. Too hard. It wasn’t about the bills or how little her insurance covered. It wasn’t about money at all.


I jotted down lists of exercises I could help her with. Stretches, wrist curls, leg raises. She flung the pages away with surprising strength, her good hand striking my chin.


I brought home a cheap wheelchair, thinking sunlight would do her good. Short of dragging her out of bed, nothing I did could convince her to go outside. To not give up.


“I told you to get rid of this piece of crap,” Sunny says every time she bumps into it. “What a waste of money. She’s never going to use it.”


But I can’t. It stays near the door, forlorn, waiting for a miracle.


“Let me be,” Halmoni whispers on occasion, her words slurring into one. “I’ve lived long enough. Let me go, to be with your halabeoji.”


Stay, I want to say, every time. My grandpa can wait. But she seems to think she’ll die sooner if she stops trying.


“Halmoni.” I lift her earphone and lean in close. “Halmoni, I’m saving money. I can take you anywhere. Anywhere in the world. Where do you want to go?”


She shakes her head and points at me. You go. You use that money.


But I can’t stop picturing this: sneaking her out by moonlight, after a hush has settled over the building. Rolling the wheelchair down the hall, out the entrance, all the way to the idling taxi waiting to take us to the airport.


“And we’re off,” I’d whisper. “We’re free.” And the old mischief would light up her face, making her more radiant than all the stars, before we would extend our wings and soar.





6.



I’M AT MY DESK STARING AT A TRIO OF POSTCARDS. FOR THE FIRST time in years, I try to remember. His face, the cadence of his voice, the way he moved. But I can recall only fragments. None of them add up to a whole.


His straight, heavy eyebrows. The explosive roar of his laugh.


His map collection, scattered across the rooms of our old house.


A stark memory: his finger on my tiny one, tracing a path across the country from coast to coast.


“One day, we’ll take a road trip through every single state,” he said as I examined the jumble of squiggles and dots. At the time, I couldn’t grasp how expansive the world was outside home. How those inches of blue represented endless oceans. How California, smaller than my hand, spanned hundreds and hundreds of miles in the real world.


On my fourth birthday, months after he left, the first postcard arrived.


“‘Happy birthday, my gongjunim. May all your wishes come true,’” Halmoni read that night, sounding out the English words in her careful way. I grabbed the card and traced the swooping blue letters. Though I couldn’t decipher them yet, I knew they were his. He had written them thinking of me, his gongjunim, his princess. Later, I would learn that the grand city featured on the back was Paris, the Eiffel Tower standing proud against a watercolor sky.


The second postcard was from Rome and had a black-andwhite photo of the Colosseum. The same message, the same handwriting, in the same blue ink.


The third, and last, showed a print of a temple in Kyoto rising above a mirrorlike pond.


“Don’t tell your umma. This will be our special secret,” Halmoni whispered each year. But I didn’t need the reminders. By then Sunny had cleared our home of him—photos, old clothes, even a lone map I begged to keep. By then I had learned not to hound Halmoni with questions: Where is he? When is he coming back? Why did he leave? She never had the answers. If she did, she never let on.


After that, we left our little house to live with Halmoni’s old friend, who had converted her attic into a room. And after that, when she decided she’d rather not deal with a child underfoot, we moved into the first of several run-down apartments.


Maybe more postcards were sent, and they got lost, passed from hand to hand until they landed in the trash. Maybe he thought he had done his duty and no longer needed to make the effort.


But I kept them, safe between the pages of my diary. I studied them late at night, trying to detect secrets in the slant and curl of his handwriting. He would have put his maps to good use, I decided, and sought adventures all over the planet. I pictured him in a place far away and beautiful. The Guggenheim in Bilbao. The Sydney Opera House. The Leaning Tower of Pisa. One day our paths would cross, and he would take me home with him.


The diary became a scrapbook, crammed with photos of each place. I wrote captions for each one, describing the reunion that was sure to come. Every once in a while, I would look him up, hoping to track him down. But countless results came up for Sung-jin Hyun. Many in Korea, a handful in the US, even one in Germany. None of the photos ever resembled what I remembered of him, and I always closed the browser, disappointed.


In middle school, I shredded those pages and dumped them. The truth was impossible to bear. I was unlovable. I wasn’t enough to keep him here. He became Sung, as Sunny called him when she deigned to talk about him, not my dad. Because it was easier to think of him as a faceless name, not an actual person.


But the postcards stayed. They serve as a reminder that hopes can always be dashed.


I trace the faded words. May all your wishes come true. It sounds like an insult now. An empty message, something he probably scribbles in every card. Clearly, my wishes didn’t mean anything to him. No matter how often I whispered them into my pillow at night, how often I dreamed about his return, they went unheard.


He’s had an entire life outside of me. It should stay that way. I dump the postcards back into their drawer and slam it shut.





7.



MOST DAYS I EAT DINNER ALONE. I KEEP IT SIMPLE: KIMCHI STEW stretched over a few days, manduguk made with frozen dumplings, rice with Spam and eggs.


Sunny is hardly ever here. She often comes home in the middle of the night, drunk, muttering to herself, flinging her things everywhere. But tonight, she makes an unexpected appearance. I set a pot of spicy Shin Ramyun on the table, and she devours most of it in a minute, broth and all.


“That was really good.” She smiles, and I eye her, wary. Sunny has two moods: cheerful and surly. One is just as much a weapon as the other. “So, listen. I need to borrow some money. Not much, maybe fifty—”


“I already gave you my share.” I set my chopsticks down. She’s still in her polo from her shift at Walgreens. The front sports a dark stain from the broth, but I’m not about to tell her.


“You can’t afford a few bucks?” she says. “Help your poor mother out. You get tips at that fancy café.”


“What do you even need it for?”


“Necessities,” she says, which could mean a mani-pedi, or her favorite sushi, or cigarettes. When I shake my head, she shrugs. “Whatever. I’ll find your stash, easy.”


“Stay out of my things. Stay out of my room,” I snap. I’ll have to move my envelope again. Where haven’t I hidden it before?


“Oh, take a joke. You’re so sensitive.” She laughs before gulping water from her mug, which announces in curly script, Best Mommy in the Universe!


Sometimes I stare at that mug, trying to remember how it felt to paint those crooked letters, the rainbow of stars, the little planets. How it felt to say those words and mean them.


My throat is hot and tight, brimming with ugliness. I open my mouth to let it out, but she goes on, “Don’t you think I deserve better? You need to go to college. Get a good job and take care of me in my old age.”


What an image—me catering to her every need, like a dutiful Korean daughter. Every so often she tells me to go to college if I want to avoid ending up like her. But in a self-serving way, not out of motherly concern.


With what money? What grades? While other parents gave their kids the best tutors and ample time to study, Sunny had me work as soon as I turned fourteen. Movies might glorify kids beating these odds and going to Harvard, but that isn’t my reality.


“It’s what good daughters do. Like I’m doing for your halmoni.”


“You don’t do shit for her. All you do is complain.” I tug on my earlobe until it hurts. On the wall behind her is a filigree mirror, oversized and gaudy, which she insisted on dropping hundreds for. I look like her, with lank hair hanging to my waist. Tired eyes. Permanently surprised, Halmoni used to say of them. Like you’re in awe of what the world has to offer.


No awe to be found here now.


“So what if I complain? Haven’t I been through enough? I came to America to be someone. Look at me now.” Her voice spikes. Now she’s all shadow and steel. Everything about her is hard: her dark eyes, her jaw, the set of her lips. “I gave up everything to raise you. I deserve it.”


I deserve it. Her favorite words. She loves to throw them in my face. She loves to drown in her bitterness and take me down with her.


Once, I was determined to be just like her. I cut my hair short when she did. I became a vegetarian when she did, though I gave up within days. When she went through periods of painting, then baking, then hiking, I was right there with her. I used to curl up next to her in bed, listening to her breathe, or cry, or tell me random stories about girls who became ghosts. Like we were in this limbo together, just me and her. Like I was the only thing keeping her from turning into a ghost herself. Then, at least, she was still my mom. At least we were family.


When I look at her now, I feel hollow, like nothing will ever fill me up.


“Halmoni raised me,” I say, low. “I don’t owe you anything.”


I gather the dishes and rise from the table. As I move toward the kitchen, she grabs my wrist. I try to shake her off, but she clenches harder. Her touch is usually rough and painful, like I’m some old doll to be tossed around.


“You’re just like your father,” she hisses, her mouth an ugly snarl. “Always so selfish. So disrespectful. You think you’re better than me. Admit it.”


I wrench my arm away. “I don’t think I’m better. I just don’t care. There’s a difference.”


My skin is already mottled with red. I leave the bowls on the counter and walk away. I am about to erupt, and no room will contain me when I do.





8.



ON THE ROOF, I JAM MY EARPHONES IN AND SELECT SEO TAIJI’S “Ultramania” on my iPod. A single blinking light illuminates the corner I’m standing in. Below, the neighborhood is shrouded in suffocating black, interrupted only by the occasional car passing through.


The book in my hand is stained and tattered, its spine fastened with layers of tape. I hold it up to the light, and it falls open to my favorite photo: houses of every shade overlooking a canal. They resemble the jumbo boxes of crayons I always wanted as a kid. The water is a mirror reflecting the mural of the sky.


“Nyhavn. Nyhavn,” I mutter, trying to get the pronunciation right. Knee-houm.


I flip a few pages forward to see craggy coastlines meeting frothy waves. Fields of pure green stretching over miles like oceans themselves. I read passages about bridges, museums, and sculptures, though I could probably recite every word from memory. Before long, I reach the back cover, where I’ve jotted down the spots I most want to visit. Nyhavn. The Open Air Museum in Lyngby. Bornholm Island.


Fun fact: Denmark is the second happiest country in the world.


As the frenzied beat rises, I imagine shedding the unwieldy cloak of myself and leaving it behind. I imagine soaring into the air and landing in this other world—the land of hygge, the home of togetherness—where life never took a series of strange turns. A magical place, where I can abandon that voice, the one that sounds like Sunny, whispering insults in my head. What are you good for? Deserving of love? You? Never.


I tilt my head back. There are no stars anywhere. If I stay this way, the sky might devour me whole.





9.



MONDAY. SCHOOL. I AM A BUBBLE, FLOATING FROM CLASS TO CLASS. I feel transparent, the unsightly mess within splayed to the public. One prod of a finger, and pop, I’ll dissipate.


But of course, no one is looking. I blend in with the chattering crowd, unseen. Invisibility trumps trying to fit in, pretending to know how to talk or act or dress. High school is fleeting, a speck on the timeline of my life. None of this matters—not the cliques, not the grades, not the deadlines. It’s easier to take myself out of the equation completely.


During break, I grab a handful of mini chocolate bars from my locker, saving the Twix for last. There is a method to eating a Twix: bite the caramel layer off first, let it melt on the tongue, then nibble at the remaining biscuit.


I stop mid-nibble when the faint notes of familiar music drift by. No mistake—I’m hearing one of my favorite songs, SG Wannabe’s “Timeless,” which was released the year I was born. No one listens to old, depressing ballads anymore. I peek around the locker door, curious, and glimpse the back of a boy’s head. Secured over his ears is a giant pair of headphones. A bright blue J is emblazoned across his jacket. He doesn’t walk so much as glide, like the music is carrying him.


It’s him again. I don’t pay much attention to anyone here, but this is the new kid who transferred to Sierra Park High sometime during junior year. He just appeared one day in the halls, fully formed—face tense and miserable, wavy hair a cloud around his head, eyes darting about like he didn’t know what he was doing there. I know, I wanted to tell him. I don’t know you, but I know. Instead, I wafted by him, a silent ghost.


“Greetings, darling!” Melody skips into my line of vision. She cranes her neck, stares down the hall. “What are you looking at?”


“Nothing.” I open my bag to dig out a USB drive, which she takes.


She wiggles a twenty-dollar bill in my face. “Can’t you use Venmo like a normal person? This cash nonsense is exhausting.”


Melody is exhausting. Her life is a stage, and everything she says and does is a performance.


“It’s just easier for me.” As if I hadn’t told her this ten times already. Cash is tangible. The solidity of the bills in my hand is comforting.


For once she doesn’t try to argue. “Anyway, feedback has been marvelous. You’re making your clients very happy.” She leans in close and lowers her voice. “And in case you’re worried, I haven’t told anyone it’s you.”


I shrug. As long as I get paid, it doesn’t matter.


“Sit with me at lunch today?” she says as she swipes my last Twix. Her lavender-streaked hair brushes my cheek. The color of it seems to change every month, but after all these years, she smells the same. Like tangerines, sweet and bright. “My friends are quite fun.”


Melody’s friends are all like Melody. Cheerful. Outgoing. They wear cropped sweaters and name-brand jeans and have their own cars. They talk about crushes and SATs and who has the most followers on TikTok. They’re normal people who use apps for transactions instead of wrinkled dollar bills.


Normal isn’t bad. It’s just something I no longer have a grasp on.


“I’m good,” I say, and Melody’s smile falters. “You know Liv doesn’t like me.”


“You don’t need permission from my girlfriend,” she says, serious now.


“I wasn’t asking.” I want to tell her to stop trying. That we can’t salvage what was lost three years ago. That I’m just fine spending lunch outside, alone, as I always do. Instead, I say, “I have to go. Let me know what the next assignment is.”


I shut my locker and leave before she can say anything else. As I head to class, I roll up the twenty like a cigarette and tuck it into my bag. Melody and I might not be close anymore, but if it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t have this side gig. I get twenty dollars per assignment, just for earning people passing grades. This year, I’ve expanded to personal statements for college. Which is hilarious, because I write heartfelt essays about virtual strangers.


But that isn’t important. As with most things, it’s all about the reward waiting at the end.





10.



WOODWORKING II IS THE ONLY CLASS I ENJOY. AS A JUNIOR I WAS forced to enroll because the other electives were full. What I didn’t expect: the thrill that came with creating, of actually using my hands to learn rather than relying on a textbook. This year, I’m back by choice.


Class takes place among a row of trailers dedicated to “nontraditional learning”: art, theater, dance. The woodshop is low but wide, with windows that are nearly always open, letting in everything from sunlight to bees. Arranged throughout the space are twenty workstations, one student assigned to each. The smell of sawdust is permanent—the heady scent of potential and possibility.


“Okay, builders!” At the front of the room, Ms. Navarro flings her arms out wide. She’s young, not even thirty. The type who throws herself into her work, all passion and lit-up eyes. “The time has arrived to discuss your senior project.” Her hands twirl away, conducting an invisible orchestra. “I want you to create a vessel. For your soul.” She pauses, like she’s expecting a round of applause. Instead, the room erupts with questions.


“Like an urn?”


“What if I don’t have a soul?”


“Are you mistaking us for your art students?”


“No, I am not.” Ms. Navarro shakes her head. Her oversized glasses wobble at the end of her nose. “But let me remind you that woodworking is itself an art.”


“Can it be big enough to fit me?” someone asks.


“Absolutely. Your vessel can take any form. It can be an urn. It can be a pyramid. It can be a dodecahedron. You can paint it bright orange, write poetry on it, knit a sweater for it to wear. Draw inspiration from your life, your passions. Make it about you. One of a kind.”


“Can we work in pairs?” a girl in the front calls out. For most of our projects last year, we had to team up and hold each other accountable. My least favorite part of the class.


“Not this time,” Ms. Navarro says, and I exhale in relief. She flashes a knowing smile my way. “This is a chance for you to flourish in all your unique glory. The only thing I ask is that you implement the skills you’ve acquired so far. You’ve mastered the basics, proven yourselves knowledgeable. I think you’ve earned the freedom to be creative.”


She passes out detailed outlines of the project. A proposal and preliminary design due at the end of November. Monthly progress reports. A final paper to be handed in with the finished vessel in June. All machines and equipment are available for us to use as we wish, as long as we play nice and take turns. I glance over at them, lined up against the walls. The band saw, the table saw, the miter saw. The planer, the drill press. A row of hand tools, carefully laid out on a workbench.


Navarro tells us a few days of every week will be allotted to the project. “I know June seems an eternity away, but it will creep up on you. Consider this a useful lesson on time management.”


The rest of the period is spent brainstorming. I sketch box after box and carefully shade them in.


“Having trouble?” Ms. Navarro stops beside me and peers down at my notebook.


I shrug. “You said it can be anything.”


“I did. But I’d like you to dig a little deeper. Think about who you are. What represents you best.”


“We’re teenagers. None of us know who we are.” Ms. Navarro has this tendency to find meaning in everything. But not everyone has the kind of depth she’s searching for.


“Age has nothing to do with it. Who you are isn’t stagnant. You’re always changing.” She tilts her head. “It’s all about discovery, isn’t it? This project is about what you uncover. Whatever that is, it’ll be invaluable.”


When I don’t say anything, she smiles and moves on to the next student. I never know how to deal with kind adults. What if they’re tallying up favors in their minds, expecting something in return one day?


When the bell rings, I’m left with a page full of identical cubes and no answers.
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ONE MOMENT I’M ON MY BIKE ABOUT TO CROSS THE STUDENT LOT. The next, I’m sprawled on the warm asphalt, my legs tangled in metal. Nearby, a car horn bleats, angry and sharp. Before me is a pair of feet encased in black sneakers.


“What the fuck? Trying to get me killed?” I glare up at New Kid, who leaped in front of me seconds ago. He’s wearing a black bomber jacket over a black T-shirt over black jeans, like he’s in mourning.


“Seriously? I just saved your life. That guy came out of nowhere.” He nods toward a white Volvo now speeding around us toward the exit.


He lifts my bike away and sets it on the sidewalk before offering me a hand. I ignore it and start gathering the pencils and notebooks that spilled out of my bag. My elbow drips blood. It seems to have a heartbeat of its own. I stagger to my feet, lightheaded.


“Hold on.” He hunts through his backpack and comes up with a creased napkin. The way he presses it to my skin is tender, almost intimate. It comes away red, but he seems unfazed. Nobody has touched me like this in years, apart from Halmoni. He’s bent toward me, and his face is too close, just inches above mine. I can see the faint freckles dotting his cheeks.


“I have to go.” I pull away. My temples throb as I mount my bike again. If I’m late for work one more time, that’ll be it. Another blaring X next to my name on the mental scoreboard Joo-hyun seems to keep.


“You’re welcome,” New Kid shouts as I pedal away. “Anytime!”


I don’t reply. I never asked him to rescue me. When I glance back, he’s still standing there, holding a part of me in his hand.
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THE CAFÉ IS UNUSUALLY CROWDED FOR A WEEKDAY. THE BELL attached to the door chimes every few minutes. Figures I’m the only barista behind the counter this afternoon.


“Clean yourself up,” Joo-hyun says as I pour water over a ceramic dripper. “You have dirt on your cheek, and your hair is a mess.”


I drag a sleeve across my face. Joo-hyun is in a worse mood than usual, constantly snapping at me. She was probably born with her angular haircut and padded blazer. Magenta lipstick clutched in her hand. Permanent wrinkle etched between her brows. These are the thoughts that get me through each shift.


“I’ll be with you in a second,” I call over my shoulder to the next customer. I arrange my face into the cheery mask Joo-hyun likes before turning around.


“Winter.” It’s Helena, waving at me like we’re old friends. Today, her blond hair is up in a messy knot. Her pink hoodie matches her yoga pants. “Can we talk?”


“What can I get you, ma’am?” I say through my teeth. How dare she come here? “We have coffee, tea, and smoothies. Nondairy options. House-made vanilla syrup.”


That’s a lie. Joo-hyun orders jugs of syrup online.


“What time do you get off?” Helena asks.


“None of your business.” I sweep my hand toward the dessert case. “Can I interest you in a pastry? Pain au chocolat? Our banana-walnut cake is to die for.”


“Winter.” She sighs as she rubs her forehead.


“Stop. Saying. My. Name.”


“I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t important.” She leans over the register like she’s going to tell me a secret. I can see patches of foundation melting into her pores. A clump of mascara clings to her lashes for dear life.


“Get the hell out of my face,” I hiss, shrinking back.


“Winter!” Joo-hyun barks from behind me. “That is enough.”


“It’s—she—” I close my eyes. Shitshitshit. “Sorry. I won’t do it again.”


Joo-hyun’s face is redder than I’ve ever seen it. “I can’t keep you on any longer. You have to leave.”


“But—” My breathing goes shallow. I twist my fingers together until they crack. I think of my envelope and Halmoni and the bills, always the bills, piling up every month. “I need this job, Joo-hyun.”


“You should have thought of that before. Get your things and go.” She stamps her boot for emphasis when I stare at her, mute. “Now.”


“Fine,” I manage to shoot back. “Fine. You were looking for a reason, anyway.”


As I whip off my apron, I hear her say to Helena, “We value our customers here. I’m so sorry.”


“Oh, this is my fault.” Helena sounds distraught. “Please don’t blame her.”


“If it’s not one thing, it’s another,” Joo-hyun replies. Like I’m not right here listening to her say this about me.


The uniform is next, revealing my blood-streaked T-shirt. My fingers are so useless, it takes three tries to undo the buttons. I stuff everything into Joo-hyun’s hand. Eyes drill into me from all around the café. My ears are aflame as I retrieve my bag from the staff room.


Then I’m out the door. The bell jingles behind me for the last time.
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“WAIT!” HELENA TROTS AFTER ME AS I SPEED WALK TOWARD THE bike racks. Her shoes squeak against the concrete.


I stop and face her. A sudden swell of tears turns her into a pink smudge. “What do you want from me?”


“It’s not about me. It’s about Sung. Your dad, I mean.” She fiddles with the zipper on her hoodie.


“Yeah, you keep saying that. But here’s the thing,” I say. “I don’t care. At all.”


“We’d like for you to—” She takes a breath. “Please come see him. Please.”


I laugh through my tears, a sharp, angry sound that booms in the air like a huge middle finger in her pained face. “Why should I? I don’t owe him anything.”


“Your dad will explain. It has to come from him.”


“What, is he dying or something?” Her gaze drops, but she doesn’t respond. “Why isn’t he here, if he cares so much?”


“He has a lot going on right now.”


I snort. “Of course. How did you find me anyway?”


“That doesn’t matter.” At least she has the decency to look embarrassed.


“So you’ve been following me? Pretty creepy of you.” I shake my head. “No way. I wouldn’t see him unless you paid me.”


I spin and move on. I need to figure out my next steps. Scour the job sites. Ask Melody if anyone else needs essays.


“Okay,” Helena blurts from behind me. “Yes. We’ll pay you. It’s the least we can do, since I got you fired.”


“Uh-huh. That’s great,” I call back as I fumble with my bike lock. But she catches up and slips a business card into my hand.


“I’m not joking. Call me.” She folds my fingers around the card. Her hands are soft and warm.


This time, she’s the one who walks away.
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“YOU CAN’T BE SERIOUS,” JOO-HYUN SAYS WHEN I FINALLY GATHER up the courage to call her. “No. A million times no. We’ve already replaced you.”


My insides thrum with anxiety. “Can I at least get paid for my last day?”


“You’re hilarious,” she says without a hint of laughter. “And if anyone calls asking about you, I’m telling them you’re rude, unreasonable, and impossible to work with.”


She hangs up before I can. I’m tempted to hurl my phone across the room, but as usual, I can’t afford to.


Each afternoon, I seek out restaurants and boba shops and convenience stores around town, anywhere likely to pay under the table. I extol my own virtues: Responsible! Diligent! Charming! But there aren’t any takers.


We’re not hiring, they say.


You’re too young. Can’t trust a kid.


Come back next year.


I imagine telling Sunny I’m now jobless, a baeksu. Just picturing her reaction triggers an ugly laugh.


At Garu Coffee, a young guy with shaggy, bleached hair comes around the bar to speak with me. Behind him, two harried baristas take orders and pull shots and steam milk.


“You asked for the manager?” the guy says.


“I’m looking for a job.” The words rush out. “I have barista and serving experience. I can work any hours available. Nights and weekends wouldn’t be a problem.”


“Whoa, slow down.” He waves me toward an empty table at the back. “Let’s start with your name.”


“Winter. Winter Moon.”


“Oh.” He stops. I almost bump into him. “From Café Sonata?” “Um. I can explain—”


“Sorry,” he says, and he actually looks it. “I spoke with your former manager. She said you might come by. And, well . . . I’m sorry. We don’t have anything at the moment.”


“But—” I gesture at the baristas trying to keep up with the orders. “You could use the help. I promise, I’ll do whatever it takes.”


“I’m sure you’ll find something soon.” He offers a brief smile before returning to the counter, leaving me in a sea of curious onlookers.


On Friday after school I stop by the H Mart on Beach Boulevard.


“I speak excellent Korean,” I tell the manager, a stout ajumma with astonishing biceps. “I talk to my halmoni all the time. I can help with bagging or stocking, whatever you need.”


“We have enough employees.” She shakes her permed head. “Go home and study. Why does a young girl like you need to work? My daughter is knee-deep in SAT books right now.”


I consider listing the reasons, just to see her reaction. As I leave, I wonder why older women are always compelled to compare me to their daughters.


Back at home, I draw my knees up and push my chin against them. The wooden back of the chair is painful along my spine.


I’ve been a barista, a sandwich maker, a dishwasher, a server, a dog walker, a tutor, a babysitter, an essay writer. All jobs I lost for one reason or another: restaurants that went out of business, kids who thought they were smarter than me, bosses who preferred older employees. Who will I be next? Will there even be a next?


The thing is, I’m tired. Sometimes I just want to be a kid. But soon I’ll be eighteen, and I will officially never be a kid again.


My thoughts creep to Helena’s business card, stuffed into the inner pocket of my bag. I extend a hand—


Nope. Not going there.


Instead, I count my cash, which I now keep in one of my old boots deep in the closet. Once. Twice. Three times. The bills whisper against my fingertips.


It’s okay. At least I have this. Something will come up. I’m just not patient enough.
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IT’S NEVER QUIET HERE. ON MONDAY, FOOTSTEPS THUNDER OVER-head before my alarm goes off. Sunny slams the bathroom door soon after and turns the shower on full force. Minutes later my daily counting is interrupted by a thump, followed by a groan.


“Halmoni?” I call. Another low cry. I toss the envelope into my closet on the way to her room. My heart is a wild thing, knocking against its cage.


I find her on the floor, her blanket knotted around her legs, mouth a gash on her pale face.


“What happened?” I untangle her from the hills of fabric and run my hands over her limbs. “Does anything hurt?”


She shakes her head and points to the dresser between her bed and Sunny’s. Most of the surface is hidden under Sunny’s “treasures”: a tangle of necklaces, expensive makeup, bejeweled hair clips she hoards but never wears. I unearth one of Halmoni’s sketchbooks, its corners bent and frayed, and place it into her lap. There on the bristly carpet, we flip through the pages together.


Many of the drawings feature me, drawn from memory. Four-year-old me in a pumpkin costume, arms lifted in joy. Older me on the couch, writing in a notebook. The two of us squished together, our smiles alive on the paper.


I told her once she could have been an artist. All that emotion brought to life with a few strokes of her pencil. She laughed and declared, “I am an artist. Do I need to be famous? No. It’s about finding worth in the mess of life. No one can question that.”


She turns to a sketch of a lone dandelion sprouting from a crack in the road. Next up is a fluffy terrier sniffing the butt of a bulldog. A series of my grandpa, stern and handsome with a full mustache and beard. Then, Sunny looking over her shoulder, her face creased with laughter. That one feels like a lie.


“From now on, we’ll leave this on your bed,” I say, tapping the book. “So you have it with you all the time.”


Halmoni doesn’t respond as she traces the smudged lines of her work. I stare at the map of spots and scars on her hands. Her fingers are marred from years of working at garment factories downtown and cleaning other people’s houses. Years of taking care of me.


She came to California in the mid-nineties when Sunny was only thirteen. My grandpa was hell-bent on establishing his own business, deeming it the only way to make a living. Their savings went toward a furniture store, followed by a dry cleaner’s, followed by a smoke shop, followed by ongoing debt as each one failed. They lost themselves in this strange country, working under other people, unable to move forward, unable to go back home. Their dreams withered to nothing.


If they had stayed in Cheongju, Halmoni could have been an artist.


Halabeoji might never have died of a heart attack.


Sunny might have turned out to be a happier, kinder person.


I might never have been born.


It’s impossible not to think about how our paths were formed by an unlucky chain of decisions, which led to us being here, in this apartment, in this moment.


“Halmoni,” I say. She doesn’t look up. Do you ever miss yourself? I want to ask. Do you ever wonder where you’ve gone—the lively, hopeful, dancing you of the past? I do.
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SCHOOL IS LIKE GROUNDHOG DAY. THE BELL RINGS. WE SIT IN OUR assigned seats. Listen to the teachers. The bell rings. We leave. Sit in another classroom. The bell rings. In between, kids gossip and engage in brazen PDA and complain about the same things. All. The. Time.


Sure, the lessons change day-to-day. Everyone’s clothes are slightly different. A teacher might wear another patterned tie, another floral blouse. Occasionally, Melody stops by my locker to say hi. But life isn’t a movie, and nothing unusual happens to disrupt the mindless routine.


Except losing my job.


Except the thoughts of Sung cycling through my brain no matter how hard I try to banish them.


All I can do is plod on and hope time will smooth over these craters.


After school I bike over to the library on the other side of Sierra Park.


A decade ago the city poured millions into renovating the ancient building, revamping it into a titanium-paneled, four-story fortress. Now it houses a saltwater aquarium, a rare books room, a souvenir store, and a reception hall, like some kind of multitasking, wish-granting genie. Sometimes I miss the old library, which was tiny but homey, like someone’s well-loved living room.


I find a table in the back of the YA section, away from the gangs of chatting kids. The plush chair is a far cry from the wobbling wooden one I use at home. I pull out my laptop, a box of strawberry Pepero, and a bag of milk-flavored Malang Cow candy. Food in the library—such a rebel.


I open the list of assignments Melody emailed earlier and read through the first.




W,


Early decision NYU statement for Jenna Pham.


Prompt: The lessons we gain from obstacles we encounter can be fundamental to growth. Recount an occasion when you faced a challenge, setback, or failure. What did you learn from the experience? How did it change your perspective?


Jenna once snuck out to a party, crashed her car into a stop sign, and had to regain her parents’ trust. She wants her essay to be about her trauma and the fragility of human existence. Her goal is to go to law school right out of college because she doesn’t want to waste a day of her life.


$50 if you finish by Monday!





I sigh in the safety of my secluded corner. All I know about Jenna is that she’s a chronic giggler with a nasal voice who loves gossip and always answers questions wrong in class. How am I supposed to write about her trauma from an accident she caused?


But fifty bucks for one essay is everything. Fifty bucks. So I stop rolling my eyes and close them instead. I try to picture the quiet road, the inky sky before the collision. The moment of impact, an explosion of noise and colors and pain.


This embodiment exercise, as I’ve coined it, hasn’t failed me yet. Between bites of Pepero sticks, I describe the crash and the relief of waking up alive. I exaggerate the resolve to live each day to the fullest as a daughter, a student, a future lawyer. In short, I pound out five hundred words of bullshit.


How does Jenna already know what she wants to do postcollege? I have no idea what life will look like next year. There isn’t enough room for both the present and the future.


I used to enjoy learning. The glowing As on exams and papers were like prizes to be collected. But school and studying require time. Extracurriculars require time. Working to pay my portion of the bills requires time. Not to mention Sunny’s ongoing credit card debt, which I’m expected to help with. Not to mention tuition, if I ever did make it to college. Endless student loans, on top of everything else.


After two years of busting my ass and watching my grades plummet regardless, I realized nothing I did would amount to anything worthy. Maybe I was never destined for greatness anyway.


Who says we all have to stay on the beaten path? All I want is to save as much money as possible and figure the rest out along the way. I just need to make it to graduation first. Halmoni made me promise I would at least do that much for myself.


I cram two pieces of Malang Cow into my mouth as I save the statement to Jenna’s USB drive. Then I move on to the next assignment, a five-page analysis of Frankenstein. By the end I’m drained of words, and all that’s left is the stickiness of candy in my teeth.
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AFTER, I VISIT THE NOT-SO-SECRET OUTDOOR GARDEN, AS I USUALLY do when I come to the library. Tucked away behind walls of hedges, it bursts with exotic flowers I can’t name and rows of ethereal sculptures. Recessed lights have been switched on, replacing the disappearing sun. Everything is bathed in gold. There are no other visitors, as usual, which is fine with me.


A lack of theme is the theme here. Some sculptures are abstract—irregular shapes and sweeping curves telling stories I can’t follow. There’s a dancer with her arms up, leg in a graceful arabesque. A trio of children plays instruments nearby. I stride past them to my favorite, a gazebo that stands at about my height with a girl seated inside. A book is splayed across her lap, but she’s gazing at the bird perched on her finger, her lips gathered in a kiss.


I feel the same as when I look at my travel books. A longing, a pulling, like nostalgia for something that was never mine. “Anemoia,” I think the word is. I want to be this girl, forever surrounded by peace. Nothing can harm her here. Not to mention her bird is perfectly formed, the slope of its neck elegant, almost regal. I crouch and study it from every angle, trying to figure out the sculptor’s secret.


“Dammit,” someone says, puncturing the silence. I turn, expecting to see another visitor, but I’m still alone. Then I hear tap-tap-tapping, like rapid footsteps. Still, no one appears. I edge past the bust of a grumpy old man, a display of stone triangles, and a distinguished monkey, wondering if the garden has a ghost.


But no, a boy is in the corner, partially hidden by a tree. In the dim light, I can’t make out his face, only his movements. He’s dancing, I realize, his feet shuffling to some complicated rhythm. He stops, heaves a sigh, and tries again, slowly at first, then speeding up. I catch a blur of blue as he spins—a large J spanning the back of his jacket.


That jacket. Those giant headphones. I recognize him now. What an odd place to dance. Does he have nowhere else to go? Does he like having the sculptures as his audience? I watch for another few seconds, then wonder why I’m even watching. I turn and leave him to be weird in peace.
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THE ENVELOPE IS GONE.


The envelope is gone.


I fling old shoeboxes and journals aside and feel my way across the closet floor. Nothing. For the third time I peer into the boot I usually hide my money in. For the third time I see that it’s empty. I paw through the hangers of T-shirts and run a hand across the shelf above them.


After ransacking my drawers and scattering the books on my desk, I sink onto the bed. Panic thunders through my body. I wedge quaking hands under my thighs. I could have sworn I put the envelope away before leaving for school. I screw my eyes shut and try to remember, but thoughts are colors, pooling into chaos.


I peek behind the dresser and under the bed. I check the boot again and again, hoping to feel the edge of the envelope. I head to the living room and upend the couch cushions. The fake leather has split in random spots—a multitude of mouths spewing discolored stuffing. I find crumbs and coins and chocolate wrappers, but nothing else.
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