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For my father






1999

The night he found the body behind the loquat tree in his yard, John had driven home from work like on any other evening, weighed down by the usual worries. These troubles had become so familiar that he never questioned them anymore, and because he never shared them with anyone, they would forever go unchallenged. It was his misery after all.

These days his concerns hinged on the apocalyptic flavor of the moment—Y2K, or the Millennium Bug—like a futuristic disease or a line dance at a wedding. How could John protect his two children from something he didn’t understand? Asteroids and floods, all that biblical stuff, made more sense than technology, this internet, which was spooky, invisible, and everywhere at once.

But they weren’t even children anymore. His daughter Ana was already an adult, a college graduate living in Berkeley—leafy streets crunching underfoot like granola in the fall and dimly lit coffee shops with dogs snoozing at people’s feet—less than four hundred miles away, but much too far in his mind. And his son Ronald had already finished half his senior year in high school.

The house was quiet with them no longer on the phone, vaporized by this thing called email and AOL. After John had spent over a year saving up for the Packard Bell PC tower, all he could hear now from his son’s bedroom were the robotic chirps and static fuzz of the dial-up, an occasional burst of laughter, his fingers chicken-pecking the keys. Their thoughts and feelings now traveled in wires, through air, like ghosts.

Once, months ago, John had asked his son to show him how to use the computer. Instead of the cardboard signs around the plant nursery that he had handwritten with a giant Marks-A-Lot, he decided he would have them printed and laminated at Kinko’s. More professional, like a big-box store. But as he cupped the mouse awkwardly, Ronald hovering by his side, John couldn’t figure out where anything was “saved” and why he couldn’t just print everything out. His son argued that it was better in the box because you could go back and fix things without having to waste paper.

But that isn’t life, John wanted to say. That isn’t the way life works.

The machines were lying to us. And because of them, we were all going to die. So why burden his sixty-one-year-old brain with these advancements? Around every corner, something seemed to be falling apart or ready to implode on itself. Trash littered roads on which people drove too fast, blasting music. Graffiti covered street signs with phalluses, the hieroglyphics of spoiled children. Homeless encampments, piles of tents, shopping carts and garbage, like the flotsam of a shipwreck, gathered under freeway overpasses, harkening back to the refugee camps of his youth.

Until the end of the world, John still had his plant nursery, his teenage son at home, a daughter coming to visit for the holidays, his Sunday-morning hikes, and his wife to honor on the one-year anniversary of her disappearance. At first, he had told his children that she had probably embarked on a vacation, that she would be back. But as he sat nearly six months later with his son at the dining room table, he had lied, not the first of its kind: Mommy died.

Death was so much easier to explain. Death was the period at the end of a sentence. A disappearance was a question mark. You’d always be left waiting for a response. Much like how the war had kept him separated from his mother and sister and brother, who still might be alive somewhere in Korea across the border between the North and the South. He never knew what happened to them either. A part of him hoped they had lived and that they would reunite one day, but the rest of his being wished they had died. Because what would be the point of a life separated, cracked in two?

In preparation for Ana’s visit, he had gotten her a bag of fancy Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf ground coffee. Her favorite was Peet’s, but at least this was better than his Folgers. He bought a glass pitcher called a French press that the nice young lady with a nose piercing recommended to him. He entered a thrift store for the first time in his life in West Hollywood and purchased Ana some hippie tapestry to hang on the wall of her bedroom. People in Berkeley liked that kind of stuff, he thought. On her whiteboard, which she hadn’t used since high school, he drew a peace sign and wrote “WELCOME HOME ANA” above it, as a parent on television would. Maybe he’d never get rid of his accent, which was like a thick scar on his tongue, but he could act like that TV dad. He could try. He would. If only she gave him another chance.

And when the world ended, he’d go out sitting on the living room couch with his two children beside him, the twinkling lights of the artificial Christmas tree they’d assemble that weekend reflected on his tear-streaked face, and a photograph of his wife, Sunny, from their wedding day clutched to his chest. How beautiful she was—her brown eyes, tender and soft, behind a veil attached to a circular hat polka-dotted with tiny pearls, which resembled a little cake on her head and matched her long white dress. She was glamorous, yet covered her charming, crooked teeth whenever she laughed. And he had always wanted to grab her hand and say, You are perfect the way you are.

But she was gone. He’d have to live with this broken heart. If he hurt enough, she might return. If he hurt enough, she might be able to sense how much he needed her.

John pulled into the driveway and cut the engine of his Eldorado, inhaling the musty smell from the vents and exhaust. He collected his leather briefcase from the passenger seat. His neck and back muscles ached from lifting plants, bags of compost and mulch, all day. He massaged his shoulder with his free hand and pushed open the car door to go inside the house, where his son waited for him to make dinner.

As he approached the front door, he caught sight of a ragged cat, which shat in his yard and slinked away toward his neighbor Rodriguez’s lawn. Despite its plainness and low chain-link fence, he loved this bandage-beige house with its grass mowed biweekly, its single row of roses that bloomed in reds and hot pinks and perfumed the air in the long, dry summer heat, and the hodgepodge of ceramic pots with a collection of cacti and succulents on the brick steps leading to the front. The least he could do was keep his wife’s plants alive.

But the backyard—a future project of hers—was now a total mess, had become overgrown in parts and completely barren in others, with garden tools and a shovel caked with dirt, abandoned. No one went to the rear, where the garage stood in silence, filled with their kids’ old schoolwork and mementos, the books and notebooks he kept from his days long ago in graduate school, and Sunny’s art supplies. He’d rather not think of it at all, the structure itself like a large delete button.




With his girlfriend’s T-shirt draped over his face, Ronald bathed in her favorite scent, Juniper Breeze. The perfection of that evergreen was unlike the seasonal high-school fragrance variations on American desserts—peppermint sticks and gingerbread and sugar cookies.

His parents never baked; ovens were for storing pots and pans. Many of the immigrant kids, or the children of immigrants like himself, who came from predominantly Latino and Asian families, didn’t have homes filled with pies or cupcakes. Yet everyone at school wanted to smell the same way, longed for the comfort of some common nostalgia, whether it belonged to them and their histories or not. But comfort to him smelled of his mother in the kitchen, her hands in plastic gloves, massaging red pepper flakes, salt, a dash of white sugar, garlic, and saeujeot into the chopped leaves of a napa cabbage. He would stand beside her at the counter, and every time she taste-tested the kimchi, she’d place a child’s bite-sized portion in his mouth, careful not to deposit the scarlet paste on his face, her plastic gloves crinkled on his lips. She’d ask, “What do you think?”

But nobody in America celebrated the smell of kimchi. The only non-Korean he knew who actually loved kimchi was his girlfriend Peggy, who was Filipina and stopped at the Korean market every time she was in town, where she’d load up on her favorite banchan—kkakdugi, seasoned spinach, and jangjorim.

A week ago last Friday, Ronald had strummed his fingers against the warmth of Peggy’s stomach, along the bottom edge of her pale pink bra with the tiniest bow between her breasts, as his mouth touched the cup of her perfect navel. At first she flinched at the coldness of his fingers, then smirked, her eyes closed in pleasure. He kissed her lips, which were smooth and small and ripe, the color of berries.

They had met back in middle school in Hancock Park, where her family had lived about two to three miles away from him yet worlds apart, with its distinctive multimillion-dollar residences, formal hedges, country club, and healthy white people. But her family had fled four years ago to La Cañada for the obvious—the lack of crime and homelessness, the better schools, the serene isolation of the foothills by the Angeles National Forest, and the full amenities of neighboring Pasadena and Glendale. Her father was a doctor, and her mother, some kind of manager or administrator at the VA.

And he loved her. Peggy Lee Santos. They loved each other still. Even though he could not follow her to the fancy places she would go, the private universities that she researched with her seemingly infinite hours on AOL, he would drive to the end of the world for her in his father’s beat-up, ugly Eldorado.

Pots and pans clattered like sad cymbals less than ten feet from his door in the kitchen where his father prepared dinner. Frustrated, Ronald pulled Peggy’s T-shirt off his face and switched on his desk lamp, washing in glare the import-car posters—images of shiny modified Hondas flanked by models—around his bed. He didn’t even know why he had these posters anymore. For a little while, before he could actually drive, he had been interested in cars—the speed, the acceleration, the women—but now these images, curling at the corners, functioned only as distractions to cover the emptiness of the dirty white walls.

In a photo that his older sister Ana had framed for him on his desk, Ronald and his mother posed after his middle school graduation. Her face glowed as she clutched him with manicured fingers around his shoulders. She never had the time to do her nails, but she’d painted them that morning in front of her vanity. He remembered how much pride she exuded that day, but he could also sense—because he and his mother always had this way between them—her sadness over his growing up so fast.

How embarrassed he had felt that day beside her, as if he was too grown to be babied by his mother. But what he would give to hold her hand now. How much they could say to each other without words, how much they knew about each other in a squeeze of the shoulder, a quiet observation of one another through an open door, a mirror, a glance. His father, on the other hand, had always been unknowable, opaque, a dull stone worn smooth by time.

He didn’t believe his father’s claim that she was dead. There was no body. There was no proof.

Ronald had the itch to log on to see if he could find Peggy or any of his friends. Although they had already made plans to meet up in Pasadena tonight, he needed an escape now. But his father always got angry when he clogged up the phone line before nine p.m. Who knew who could call the house? They should all be available—just in case. But his father never acknowledged for whom or what they had been waiting.

Instead, their lives were a constant away message.

His father had set the breakfast nook for dinner—paper napkins, metal chopsticks, spoons. They hadn’t used the dining room table since his mother disappeared. Ronald slid onto the bench in front of the oxtail soup, the meat and bone and mu which had simmered for hours last night in a garlicky salt-and-pepper broth. Steam delicately painted the air with the rich and oily smell of gelatin and beef. Even if his father underseasoned and never bothered to brown anything, time and low heat performed most of the work.

“Did you sell all the Christmas stuff at the shop?” Ronald asked.

“What, the garlands?” John set his bowl of rice in front of Ronald, then winced as he bent to sit.

“The poinsettias. The ones you were making such a big deal about.”

“Yeah, yeah. Almost gone. More come in the morning,” his father said.

The soup was too hot, so instead Ronald sampled the baechu kimchi that his father bought. Without his mother, no one bothered to make kimchi at home. His mother would prepare jars and jars that they’d eat from almost every night, which his sister Ana found to be repetitive and dull. Sure, Ronald craved cheeseburgers and fast food too, but Ana claimed to dislike all the spice, and she hated the chopsticks, always using a fork instead. She had to make everything some kind of protest. No wonder why she liked Berkeley.

“Can I take the car out tonight?” Ronald asked.

“How long?”

“Couple hours.” He spooned the tender meat off the knobby bones, which he discarded onto his napkin.

“Your homework?” his father asked.

“It’s Friday.” Ronald hated his father’s voice—the graininess from all his years of smoking, the heaviness of the tone, the accent, which wasn’t quite Korean but distinctly foreign. His sister had once explained that since their father had immigrated in the early sixties, he’d picked up his accent from speaking English with Chinese Americans, Black customers, and Jewish shopkeepers who were then prevalent in the areas of South LA where he’d worked. But whatever the reason, his father’s accent always embarrassed Ronald. He was embarrassed for his father. His mother could hardly speak English, but he preferred her voice to his whenever she tried. She could play off anything through her tact and charm, her sense of humor. Her laugh, a ho, ho, ho, which she covered with her hand.

“And?” his father asked.

“Can I borrow the car?” Ronald said as clearly as possible.

His father sucked the meat from between his teeth. “Bring the car back before midnight.” His purplish lips frowned. “No drink. No smoke. No pregnant, uh, okay?”


After dinner, the neighborhood cats scratched the roof, which John had patched himself last year, strapped to the chimney with rope around his waist. His wife Sunny had fed and talked to the cats like children. She would stand at the back doorstep making kissing sounds. John once found her outside with a pair of tweezers and a struggling yellow cat between her legs, its limbs everywhere, like an asterisk. She pulled a splinter from its right front paw and winced when the cat mewed in pain. She spoke to the cat in Korean as if it could understand her: “Be calm. I’m trying to help you. Can’t you see I’m trying to help you?”

Remembering these words, his brain hurt. He wanted television.

On the tan-colored pillow-top couch in his pajamas, his hair smoothed to the left in a perfect part, his dentures removed, he flipped on the television to Los Angeles’s local multi-Asian channel (Vietnamese and Cantonese and Tagalog during the weekdays, Japanese and Korean at night). He disappeared into the news and commercials. A public service announcement on the conservation of water reminded him of the bills in the mailbox. He was so forgetful these days.

After slipping on a pair of old loafers, John shivered as he stalked down the driveway, knees aching. Their mostly quiet street ran east to west following the sun’s blazing arc across the sky, which melted into a citrus-colored acid every night. Sirens and cars zoomed blocks away down Pico Boulevard, a swift-flowing thoroughfare connecting the city’s dense, bustling interior to the Pacific Ocean. Despite the smog, the air smelled sweet and clear in this neighborhood of lawns and palm trees that swayed like slender hat-wearing ladies.

In this gentle darkness, his next-door neighbor Rodriguez, who always donned a white tank top despite the December chill, draped Christmas and icicle string lights on the towering prickly pear and succulents at the edge of his lawn. He waved as a form of silent solidarity between homeowners. John had rarely spoken to him, but he knew from Sunny that his family was from Mexico and he’d grown up in LA. She had contended that she could read a person by looking at the things for which he got his hands dirty. She once deemed Rodriguez, with his thick graying hair and faded neck tattoos, a hardy minimalist who was soft inside, much like his beloved cacti, in contrast to the junglelike foliage, the twining vines, jasmine and passionflower that hopped the fence between their backyards.

“That Rodriguez is an artist,” she’d said. “Look at the arrangement of his plants.” She added the next part in a vain attempt to make John feel inadequate: “The other day I caught him smelling one of the blooms off his prickly pear. And then—you know what he did? He reached down and pet one of my kitties. Right on the head.”

One of her cats, a splotchy tortoiseshell, the same one John had seen earlier slinking down the driveway, now lay beneath the streetlight in front of the house. Separated from him by at least fifteen feet and one waist-high chain-link fence, the cat gazed contentedly at him and then strutted out of sight. John reached inside the mailbox for the envelopes, the junk mail, and the weekly advertisements (pizza coupons, an ad for window blinds, personal check orders, a takeout Thai food menu). His heart sunk. Another trial CD for AOL, a plastic disc with delicate rainbows on its mirrored belly. He didn’t care if it was free; nothing was free, and it would keep the phone line busy. Who knew if Sunny would call one day and need help? But again there was nothing, no letter from her tonight.

Airplanes at a great distance blinked and painted trails lit by the sliver of a moon in the sky. Ana would be here, finally, tomorrow. He always loved the warmth and clean smell of her every time he hugged her, which was now only twice a year, when he met her at the gate of the airport and when she left. He adored the way her hair felt under his chin, the thick texture like her mother’s. Even if only for a few seconds, those seconds mattered very much to him.

He had to convince her to move back. She didn’t need to live at the house. There was so many places in LA with young people and coffee shops and bookstores, all those things she liked about the Bay Area. He could even plant her some trees if she liked them so much. On Sundays, they could go hiking together. She had already quit her job.

“Why?” he had asked her last weekend over the phone. “Didn’t you just start?”

“It’s too stressful,” Ana said.

“Stressful?” He knew the literal meaning of the word but couldn’t comprehend why in the hell an office job could be so stressful. Try working at a bread factory like he had all those years ago while in a PhD program in a foreign country called America. Had she ever stood for ten hours, baking hot, without even a break for water? His head would spin and spin and spin, and an infinity of glistening loaves that looked like long butt cheeks would streak by on rattling conveyer belts that smelled like rubber and WD-40. And his job wasn’t even as bad as the ones with the mixing machines, their industrial cruelty doled out in the name of hamburger buns.

“Yeah, it’s too much work,” she said.

“Too much work?”

“Not everyone is made like you, Dad.” Annoyance permeated her voice. “I’ll find something else.”

Find something else? His kids were spoiled. What made them think that they could find another job whenever they “felt” like it? Maybe it was her degree from a fancy American college, which he had never gotten because he’d dropped out of grad school. Was that it? Get a degree and when things were too stressful, you quit? His kids were soft, hadn’t gone through war like he had at thirteen, hadn’t lost their family and home, too. They didn’t know what it was like to climb over dead people, bodies bloated and rotten, or to steal from the dead because you never knew when you could get another pair of shoes. They never had to wear another man’s socks, with another man’s blood on them. They didn’t know what that was like, that smell, all those bodies, the shit and urine, those maggots and flies. These American kids would never get it.

Whatever the reason for Ana quitting her job, now was the time to show her that Los Angeles was her home. They didn’t have to settle for those twice-a-year hugs. Her father would guide her through this transition, take care of everything, provide some soft landing as he had always done.

With the mail still in his hands, he made his way up the driveway. A fog of breath expelled from his mouth. The cat sprinted a couple feet in front of him and disappeared behind the house. “Son of a bitch,” John said, toothless, his dentures fizzing in their cup for the night. He’d scare the cats away for good this time.

He shivered as he trudged down the gravel path that ran alongside the house toward the backyard, his eyes adjusting to the dark. Something crunched beneath his loafers. He stepped down from the concrete pad in front of the garage and made his way through weeds, feeling the hard, compacted soil beneath his feet.

On the other side of the freestanding garage, behind the adjacent loquat tree, a pair of shoes, beat-up and broken, emerged from the darkness where vines dangled over the fence from his neighbor’s yard.

“Excuse me,” John said. His heart pounded as his breath clouded the air. Sirens howled in the distance. The snap of a twig. “Excuse me,” he said again, voice rising. His anger grew as he gripped the mail in his hands in a fist. He was angry, mostly because he was terrified of those shoes, those legs. In a sense he was furious with himself.

But the man, facedown, did not move.

John approached slowly, wondering if he should first run back into the house and call the police.

With his foot, John nudged the man’s leg and shouted.

Of course, the man was dead.

And nearby lay a white envelope with the words “Sunny Kim” on it.




1977

Sunhee lay down beside her husband, who was perched on the edge of the bed, bathed in the amber glow of the lamp on their single nightstand, calculating his week’s earnings in his notebook. The crickets played their legs in a fever outside, as alley cats mewled through the open windows from which a gentle breeze, that nonetheless smelled of trash and smoke, caressed her face. He gripped the pen and nodded as he focused, counting as if to a rhythm, but there was no music; there were only money and bills. How dull, she thought.

The mattress squeaked and groaned as she adjusted her now cumbrous body, almost seven months pregnant. She frowned at the sour smell underneath her arms. It was too hot. How she missed slumbering on her floor mat at home in Seoul, longed for its firmness against her back. She didn’t understand why her husband insisted on this soft, noisy mattress as if to sleep on the ground, like they had always done in Korea, would be some kind of regression. Even the squeaking of the springs as they had sex embarrassed her. What a pathetic sound. But they were Americans now.

Sunhee inched closer to her husband. “Could you get me some pickles?” She craved the slices of cucumber she had salted herself without seasoning or dill like the local brands. She preferred the simplicity of her own homemade pickles, the way her mother made them, before sautéing them in a pan with garlic and sesame oil and red pepper.

“Huh?” He squinted at her through the dimness of where she lay.

“Pickles, a bowl of them.” She cleared her throat. “I finally found a comfortable position and I don’t want to move.”

He sighed, smiling as he rested his notebook on the nightstand. He got away with it all because of that smile, didn’t he? That smile had mischief in it. He didn’t smile enough these days.

“Okay, okay,” he said. As he stood from the mattress, her body tilted like a canoe. She pondered the crooked calendar on the wall, which displayed the month of October. She realized it was already July now, nearly August, and for whatever reason, neither she nor her husband had bothered to turn the calendar pages or even replace it with a new one for this year, as if time had been frozen during that month they had first met last autumn in Seoul, and in a way it had. How time flew. She could hear him rummaging in the kitchen like a visitor struggling through some foreign land—the refrigerator, the pantry, the cupboards.

Through an initial arrangement between their families, she had married Kim Jung Ho, the son of a law school professor, in November, following a month electrified by courtship—elegant boxes of tawny pears that crunched in the mouth, chocolates wrapped in sensuous golden paper like a tiny blanket by Gustav Klimt, and a lavish bouquet of red roses, tight unripe buds that bloomed after days in water and reminded her of rococo and John Waterhouse, women of opulent dresses and swanlike necks. Tall and lean, Kim Jung Ho possessed a handsome face, long but squared off at the chin; and full, wavy black hair, almost blue like a cormorant’s wing. With his tan, chestnut-colored skin from all that sun in California, he was easy to look at, even glamorous. And unlike her other suitors, he offered her the adventure of a lifetime, a chance at another country. America.

He had immigrated to Los Angeles on a student visa for a PhD program in English literature in the early 1960s, although he eventually dropped out, which made him a bit of a renegade. He had claimed that he always loved books, and as a teenager after the war, displaced and alienated by his experiences of violence, his unexpressed feelings about his separation from his mother and siblings, he had been particularly drawn to foreign stories, faraway lands in which the tragic flaws of great men, who had reminded him of his father, had been shaped into lyrical language and forceful, heartstopping drama. In other words, Shakespeare.

When she had asked him why he left school, despite his clear passion for the subject, he’d said in a somewhat cool, detached manner: “In America, there are so many ways to make a living. There, we don’t have to do what our parents say. We can be anyone we want. We can be free from their expectations, free from history. I love it so much.” He claimed to now “work in oil,” which she hadn’t understood at the time meant gas station attendant.

She had imagined them cruising in a convertible on a highway beside a stretch of sand and infinite blue waves to a faint horizon, and dancing under gem-colored lights at a smoky Hollywood nightclub, far from what had become the most dreadful, complicated place—Seoul. Despite the growing economy after the brutalities of the war, which she herself had lived through as a baby and young child, there were protests and civil unrest against the president and government almost every day, news of students killed, police violence, murders and disappearances. She was tired and yearned for some stability now that she was in her late twenties. She needed marriage, a family. A new lease. A different story.

But after she had married Kim Jung Ho and boarded an airplane for the first time in her life, stopping only once in balmy, green-and-teal Hawaii, she had been thrust into this alien world of wide streets and concrete and fast cars. She never said this out loud, but she’d regretted her decision immediately. Sure, they had gone to the beach a couple times. He had even tried a ballroom dancing class with her, but he was unable to quickly grasp the steps and claimed to be too busy to learn.

She had taken for granted the click-clack sound of her heels on the old stone paths in Seoul. Just the memory thrilled her. The open-air markets teeming with life and sound, the gruff voices of the women who worked in the stalls, the fresh octopus, clams, and mussels that smelled of the ocean, their home. The fish eyes glistened like the mother-of-pearl inlaid on an enamel box. And the bins full of banchan—every namul imaginable, from chives to mugwort to dandelion. There was always so much variety in color and texture and smell, while in America, food appeared to be simply brown and white and dry, slices of pale vegetables coated in more cream sauce. Did Americans like color at all, besides the unnatural hues of mustard and ketchup?

Once her husband returned to the bedroom and handed her the bowl of pickles, Sunhee said in a regal declaration, “I have thought of a name.” She had been meaning to have this discussion but he was too busy, didn’t like to be distracted at night, except right before they fell asleep and he nuzzled his face into her neck, rubbing her now round stomach with his hands from behind.

He picked up his notebook. As he sat down again on the bed, the legs of his boxers scooted up, revealing the muscles of his thighs, lightly covered in hair. She loved his body, long and strong, but not in a way that was overly muscular or overbearing. He had a gracefulness, a leanness about him that reminded her of men in the movies. He had been striking on their wedding day in his dark suit and crisp white shirt. She’d worn a heavy winter dress with a high neck and long A-line skirt embroidered with tiny pearls, as if she had emerged from the ocean as a virgin. But she wasn’t. She smiled. Neither was he.

“Anastasia. Anastasia Kim,” she said in English, like a proclamation from a queen.

John laughed, shifting his weight on the bed. “What are you talking about?” He lifted his head. “How many syllables? Pick something simple. Something that makes more sense. I can’t call my daughter that.”

“No, no, dummy. Not her. Me.”

“What?”

“Me, me.”

“You’re kidding.” He closed his notebook. “Who do you think you are? A Russian princess?”

She smirked.

“If you’re going to change your name, you should pick something closer to your own. Look, let me help you. Your name is Sunhee, right? Well, pick Sunny. Close enough, right? Do you know what that means?”

“Oh, you have no sense of glamour, no sense of poetry. I want to be Anastasia.”

“Queen of Complaints?”

“Shut up.” She chuckled, then sneezed. Her allergies. Too much grass in this country. “At least I’m original. I’m sure it required imagination for you to think of ‘John.’ Just like the Americans say it, ‘John Doe.’ You might as well have kept ‘Jung Ho.’ ”

“I like Sunhee, or even Sunny, better than Anastasia.”

She smiled and rubbed her stomach. “Anastasia could use a foot rub. Anastasia is tired.”

“Okay, okay,” he said, balancing the notebook on the edge of the nightstand beside the lamp. “But my turn next.” As he grabbed her foot, pressed his thumb into the arch, she closed her eyes, savoring his hands, his fingers on her skin. She purred and laughed as he inadvertently tickled her now very sensitive toes. But in less than a minute, his motions became mechanical, harried, as if his mind had ventured elsewhere already, rather than remain in that moment, in those seconds beside her, inhaling the life that they had—both its mundane beauty and sadness—that was still, when considered under a certain light, miraculous. So many people had died in the war. So many people lost. So many families torn apart. Literally. And here they were—feeling something. All their senses, their limbs intact. Alive.

As he massaged her calves, her thighs tingled. She shut her eyes, struck by the memory of her college art studio in Seoul where she had spent so many hours pressing globs of paint straight from the tube onto the palette, colors with strange names like Cadmium Green, Napthol Scarlet, and Raw Umber. She remembered the prickle of excitement as she presented her paintings to her favorite professor, Cho Myunghwa, who had been in her late twenties and had studied at Beaux-Arts de Paris and could speak four languages. Her father had been a diplomat. Never pretentious or too precious, she had a gentle seriousness about her, a relaxed and open face, bright and round as a full moon, and a very solid but slim stature like a dancer’s. When considering her work, Professor Cho leaned in close and Sunhee caught the scent of cigarettes, ashy but intoxicating, although none of the students had ever seen her smoke. She didn’t know if she wanted to be Professor Cho, or if she simply wanted to be near her to absorb her confidence and untouchability, what Americans would describe as “cool.”

The last time she had seen Professor Cho had been two months before she had met her now husband, years after she had graduated from college. She chanced upon the professor at the gallery show of one of Sunhee’s friends, a ceramicist of mostly whitewall, rich and creamy porcelain inspired by the Joseon era. As Sunhee contemplated the subtle peach undertone of a moon jar’s glaze, she felt a finger tuck a lock of her own hair behind her ear. She couldn’t help but jump a little at the sight of Professor Cho next to her, wearing a slinky aubergine dress with billowing sleeves split at the shoulders, like Diana Ross, arms exposed. Sunhee had been accustomed to seeing her in studio clothes, loose cotton work pants and chore jackets, unaffectedly androgynous, functional. Here in this impressive gallery space, she was a disco queen with arched eyebrows and hair voluminously coiffed.

“The color of that jar,” Professor Cho said, “reminds me of skin.” She tilted her head as if to take in a different angle. “That smear, the peachiness of it. As if the jar itself is a face, painted white, and someone had taken two fingers and simply removed the makeup right there.” She made a funny kissing sound into the air.

Sunhee could see it too. And the narrow base of the moon jar was a neck.

“What are you painting these days?” Professor Cho asked. “Besides your lips.”

Sunhee laughed, self-conscious. Years ago, Professor Cho would have never joked with her former student this way, nor would she have ever touched Sunhee’s hair and ear the way she had just done, startling Sunhee with a tiny zap of static.

She didn’t know how to say this to her former professor, but she had no desire to paint the still lifes and landscapes she had specialized in. They bored her now. She wanted to do something else, but what? She yearned to invent something different, define a style for herself. Something dark and fashionable that would express not how accurately she could mirror or idealize the world, the goodness around her, but what she felt inside. It was the 1970s after all. There was often a disconnect between the reality she shared with the world and what was in her mind. Surrealism—the unsettling of images, strange juxtapositions, such as Magritte’s two lovers kissing, shrouded as individuals in white cloth, the darkness and its humor—made sense. But nobody would understand that, especially her family. They would tell her to go back to painting peonies and cherry blossoms, cranes and Mandarin ducks. Maybe she was never meant to be an artist like her father, and it was just a way to lure a future husband, the way some women played instruments or sang simply to impress guests at dinner parties. Maybe Professor Cho would’ve understood, but if Sunhee opened one door, she might never be able to close it again.

She could feel her husband staring at her with his handsome face, his thick, straight brows, and she smiled in an attempt to hide how complicated her feelings had become. He had, in a way he would never understand, saved her from herself. If he knew, if he ever understood, he would leave her. And that would be the worst fate of all. A woman’s role was to encourage, to inspire. She was his companion. Who was she to think that she deserved her own life? But some days she wanted, she yearned, to show and share something more—as if she had been trapped within a single chapter of a story.






1999

In the heart of Koreatown, next to a wide, nearly treeless intersection where cars stampeded through green and yellow lights, star jasmine twined through Sunny Nursery’s rusted wrought iron fence. Watering a line of ficus, shaggy and weeping in the dark, Ronald yawned. He hadn’t slept at all last night. After hanging out with Peggy and her friends in Pasadena, including a drive-through run for curly fries they’d dangled like ribbons into their mouths, laughing, he had come home later than expected. He’d planned to creep through the front door, past his father’s bedroom to his own, and close his eyes before his Saturday-morning shift. But as he approached the house, which glowed from behind with an eerie bluish-white light, like the setting of an alien abduction, he noticed two police cars out front.

Breathless, he said, “Oh shit” to himself. Something had happened.

The first thing that crossed his mind was that his father was dead.

He had a heart attack or stroke.

This was it. Now Ronald and Ana had no one left.

As he parked on a side street, heart beating like the wings of a moth, Ronald repeated to himself, What am I gonna do now? He almost fell, tripping over the bottoms of his baggy jeans as he ascended the slope of the concrete driveway. A technician in a jumpsuit passed him without a word or eye contact when Ronald asked, “Hey, what happened, man?”

Ronald’s sneakers crunched on the gravel of the path running alongside the house toward the backyard, cordoned off by yellow tape and filled with strangers. Both he and his father had avoided the problems in that yard for so long, the overgrown weeds, the thorny vines. Despite the distraction of a photographer’s flash, he searched for someone or something familiar in this unknown version of his home, the frightful spectacle, the scene of a crime.

His father sat on the steps down from the house’s back door that led to the kitchen, head in his knobby hands. “Thank God,” Ronald said, panting. The fog of his breath billowed out of his mouth. “Dad? What happened?” A cramp twisted like a knife in his ribs. “Are you okay?”

His father gazed up at him, then he closed his eyes. How lost and confused his father appeared. Stunned and childlike. Ronald had never seen his father like this.

“Somebody died in our yard,” his father said. “Fruit tree. Next to fruit tree.”

“What?”

“Somebody homeless. Homeless man.” He gestured toward the garage. “Go inside, okay? Everything going to be okay.”

“But—”

“Go inside. Inside house.” His face hardened. The boy who had appeared a minute ago disappeared. “Police do their job. Working now.”

He was indeed the father that Ronald had always known. But Ronald sensed the callousness of his father’s words was a cover-up for his father’s particular and endless brand of desolation. They had never needed the police before, the police who did not find their mother, who must’ve thought of her as another dead or missing woman in a working-class area, a victim of a negligent and unkempt household. The police did not save their father’s gas station or any of the surrounding small businesses where immigrants had poured their entire lives, which had been burned and destroyed during the riots. What would the police do for them now?

Leaving his father outside, Ronald sneaked onto Instant Messenger and found Peggy’s away message: “Sweet dreams.” The luxury of having your internet on at such odd hours. But who had been the intended audience? Definitely not him since she knew how restricted his time on AIM had been—despite those damn free CDs. Why did his father have to be so cheap? Ronald needed someone to talk to, but who would be up at this hour? His sister would be asleep. He would be seeing her tomorrow. Then again, how could she even help him make sense of what was happening in his backyard? His father would find some dumb way to blame him, that Ronald had left the gate unlocked when he had taken out the trash earlier, that it was all his fault someone had died outside their house like a wild animal. No wonder why his mother ran away. His father’s temper had been constant enough to become boring, pitiful, and banal. But his private intensity made him terrifying, like a volcano always threatening to erupt with its signals of smoke trailing off the skin of the earth. His father had never hit him, but he had grabbed him before, pulled his arm and shoved him against a wall. Even if Ronald was now stronger, he still flinched at the daggers in his father’s face. The bullets in his eyes. His mouth, a loaded weapon.

How did his mother ever love his father? Love required soil-like softness to take root.

And who was the dead stranger next to the loquat tree? Ronald had an urge to see the body, to know who this man was. What would a homeless man be doing in the backyard? Most of the homeless people lived in more commercial areas of the city, like downtown, or at gas stations or freeway exits. How could something like this happen behind their house? Why here? Why now?

Eventually Ronald fell into a fretful sleep. Hours later, after everyone had left, his father knocked on his bedroom door, startling him awake.

In the darkness, Ronald asked, “What happened?”

“I find him,” his father said. “Look like sleeping.”

“So he was just dead?”

“We talk later.”

Ronald knew there was more to the story, but his father treated him like a child. He was seventeen already—almost an adult.

“Don’t tell your sister about this, okay?”

“Why not?” Ronald asked, surprising himself. “Why should we keep this from her?” When his father didn’t respond, Ronald said, “Are you scared that she’ll never come back, that you’ll give her more reasons to hate this place?” His voice cracked.

The silence was overwhelming. Ronald could almost hear his father’s heart breaking. Why did he have to say that? She didn’t necessarily hate this house; she just couldn’t stand it here anymore after their mother had gone. No one could stand it, the oppressive quiet her absence left behind.

His father sighed. “She’s… your sister is very stressed, too much. Let’s make nice. Okay?”

Remembering those words now at Sunny Nursery, Ronald watered the one-gallon shrubs in the morning’s purplish tint, as the sun began its ascent, leaking light in the east through cloud and haze. He pulled his hood off his head. He would never admit it out loud, but his father was right this time. What would be the point of telling Ana all of this when she arrived today? They could wait until tomorrow, let her settle in, relax. The last time he had spoken to her, weeks ago, she had been distressed about her job, about the life she had chosen for herself. She needed them to be strong for her. He had to protect her. That was what his mother would want.

Dirty water from the containers sprayed on the old sneakers he wore at work. He enjoyed the job at the nursery despite the early hours, and how his father, who this morning had been oddly quiet, usually nitpicked and bossed him around. The plants thrived in this haven where water trickled over rocks in a small stone fountain with a spout made of bamboo, a ceramic frog on a lily pond. Behind the nursery were older homes with security bars over their windows and patchy lawns, some of which had been replaced entirely by concrete in order to accommodate more cars behind fences. Across the street, a strip mall served as a bustling location of commerce and congregation—a bridal shop with a white dress behind the always-dusty plate glass, a Korean bookstore, a billiards hall with neon signs and tinted windows, a bakery with delectable cream puffs (Ana’s favorite). He’d make sure to grab a few before they headed home. What else would his mother have done? She would’ve cooked something nice for Ana. She would’ve made her all her favorite foods—haemul pajeon, japchae, bibimbap. She would’ve spent the last week or so preparing more kimchi and banchan for her arrival.

That’s what he’d do. Ana would understand that he was trying—finally, maybe. For once, he had only to find the right language.




The sun baked Ana’s face through the rectangle of powder-blue sky as she flew home to Los Angeles, perhaps one last time before the end of the world. Beside her, a boy of about eight or nine contemplated her like a museum piece. She imagined herself from his point of view: her fresh-shorn hair and the buzz cut that revealed, much to her dismay, an indentation at the back of her skull; her eyes rimmed with heavy liner; the flamboyance of the amethyst pashmina around her shoulders; her dull black combat boots. She had studied hard in school her entire life, become an expert on seeing the world through their lens—white, straight, and male. And she had spent her time in Berkeley as an English and ethnic studies major, “decolonizing” herself, yet still she knew how to put herself in the boy’s shoes, not only in a sort of clinical sense, but with empathy and grace, something this world seemed to have so little of for her, and her mother especially.

Before she went missing a year ago, her mother had already been invisible in so many ways—immigrant, working-class, middle aged, foreign, and with the permanent scar of an accent. When she evaporated from their lives, no one had any answers. From what Ana could tell, the police could do nothing. To set up rewards their family would have needed private funds, which they didn’t have. Ana leaned back, shutting her eyes, taking long breaths in through the nose and out through the mouth, quelling her travel sickness for the hour-and-a-half flight.

Although her mother had been on an airplane only a handful of times, she had loved flying, admitted that she dreamed of being a Korean Amelia Earhart in one of those open-top planes with a pair of fogged goggles and an aviator cap. Ana had only learned about this the one time they had all traveled by air together when accompanying Ana to college four years ago. Her mother had requested to say hello to the flight crew in the cockpit. Her father had fumed and asked that she please sit down, while Ana and Ronald squirmed in their seats. Ana couldn’t tell who embarrassed her more: her mother with her childlike charm or her father with his lack of humor.

Chewing her already short nails in her fingerless gloves, Ana relived, as if it were just yesterday, the morning she had found out her mother was missing. Ana had been in her apartment, which smelled of the fresh dark-roast coffee she had brewed, poured for herself. A second cup. She creaked open the lid of her gray Toshiba laptop, which was the thickness of Ronald Takaki’s Strangers from a Different Shore. The phone rang.

“Ana?” her father asked. His breathing, loud and steady, the engine that she, despite her frustration, loved possibly more than anyone. How she had always secretly yearned to make him happy, whole.

“Yes?”

“Mommy.” His voice cracked.

The tenderness of that word. Mommy.

“Yesterday night, Mommy go out.”

“What happened?”

“She go out. No home, not home yet.” He corrected himself.

“What?”

“She come back.”

“What do you mean? What time did she leave?”

“Ten or eleven. Ten. I don’t know.”

“I don’t… I don’t understand.” The dam broke. She burst into tears. “Where was she supposed to—What?” She had the sudden urge to throw the receiver against the wall as if it had betrayed her. Ana had planned to be back home in two days for Christmas break.

“Where’s Ronald?” she asked as if he were gone too. “Is he there?” The tone in her voice suggested: I can’t trust him with you.

“He is in his room.”

“Is he okay?” She sat down on her bed and wiped her face with her T-shirt collar.

Her father never answered.

“What happened? I don’t understand. Why was she—What was she out doing so late anyways?” She could hear his breathing, short and quick, as if for the past few minutes, he had been laboring to preserve himself, his calm and steady tone, but he couldn’t handle it anymore. She worried for her father too at that moment. “Did you get into another fight?”

Her father didn’t answer, and she gritted her teeth. Of course the answer was yes. But now was not the time, was it? He could have a heart attack. And she would be responsible for that.

Covering her mouth with her hand, she closed her eyes and sat down on her bed. The phone cord stretched as far as it could reach. She wanted to scream. She couldn’t help but imagine her mother slumped in the driver’s seat of their beige Oldsmobile, bruised and splashed in red. But there was nothing abstract about this expression. The body was the most actual. Her mother, who beamed in black-and-white photos beneath a diaphanous hanbok, the billowing skirt the size of her heart, had been beautiful and bright once—before she came here. Ana would never forgive this country. She’d never forgive her father, despite how much she loved him.

It was him. He did this. Blood on his hands.

“I’ll find a way to get there today. I have to pack now.” Ana hung up the phone and curled herself on the bed, hiding her face from the morning light, wan and gray, but too bright. She had so much to do now. She’d have to call the airline and change her ticket. She couldn’t find a tissue within arm’s reach, so she stripped her pillow of its case, held it to her face. “Umma. Umma,” she said, like a child lost on a crowded street. “Umma,” she screamed, surprising herself when she realized that now her mother was that child lost. She didn’t care if anyone heard her. She had been her mother’s daughter, yes, but in many ways, as an American-born child, she had been responsible for her parents as immigrants. She carried the weight of being the translator, the interpreter of their dreams, not simply a body who moved through space, one life, but an entire continent of all the times her parents closed their mouths or looked away, had been spat upon in different ways, had toiled in silence without pay or a single acknowledgment by the world that they mattered, they were irreplaceable. They had not simply been casualties of war, chess pieces to be played, workhorses who should not complain, immigrants and refugees; they were her mother, her father. Inexplicable. Singular in every way.

On the plane now, almost one year after that phone call, after the grief of their lives had become concrete, palpable, a mother gone, a family of four minus one, Ana wiped the tears from her eyes with the end of her sleeve. Her mother would’ve been in the kitchen busying herself—pickling, stewing, frying pajeon in a skillet, which she’d stack on a plate for them to reheat whenever hungry. She always planned and prepared for them, their needs. The home that Ana would return to would never be the same.

In this cramped vestibule that smelled of honey-roasted peanuts, socks, and aftershave, Ana reached into her purse for her copy of Adrienne Rich’s The Will to Change. She stared absently at the lines and wondered how her father would ever understand that, since her mother had disappeared, she hated going home because she still blamed him. He was in his sixties now, with high blood pressure and cholesterol. She couldn’t lose him. As much as she resented him, he and Ronald were all that she had left. They still needed each other. She loved him.

She knew her mother was dead but could never say it out loud. Her brother still believed that their mother would return one day. It was obvious. And who knew what her father really believed, despite his declaration over the summer that she had probably died. He was a pragmatist. Practically, a survivalist. But his heart, the truth of it, had always been a mystery.


After he rubbed his face dry, John caught himself in the plant nursery’s bathroom mirror, splotched from sprays of soap and water. Tears blurred his eyes, slipped down his nose and onto his lips, which he licked and wiped. Ronald was working with him today, and John kept his sobs quiet to avoid his son overhearing. He had not cried in years, not when his gas station, his entire livelihood, had been destroyed during the riots. Not even after his wife’s disappearance. But last night… the man’s shoes, the white envelope with his wife’s name on it…

John hiccupped as his face burned. He seated himself on the grimy laminate floor and leaned his back against the toilet bowl. After he had discovered the body, he had placed the letter to Sunny in his pocket and bolted for the house, inserted his dentures, and fumbled with the phone as he called 911. A man was in his yard. He was not moving. Did he check for a pulse? No, he was too terrified. He could not go back out there. A man was dead. He was Black. He couldn’t tell how old he was. Please come help. He didn’t want to touch him. He smelled of urine and waste. He was probably homeless.

Outside, his neighbor Rodriguez had responded first, flashlight in hand. His royal-blue robe draped down on the ground as he crouched and nudged the leg of the man beneath the loquat tree.

He shook his head and said, “He’s dead,” before rising to stand.

When the investigators arrived, Rodriguez stood on the sidewalk and waited for John. His Christmas decorations twinkled in the chaos of the police’s flashing blue lights.

“Homeless people. They’re everywhere these days,” Rodriguez said.

Despite the burgundy windbreaker he wore, John shivered in his thin pajamas.

“I need another fence,” John said. “A taller one, I think.”

“I know a guy who can do it for you. Maybe I need one too. Not a chain-link. Too easy to climb. Like a metal one, you know? Who knows these days.”

“Yeah, I will wait until January. Maybe the world end.”

“Ha, you believe in that shit?” Rodriguez asked.

John envied Rodriguez, who had never married or had kids and lived by himself. Occasionally, family members or a friend would visit, but never a girlfriend or spouse. He knew very little about Rodriguez except that he worked as a contractor in construction of some sort. His large white truck always had two-by-fours, building and paint supplies in its bed. John assumed because of his tattoos that he had been some sort of gang member, but his life appeared simple, easy, and nonviolent. He spent the majority of his free time gardening—weeding and pruning and propagating his impressive cacti and succulent collection.

Now, outside the bathroom, the nursery’s phone rang. John hoisted himself off the floor with a hand on the toilet lid and sprinted toward his office, hoping it might be the wholesale truck, which hadn’t arrived this morning as expected.

“Mr. Kim? It’s Detective Coleman. Los Angeles Police Department.”

The detective from last night—a man in his fifties who appeared to be Latino despite his English last name. He had shown up a couple hours after the initial police officers had arrived, even though John had overheard that the death appeared to be an accident, a head injury incurred after a fall. So the words “Los Angeles Police Department” alarmed him. What more could they want? John had spent so much time last night already with the bright lights, the investigators in his yard.

“I have some more questions about the man who was found on your property. Ronald Jones.”

John gripped the receiver, his knuckles white. The stranger shared a name with his son. The envelope beside his arm had been addressed to John’s wife.

“I’d like to come by again today if that’s alright?”

But John needed to pick up his daughter in a couple hours. His little girl. His Ana. And now she would have to know about what happened. Before they had left, the investigators had even done an excellent job of cleaning up after themselves in the dark, removing the yellow tape and leaving John to hose down the yard. He hadn’t planned on telling her until after a couple days, didn’t want to sully her arrival with such terrible news, a dead man behind their house, homeless and probably hungry. “I wanted to come by while it’s still light out.”

“My daughter is coming home today,” John said.

“Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Now he’d have to leave work early with Ronald and Ana to meet Detective Coleman. He couldn’t even spare her from this tragedy.

After he hung up the phone, John rubbed his head as if to erase his thoughts.

“Everything okay?” Ronald appeared in the doorway, startling him. “Are you gonna leave to pick up Ana soon? I can do it if you’re too tired.”

“No, no, that’s okay.” John would tell them about the detective once everyone was together.

Ronald stood in front of him for a moment too long, then finally said, “Do you think on the way home we could stop by the market? I was thinking of making some banchan, kimchi while Ana’s here.”

“Kimchi?” John almost laughed. Someone had died in their yard last night. Suddenly his son had cooking ambitions? “You know how to make kimchi?”

“I think so. Maybe.”

“How do you know how to make kimchi? Mommy teach you?”

“Forget about it.”

He could feel his son boiling. Something cracked inside his chest. “We have to go home right away, okay? Police come over.”

“Again?”

His throat was dry. “We can go… later. We can go after dinner, okay?”

“Forget about it. I’ll do it myself.” Ronald slammed the door behind him.

John remembered all those hours Sunny had spent in the kitchen as she had prepared banchan and kimchi that would last them for weeks, even months. He had caught glimpses of her sometimes with the children in front of the stove, or at the kitchen counter, the cutting board. He never realized how hard it had been to feed everyone, how much she had put into those meals, which he could never re-create. How many dishes she had washed, how many pots and pans scrubbed under the water that dried her hands despite the fact that she covered them with oversized magenta rubber gloves. It wasn’t easy, but she always made it look that way. She never wanted them to worry about her. And now his son planned to prepare something for Ana, welcome her home, not as if they weren’t missing their mother, but to say, We still have this place; we still have time together.

Maybe his son had been paying attention after all. Maybe it was John who wasn’t. His dreams had been so big, but now he felt small. He was like a child again, a thirteen-year-old who’d fled, who couldn’t even make the choice to stay behind with his mother. His ears rang with the whistles of bombs dropping overhead. Keep running. Faster, faster. He wept in his hands. He couldn’t help himself. Coward. A man had died behind the home they had built.

When John had caught a glimpse of the flimsy rectangle of paper, splotched with liquid, a few feet from the stranger, he had assumed that the man had stolen their mail, a letter to Sunny, his wife. John snatched the envelope and hid it beneath his mattress before he dialed 911. It remained there, unopened.

But the detective didn’t need to know about that. No one would.




1981

While her daughter read books in their bedroom, Sunny scrubbed the Harvest Gold of the vinyl kitchen floor, stopping only to wipe the sweat off her brow with her forearm. The ground of their cramped one-bedroom apartment had become the canvas of their lives, splattered with pieces of food from the mornings when she rushed to prepare her husband and daughter their favorite American breakfast of bacon and eggs, the afternoons when she sliced and sautéed banchan for dinner, and the evenings when she boiled jjigaes and guks, frying gulbi or mackerel on a skillet.

For lunch, her husband insisted on buying fast food—greasy cheeseburgers and fries, hot dogs smothered in the kind of chili that permanently stained clothes, a deli sandwich wrapped in white paper or a teriyaki plate, gleaming. She couldn’t understand why he would want to eat a stranger’s food when she could pack him something more nutritious, a dosirak or kimbap stuffed with vegetables sautéed and danmuji, bright and yellow as the petals of mustard flower. But oh, how he adored the food in America.

She closed her eyes and inhaled as deeply as she could. Her nausea made everything, even the simplest tasks, so much more tedious. So she relied on only a rag and a bucket of water, the bright lemon-scented dish soap for the kitchen and bathroom.

She needed air. She wouldn’t tell her husband about her pregnancy until she knew for sure that she would keep the baby, welcome the child to this world with open arms.

She slowly stood up from the damp floor, supporting her lower back with her hand, and stepped around books and toys strewn all over the living room to open the balcony door. A warm breeze greeted her as well as the banda music, the bump of its brass, from another open window. She hummed and tapped her feet and moved to the rhythm by herself. How free she felt outside. How free she felt listening to other people’s music.

On hot and dry days like this—despite it already being autumn—Sunny craved naengmyeon, the slurp of those cold, chewy noodles that stretched from the mouth, the tartness, the tingle on the tongue. Time had slipped by like soft white flour between her fingers. Ana had become so big and strong since those first hours nearly four years ago, when she had glowed in the glum light of the hospital room, eyes closed, soggy-looking and tender, wearing the tiniest hat above that smooshed face, a full moon. The brightness, the gravitational pull of her. The sweet smell of cream, the delicious powder. Sunny could stare at and kiss her cheeks forever. And the love overwhelmed her, submerging her like a high tide along with any regrets she might have had about marrying Kim Jung Ho, about moving to this country, displacing herself for this city of heat and smog. Here breathed and cried and laughed the most perfect person in the world. Sunny was honored to be her mother, grateful and humbled.

But no one had warned her about how lonely she would feel—giving and giving and giving and still never feeling like she was enough. Or perhaps she was the only woman who experienced this ache. Perhaps she was a terrible person. Perhaps she had not been cut out for motherhood at all. Too selfish, loved pleasure too much, loved herself too much. Despite all the years that had passed, her hand cramped with the memory of holding a brush, the grinding down of mineral and vegetable and glue in the pigment sticks for watercolors, the dark colors bleeding gently into paper, the lick of the horsehair brush on inviting mulberry sheets like the first snow of winter. All of her supplies remained in a box somewhere inside their bedroom closet. There was no time.

Soon after she had given birth to Ana four years ago, her father had died of pancreatic cancer. Sunny had never even truly understood him being gone, except that he was no longer available to answer the phone back home in Korea. She couldn’t travel for the funeral. She had to take care of her daughter, who was less than two months old, and her husband first. She missed so much about her father—the beauty of his long face, the quiet stillness of his large brown eyes beneath the tweed or wool flat caps he always wore, the elegance of his crossed legs, his reluctant smile, and how he sketched and painted her with love. She had adored the privilege of watching him work in his studio, the odor of those oil pigments, reds and blues and yellows, squeezed from precious little tubes. He mixed them into the earthen tones that reminded him of the dirt and the land that he had left behind in the North when they had fled during the war, his sisters enshrined in his art, their geometric faces that reminded her both of Modigliani and Picasso. How his brush, his palette, his canvas carried the weight of history. Art made our hauntings not only tolerable but communal, and therefore powerful, like trauma transformed into treasure.

Tears spilled out of her eyes as she gripped the balcony railing, which was covered in dirt and dust, and sat herself down on the bumpy stucco of the balcony floor. Sunny was so tired she couldn’t even hear the music anymore, just the pumping of her heart in her chest. The nausea. She didn’t care if anyone could see her—a mother alone, a housewife crying by herself, an immigrant who missed her family back home.

Over the past five years, Sunny had made many friends at church, but most of the women lived in the suburbs and, during the week, spent their days at work—their convenience or clothing stores, restaurants, and dry-cleaning businesses—where they could bring their children on days off from school. Since her husband still worked for wages at a gas station, an unsuitable environment for kids anyways, Sunny had no choice but to stay at home until her daughter started preschool or kindergarten. She had kept in touch with her classmates and neighbors in Korea, but the phone calls and letters had been too expensive to keep up, a luxury to connect over such a great distance. Once a year she received a long letter from Professor Cho, which she would sign at the end with two fingerprints that had been dipped in peach paint, a reminder of the moon jar and its glaze. What are you painting these days? she had asked. Besides your lips. And the answer now was nothing. Absolutely nothing. Sunny cleaned and scrubbed. She picked toys off the ground.

The only person Sunny could count on was an elderly neighbor, Mrs. Lee, who had immigrated to Hawaii in the 1920s to work on a sugar plantation, then moved to Los Angeles to reside closer to the families of her adult children. They lived in Orange County’s Garden Grove, but Mrs. Lee preferred Koreatown where she could walk everywhere. With her thin, long face, wrinkled and beaming from her partially toothless smile, Mrs. Lee watched Ana for a couple hours so that Sunny could ride the bus to the post office or buy groceries and housewares from the Korean market.

“Hello, little bulldozer, hello,” Mrs. Lee would say when Sunny dropped Ana off at her apartment, one floor down from theirs. She bent over and tried to pick up Ana but could not. “She is getting heavier and heavier every day.”

“Grandma, please be careful. Don’t strain yourself.”

“Who, me?” Mrs. Lee laughed. “Oh, honey, I gave birth in a dirt hole three times in the fields. Each time I went right back to work. I was in the strikes. I threw rocks at police. Don’t worry about me.”

In the few months that she had known her, Sunny grew to love Mrs. Lee like her own mother. Despite the difficulties of Mrs. Lee’s life, her eyes had remained delightful and bright behind the mask of her weathered skin. Unlike the other grandmothers Sunny knew, Mrs. Lee did not dye her white hair, proud of her years and the wisdom and dignity that came with them. She inspired Sunny into believing that despite her hardships, her loneliness, she could still find sources of pleasure and magic in everyday life.

America was still a strange country to Sunny. She was convinced that she could never learn the language. She tried. She folded laundry and cleaned the apartment while reciting English phrases from the television or out of an instructional book. “Hello, how are you?” “My name is Sunny. What is yours?” “See you in a while, crocodile.” “Welcome to [insert franchise here]. How may I help you?”

But she went only to the Korean grocery or home goods store, and even when she mailed letters or packages abroad, the post office in Koreatown had Koreans working behind the counter. Her husband paid the bills and completed any official documents or transactions that required English. Despite his accent, he was fluent. So, how could she learn the language? How could she adjust, melt into the larger culture? Where were the opportunities to do so? The only non-Koreans that she encountered on a regular basis were their neighbors, Mexican and Central American immigrants who struggled with English themselves. She would almost be better off learning Spanish, the language of the music that bumped through the walls.

She couldn’t stand this apartment, which always smelled a little moldy despite how hard she scrubbed, the dim lighting from the alley of garbage bins, the closed curtains of the neighboring building. This country, this loneliness, her husband’s work—six days per week, gone for almost twelve hours per day—was killing her slowly, tearing her apart, piece by piece, cell by cell, dismantling her as if she were being sold for parts.

She longed for her family in Korea, for the snow that crunched beneath her boots, the hot chestnuts sold by vendors along wet streets back home, the sounds and smells of the market, of fish scales frying on pans, mounds of kimchi and squid, women and men bartering and slurping with chill-burnt faces and laughter. There was so much to feel, to taste, to touch. Perhaps because of the war, so much loss and death in their lives, people didn’t take their senses for granted.

Maybe she would tell her husband that she needed to visit Korea. She could take Ana. It would be important for Ana to meet Sunny’s sister and mother, who, like Sunny’s father, could pass away any day now. It would be important for her to know her heritage and culture.

Maybe tonight Sunny would tell him the news. I’m pregnant. Maybe another child would glue them together. Maybe another child, a boy for him, would help them hold on to their lives a little more. All of them. Maybe tonight.
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