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To my family
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Chapter 1


My name is Mindy Kim, and today started like any other day. I got up from bed, and my dog, Theodore the Mutt, wagged his tail and yawned. The sound he made was so cute!

“Good morning, Theodore!” I said, and patted him on the head.

I went to the bathroom like I always did in the morning. As I was in there, I heard the phone ring.

When I came out, though, it was quiet. Usually, either Dad or my stepmom, Julie, is already up. But this morning, no one was there in the hallway to say, “Good morning, Mindy!”

Holding my breath, I walked over to my parents’ bedroom and leaned against the door. Dad and Julie were whispering in their room. I couldn’t hear exactly what they were saying, but I could tell it wasn’t anything good.

I bit my lip and looked at the doorknob. I wasn’t sure if I should open the door or not! I looked down at Theodore, who wagged his tail again, but more slowly this time. He looked like he was encouraging me, so I reached out and opened the door.

Dad was sitting on his bed, clutching his phone with both hands. He was turned away from me, so I couldn’t see his face, but his shoulders were shaking. Was he crying?

Julie stood beside him with her hand resting on his shoulder.

“What’s wrong, Appa?” I asked softly, saying the Korean word for “Daddy.”

Dad turned to look at me but just shook his head. Julie took me by the hand and led me out of the room.

After closing the door behind us, she gently placed her hands on my shoulders, took a deep breath, and said, “We got bad news from Korea, Mindy. Your grandfather passed away. We just found out. I’m so sorry.”

My heart dropped to my feet. Just last week I’d called my grandpa and grandma. They had both seemed so healthy and happy!

“But how?” I asked. My voice came out quiet and small. “Was there an accident?”

Julie shook her head. “Thankfully not, but sometimes people your grandpa’s age die suddenly. The doctor said it was a heart attack.”

Tears welled up in my eyes, but I wiped them away as soon as Dad came out of the room. I didn’t want him to see me cry! Grandpa was his dad, so I couldn’t even imagine how sad he was. Seeing me cry would only make him even sadder.

He reached toward us, and Julie and I hugged him tight. We stayed there for a while, holding him steady as he shook from head to toe.
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“Mindy,” Dad said. “Could you please go to your room for a bit? I have to talk to Julie about something. Don’t worry about school today. We’ll call and tell them there’s been a family emergency.”

I went back in my room with Theodore and waited. When we’d first found out Julie was pregnant, I put my stuffed animals in a box to give to my younger sibling once they were born. But the baby wasn’t here yet, and I needed my plushies more than ever. I got the box out of the closet and hugged Mr. Toe Beans, my stuffed corgi, tight.

Theodore whimpered, so I made sure to give him a hug too.

After a while, Dad and Julie came into my room. Dad still looked sad, but he wasn’t crying anymore.

“Mindy, we’ve decided to go to Korea for the funeral,” he said. “Chuseok is around the corner, and since it’s an important holiday in Korea, like Thanksgiving is in America, I think we’re all better off spending some time with our family right now.”

In the US, my family doesn’t usually celebrate Chuseok, so I wasn’t sure what to expect. During this time of year, we just eat songpyeon—sweet rice cakes shaped like crescent moons—and mooncakes. Songpyeon are what Koreans like Dad and me eat for Chuseok, while mooncakes are what Chinese people like Julie and her family eat for the Mid-Autumn Festival.

“How long will we be in Korea?” I asked.

The last time we visited, it was during the summer. I doubted we could stay in Korea for as long as we did then, but I hoped we could still spend lots of time with our relatives during this trip too.

“Probably just a week,” Dad said, talking really fast. He almost sounded like a robot! “Unfortunately, Julie and I can’t get more time off work, and since you still have school… that’s the best we can do. We have to get to the Atlanta airport by this evening for our flight to Korea in order to make it in time for the funeral, so we need to hurry and pack. We can ask Eunice to come check on Theodore while we are gone.”

“Before we do, though…” Julie pulled Dad and me into another big hug. “Let’s take deep breaths. I love both of you very much. I’m here for you, okay?”

Dad breathed in slowly and gave Julie a kiss on the forehead. I buried my head deep into Julie’s arms, pulling both her and Dad in for a big group hug.

I was still sad about Grandpa, but I was also happy we were going to Korea again. After our last trip, I hadn’t been sure when we would next visit. I’d also never been to a funeral or celebrated a holiday in Korea before, so I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t even know if we could make it in time for our flight!

I packed my bags, hoping everything would all work out.
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Chapter 2


Before we left our house, I made sure to grab the blue bear-shaped bag that Grandpa had bought me the last time we went to Korea. I clutched the bag tightly, wishing I had more to remember Grandpa by.
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