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ACT I




CHAPTER 1 — FORCED LANDING

Flight KE037 from Seoul to Austin landed twenty minutes early, which, according to Han Ji-eun, was the only good news of the day.

She made a mental note of it—column “positive,” single entry—as the plane taxied to the terminal and the passengers rose en masse as if gravity had just been restored after fourteen hours of suspension. Ji-eun remained seated. She let the people jostle in the aisle, retrieve their luggage from the overhead bins with elbows and sighs, pour out onto the jetway in a continuous, hurried stream. She knew these rituals. What she didn’t know was what awaited her on the other side of the automatic doors.

Austin-Bergstrom International Airport. Texas. United States of America.

She had watched videos. Read articles. Downloaded three translation apps, two cultural guides, and a podcast titled Americans Explained, eighteen episodes of which she had listened to on the plane, one earbud in her left ear, the other free to hear the turbulence over the Pacific. She knew that Americans smiled at strangers on the street—not out of affection, but as a conditioned reflex, a superficial politeness as automatic as turn signals in traffic. She knew they tipped systematically and that not tipping was tantamount to a declaration of passive hostility. She knew they measured distances in miles, temperatures in degrees Fahrenheit, weight in pounds, and that they called “American football” a sport played mainly with the hands. She thought she was prepared.

The terminal’s automatic doors swung open outward, and the heat of September in Austin hit her like a damp towel heated in a microwave—dense, immediate, unrelenting, smelling of warm asphalt and dry grass.

Ji-eun stopped dead in her tracks on the threshold. Behind her, a man with a wheeled suitcase bumped into her and said something she didn’t fully understand, but whose tone suggested a sincere apology rather than irritation. Before her lay a parking lot of seemingly unlimited size, filled with vehicles that bore no resemblance to what she encountered daily on the streets of Seoul. Giant pickup trucks. Dozens of them. Lined up like bison on an asphalt prairie, their hoods gleaming in the late afternoon sun, their high-riding bodies seeming to dare anyone to look down on them. Some had side mirrors wider than her desk at her parents’ house. One in particular—white, double cab, Texas plates—sat so high on its oversized wheels that she would have needed a step stool to look through the side window. She wasn’t short. This pickup was just objectively massive.

She pulled out her phone. Forty-two percent battery. Enough to order a ride-hailing car, take her mother’s call—inevitable, scheduled from Seoul to coincide precisely with the moment Ji-eun would be most overwhelmed; it was a law of nature—and perhaps, if she used the screen sparingly, find the exact address of her rental. She opened the ride-hailing app. The interface asked for location confirmation. She confirmed. The app thought for thirty seconds—a long time for an app. Then it displayed a message she had never seen before: no drivers available in your area, please try again in a few minutes.

Ji-eun looked at the screen.

She looked at the parking lot.

She looked at the screen again.

In the podcast *The Americans Explained*, episode twelve dealt with the culture of private car ownership in Texas and concluded with this line: “In Texas, a car isn’t a luxury—it’s a respiratory organ.” Ji-eun had found the metaphor excessive at thirty-five thousand feet, in the relative comfort of a Korean economy-class seat. She now found it perfectly apt, standing on that sidewalk, a twenty-three-kilo suitcase pressed against her left calf, in a heat that smelled of asphalt, scorched grass, and something sweet she hadn’t yet identified—it would be, she would realize later, yaupon flowers mingled with the lingering fumes from a food truck parked two hundred meters away, serving barbecue sandwiches since seven in the morning.

She slipped her phone into the pocket of her jacket—a wool-blend jacket she immediately regretted, since thirty-eight degrees Celsius was no time for wool-blend, no matter how much air conditioning was promised at her destination—and decided to wait. It was a skill she had developed and in which she had confidence. Disciplined, silent, energy-efficient waiting. In Seoul, she waited for the bus down to the second, her mental clock synchronized with the digital displays at the stops. She waited for compilation results without checking the clock every thirty seconds. She could wait for a shuttle at a Texas airport.

Her phone vibrated.

Her mother.

Ji-eun answered.

“Did you arrive?” Kim Mi-sook said without preamble, in Korean, her voice compressing worry beneath a layer of perfectly polite maternal neutrality—perfectly transparent to anyone who knew the code.

“I’m at the airport. Yes.”

“Is it hot?”

“A little.”

“Did you eat on the plane?”

“Yes, Eomma.”

“Was the meal okay?”

“It was okay.”

A silence. Ji-eun knew this silence down to its finest nuances. It always preceded the real question—the one that had been asked in various forms ever since the job in Austin was announced, ever since the contract was signed, ever since the suitcase was taken down from the closet in the hallway and placed open on the bed in her childhood bedroom. The real question that Korean mothers of Mi-sook’s generation never asked directly—because asking directly was a sign of vulnerability, and vulnerability was expressed through other, safer, more Korean channels.

“You don’t have to stay if it doesn’t suit you,” her mother finally said. There are excellent jobs in Seoul. Your father knows someone at Samsung. A division director.

— Eomma.

— I’m just saying there are serious options —

— I know what you’re saying. I’m fine. I’m waiting for my ride.

— A ride-hailing car? Isn’t the company sending someone?

— It’s the same thing.

— It’s not the same thing. In a licensed taxi, the driver has an official license issued by the city. With these new apps, it’s just anyone with a car—

— Eomma. I’ll call you when I get there.

A different kind of silence this time. The silence of calculated maternal resignation.

— Call me when you get home.

— It’s not my home, Eomma. It’s a furnished rental.

— Call me when you get to the furnished rental.

Ji-eun hung up gently. She looked at the app again: a driver had just appeared in the area, nine minutes away. She exhaled slowly. Nine minutes. She moved her suitcase into the meager shadow of a concrete pillar—a shadow that was frankly insufficient, but symbolically preferable to no shadow at all—and waited with the patience of someone who had decided that fear would have no place here.

That wasn’t entirely true. But she had decided that fear would not be visible. The car arrived eleven minutes late—Ji-eun noted the discrepancy—driven by a sedan whose driver, a man in his fifties with a thick mustache and a local baseball team cap screwed onto his head, said, “How’s it going? ” with the intonation of someone who was slightly annoyed that she hadn’t called in weeks.

“Fine,” said Ji-eun. “Thanks.”

“First time in Texas?”

“Yes.”

“You’re going to love it,” he said with a conviction that seemed to rest on solid, non-negotiable empirical evidence.

It was the second “you’re going to love it” of the day. Ji-eun took note of the phrase. She wondered if there was a manual of standard phrases for welcoming newcomers to Austin, passed down from generation to generation during ceremonies she knew nothing about, or if it was simply a matter of spontaneous, sincere folklore.

The drive took twenty-five minutes on the six-lane highway, whose scale evoked less a transportation infrastructure than a geographical statement of principle. Ji-eun watched the billboards flash by: a law firm specializing in car accidents with a photo of the founder standing with his arms crossed in satisfaction, a steakhouse offering a gastronomic challenge to devour two kilos of meat in under an hour—a challenge she wasn’t yet sure was a culinary promotion or a medical warning—and a Baptist church whose sign bore a religious message in orange capital letters that seemed to scream from the roadside. She took photos of all three signs. She would analyze them later.

The driver said nothing else. Ji-eun silently thanked him for it. The furnished rental was a studio on the first floor of a house divided into two apartments, in a neighborhood of Austin that the driver described as the real Austin, the good side, with the knowing air of someone capable of distinguishing the authentic from the touristy. Ji-eun thanked him with an eighteen-percent tip—calculated in advance so she wouldn’t have to think under pressure—stepped out, and hauled her suitcase up an exterior wrought-iron staircase whose steps echoed like a gong with every step as the evening began to warm slightly, by a degree or two.

The apartment smelled of vanilla-scented candle wax and wood warmed by months of Texas sun stored in the floorboards. There was a beige linen sofa, a light oak table with two mismatched but clean chairs, an open kitchen with a refrigerator whose door was covered with decorative magnets shaped like cowboy boots, miniature replicas of the Alamo, and a stylized longhorn cow in colorful enamel. And—Ji-eun noticed it with a sense of relief that seemed disproportionate to her but which she allowed herself nonetheless—a digital thermostat on the hallway wall.

She set down her backpack. She walked over to the thermostat. It read seventy-four degrees Fahrenheit.

She took out her phone, looked up the conversion, and got twenty-three point three degrees Celsius. Objectively, a proper indoor temperature—comfortable, by every physiological standard she knew. And yet the apartment felt cold to her, permeated by a continuous, unvarying chill from the air conditioning that had nothing to do with the discreet, gradual air conditioning in Seoul apartments.

She turned the thermostat up to twenty-six degrees. After a moment’s hesitation, to twenty-seven. Then she looked at the palm trees through the window, motionless in the warm evening air, and decided that twenty-seven was a reasonable choice under the circumstances.

She unpacked her suitcase using the method she applied to everything that deserved to be done properly: clothes first, folded by category and arranged by anticipated frequency of use, then toiletries lined up on the bathroom shelf in an order that had its own logic, then cables and chargers in a zippered pouch. Then, at the bottom of the suitcase, carefully wrapped in bubble wrap cut and folded at her parents’ home in Seoul before locking the doors, two ceramic bowls—one matte white with an irregular rim, the other celadon with a delicate crackle in the glaze. She took them out carefully and set them side by side on the oak table.

She looked at them for a long minute, her hands flat on the table on either side. Small pieces of personal geography, moved ten thousand kilometers from their original context. Landmarks that didn’t need to be explained to work—they worked because she knew what they meant.

She prepared a ramyeon—one of the two packs of Korean instant noodles she’d slipped into her suitcase because an expat forum had warned her that local grocery stores would be disappointing—the water heated in the electric kettle, packets of soup and dehydrated vegetables dissolved to the right concentration, an egg poached in the simmering liquid with the patience required for a successful poached egg. She ate while sitting on the couch with her laptop open, and reread the GlobalLink Solutions onboarding documents for the fourth time: the department’s organizational chart, coding conventions, schedule of recurring meetings, and the names and roles of her direct colleagues. She memorized the first names. She tried to predict their personalities from the profile photos in the internal directory. It might have been futile. She did it anyway.

She fell asleep at 9:30 p.m. local time, which meant a 14-hour time difference with the part of her brain that was still operating on Seoul time. The next morning, Ji-eun woke up at 5:42 a.m. Her body thought it was dinnertime. She got up anyway.

She got dressed—a navy suit, a white shirt buttoned all the way to the collar, low-heeled shoes with comfortable soles for standing for long periods, an outfit professional enough for a first day without betraying an effort that might have been mistaken for visible nervousness—checked the route to GlobalLink Solutions on two different apps, compared travel times, and ordered a car for 7:15 a.m. The driver said almost nothing. Ji-eun silently thanked him for it.

GlobalLink Solutions occupied the first three floors of a glass-and-steel building in Austin’s tech district, sandwiched between a financial services startup with its blinds still down and a cocktail bar whose sign—a pink neon cactus—glowed constantly like a votive flame. Ji-eun noticed the cactus. She noticed the bicycles parked in a V-shape in front of the entrance, the sneakers visible under the desks through the floor-to-ceiling windows, and the coffee tricycle on the sidewalk with its sign offering iced coffee and a breakfast sandwich for seven dollars.

She went inside. The lobby was vast and bright, with exposed concrete walls and hanging green plants cascading from the ceiling like upside-down waterfalls. A receptionist looked up and smiled with an intensity that Ji-eun initially interpreted as a sign of a medical emergency, before remembering that this was the standard breadth of an American professional smile.

“Hello! You must be Ji-eun! We’re so happy to have you here!”

“Thank you. I’m delighted to be here.”

She was handed a laminated temporary badge, her name printed in oversized letters beneath a candid photo, and a GlobalLink Solutions canvas bag containing a pen, a spiral-bound notebook, two logo stickers, and a chocolate chip cereal bar whose symbolic relevance she didn’t understand but which she put away without comment. She was escorted to the second floor, the product development department, an open-plan office with tall tables made of recycled wood, headphones on nearly every head, dual monitors, and in the back left corner a professional coffee machine whose low hum served as the environment’s constant bass note.

That’s where she saw him.

Or rather, that’s where she recognized the blue plaid shirt.

She’d seen him the day before—in the elevator of the hotel where she’d spent her first three nights in Austin while waiting for the rental to become available. She was getting in. He was already inside. Tall—very tall, the kind of build that made standard elevators feel slightly undersized, with shoulders that seemed to have negotiated their right to space separately. Blue plaid shirt. A cup of coffee in each hand. A brown cowboy hat with rolled brims, tilted slightly over his forehead with the ease of something that hadn’t been deliberately adjusted in years but sat exactly where it was supposed to.

He had said something jovial to her—a familiar greeting, with the supreme nonchalance of someone who had never had to wonder whether speaking to a stranger in an elevator constituted a social transgression.

Ji-eun had done what felt right: a curtsy. Brief, precise, head tilted at about thirty degrees—a proper greeting, neither excessive nor neglected.

The man had stood frozen with his two cups for the two seconds between her greeting and the closing of the doors. The hat hadn’t moved.

And now he was there, in the open floor plan of GlobalLink Solutions, perched at the edge of a high table with the natural ease of someone for whom any available space immediately became familiar territory. He was talking to a colleague, his arms slightly away from his body, and laughing at something with a sound that made no attempt to be discreet. He was still wearing the hat. Ji-eun briefly wondered if GlobalLink Solutions’ internal regulations allowed cowboy hats inside the buildings, and concluded that either the answer was yes, or no one had had the courage to raise the issue.

He turned around.

He saw her. He recognized her.

There were exactly three seconds of mutual silence.

The man opened his mouth. Closed it again. A slow smile spread across his face—the smile of someone who finds the coincidence downright amusing and isn’t trying to hide it.

“Well,” he said. “It’s a small world.”

Ji-eun nodded slightly.

“Indeed.”

He stood up from the table and held out his hand.

“Jake Thompson. Business Account Manager.”

“Han Ji-eun. Product Development.”

“New hire?”

“First day.”

He nodded, slowly, as if this suddenly explained a lot of things.

“The elevator. Yesterday.”

“Yes.”

“You curtsied to me.”

“It’s a way of saying hello.”

— I know, he said. And he seemed to truly mean it—without condescension, with a direct, uncalculated curiosity that she hadn’t quite learned to place on her scale of reference yet. I just wasn’t prepared for it.

— And you, said Ji-eun, called a stranger by a familiar nickname in an elevator.

A brief silence.

“You’re right,” said Jake Thompson.

A colleague called out to him from across the floor—“Jake, Harmon meeting in ten minutes, Room B!”—and he straightened up completely, grabbed his coffee cup with the automatic gesture of a man whose hand always knew where the cup was, adjusted his hat with a flick of his thumb, and said:

“Welcome to GlobalLink Solutions, Ji-eun.”

He pronounced her name with a valiant approximation—the two syllables in roughly the right order, carried by an audible goodwill that made up for the accent.

“If you need anything. I’m here.”

He walked away toward the conference room with the quiet confidence of someone who had always known where he was going.

Ji-eun stared for a few seconds at the spot he had just occupied.

She took out her phone and jotted down: small world—coincidence noted. That’s right—argumentative concession. I know—validation without elaboration.

She hesitated for a second. Added: cowboy hat indoors—apparently normal here. No comment.

She put her phone away, took her temporary badge, and headed toward the desk she’d been assigned—second row, window side, view of the neon pink cactus that had been glowing just the same since the day before yesterday, unflappable. She set down her bag. She opened her laptop. She plugged in the cables for the two monitors with the precision of a rehearsed gesture.

Austin was too big, too hot, too noisy, and its internal codes were set to frequencies she hadn’t yet fully deciphered.

But she had an office, with a window, and a clear goal.

For now, that was more than enough.

 


CHAPTER 2 — THE COFFEE DISASTER

Jake Thompson had survived thirty-two years of life in Texas, two seasons of amateur rodeo, a presentation in front of three hundred shareholders in a wrinkled shirt, and the time his brother Tyler accidentally set the family barn on fire with a firecracker on New Year’s Eve. He had weathered hailstorms on the highway in the middle of March, six-hour business negotiations spent standing in a windowless room, and a Christmas dinner where his Aunt Carol had announced her third divorce between the turkey and the pecan pie, in the same tone she would have used to discuss the weather. He had even, on one memorable day in July, negotiated a contract renewal over the phone from the seat of a broken-down tractor forty kilometers from Abilene, under a sun hot enough to melt the asphalt, with a herd of cattle as his audience. He therefore had no objective reason to fear a software demonstration in front of four people on a Tuesday morning in September.

And yet, standing in front of the screen in Conference Room B, connection cable in hand, he felt something unusual building in his chest—a slight tightness, somewhere between impatience and foreboding, like when the sky above Abilene took on that particular color that preceded thunderstorms.

“It’ll take a second,” he said to the client.

The client’s name was Martin Fosse. He represented a regional food distribution chain that was considering entrusting GlobalLink Solutions with the complete overhaul of its inventory management system—a massive undertaking, twelve months of work, a four-hundred-thousand-dollar contract that Jake had spent three months pushing forward to this stage. Martin Fosse was fifty-five years old, wore a conspicuous gold watch, and had the kind of horizontal gaze people develop after years of waiting for others to waste their time.

“Take as long as you need,” said Martin Fosse, in the tone of someone who meant the exact opposite.

Jake plugged in the cable. The screen flickered. The demo software opened—or rather, tried to open, in the same way a car tries to start when the battery is dead. An error window appeared instead, blood-red background, message in system font, as elegant and welcome as a road sign planted in the middle of a living room.

Module error: dependency not found. Unable to restart.

Jake looked at the screen.

Martin Fosse looked at the screen.

Martin Fosse’s two colleagues looked at the screen.

The air conditioning in Meeting Room B continued to blow peacefully, indifferent to it all.

“This isn’t what I planned to show you this morning,” Jake said.

He said this with the particular calm of people accustomed to improvising in situations that don’t lend themselves to it. But behind that calm, something was working very fast. He had tested the demo the day before at exactly four o’clock, sitting at his desk with his second coffee of the afternoon. Everything was working. Smooth flow, data loaded, responsive interface. This morning, nothing. Which meant that between 4:00 p.m. yesterday and 9:00 a.m. today, someone had tampered with the code.

He pulled his phone out of his pocket, opened the change log for the shared repository with the quick fingers of a man searching for an answer and hoping not to find what he was about to find, and immediately found what he was looking for.

Commit 11:47 p.m. — Han Ji-eun: complete refactoring of the initialization module. Reason: previous architecture did not comply with performance standards. See inline comments for details of changes.

Jake stared at his phone screen.

He stared at the red error window on the projection screen.

He stared at his phone again.

11:47 p.m. The new recruit had reconfigured a central part of the software at a quarter to midnight, the day before a $400,000 demo.

“Mr. Fosse,” he said with the calmness of a man who had just decided that panic was an energy drain he couldn’t afford this morning, “if you give me five minutes, I’ll fix this.” Han Ji-eun heard her first name from the other end of the open floor plan at 9:12 a.m.—spoken by a voice she recognized immediately, not because it was particularly memorable in itself, but because it covered a distance of twenty meters with apparent ease, with the quiet power of a sound that didn’t try to attract attention and got it anyway.

— Ji-eun.

She looked up from her screen. Jake Thompson was crossing the open set toward her with the precise gait of a man walking quickly without looking like he was running—which is a rather rare skill and usually a sign that the situation was serious without yet being irreparable.

“The initialization module you modified last night. The demo won’t start anymore. I’ve had a client in Room B for eight minutes.”

Ji-eun placed her hands flat on the desk, on either side of her keyboard. She had anticipated this conversation—not at exactly 9:12 a.m., but she had anticipated that there would be a conversation. She had left a detailed comment in the repository: four paragraphs of technical explanations and design justifications. She had assumed, in the economy of her own workflow, that it would be sufficient.

“I refactored the initialization architecture because the previous implementation loaded all dependencies in a blocking sequence. It was a fundamental design flaw that would have caused major performance issues from the very first deployment on a real data volume.”

“That’s possible. Right now, at nine in the morning, nothing is opening.”

— Because the demo’s configuration file referenced the old module structure. All it takes is changing three lines for everything to work with the new architecture.

— How long?

Ji-eun mentally opened the project directory tree. She visualized the configuration file, its dependencies, the three lines to be modified, and their ripple effect.

— Four minutes. Maybe less if the network connection is stable.

Jake looked at her for a full second—not long, just long enough to gauge whether she was serious. She always was. He must have seen it in her face.

— Room B. Now, please. Ji-eun grabbed her laptop and followed Jake into the conference room without saying a word. She saw the client sitting at the end of the oval table—charcoal gray suit, gold watch, an expression of perfectly controlled professional patience, the kind of patience that costs something to maintain—saw the red error window spread across the projection screen like a silent accusation, and unceremoniously sat down in the chair closest to an electrical outlet.

“Hello,” she said to the client. “I apologize for the delay. There’s a configuration issue that I’m going to fix right now.”

Martin Fosse looked at her. She didn’t return his gaze—she had already opened the computer and navigated to the relevant file.

She located the first line. Edited it. Second line. She modified it. Third line—an implicit dependency that most developers would have missed on the first pass. She spotted it, corrected it, verified the file’s overall consistency, and saved.

“Restart,” she told Jake.

Jake plugged in the cable. The screen flickered. The demo software opened—cleanly, silently, with a crisp, readable interface, demo data loaded and displayed in the correct order, no error messages, no visible delay.

Three minutes and forty-two seconds had passed since Ji-eun entered Conference Room B.

Martin Fosse looked at the screen. He looked at Ji-eun with a focus distinctly different from the one he’d given her when she entered. He looked at Jake.

“Is this your technical team?”

“Yes,” said Jake.

“Good,” said Martin Fosse.

And he pulled a pen from his inside pocket, which, in the body language of this type of man at this type of meeting, meant very precisely that he was now ready to listen seriously and jot down numbers. The meeting lasted fifty minutes. Jake presented the software with the fluid ease of someone who knows his product inside and out and knows how to make it desirable—not by simplifying it, but by making it concrete, by linking each feature to an operational problem the client recognized as their own. Ji-eun sat back, her laptop open, ready to step in with technical support if the questions went beyond the scope of the demo. They didn’t go beyond that level.

She watched Jake work with the analytical curiosity she applied to everything she didn’t yet fully understand. He didn’t present it the way she would have presented a technical solution—he didn’t start from the ground up and work his way methodically toward the result; he started with the result and let people figure out what underpinned it. It was an approach she wouldn’t have chosen. It was effective.

At a quarter past ten, Martin Fosse shook Jake’s hand warmly, nodded toward Ji-eun with something resembling sober, sincere respect, and left the room with his two colleagues.

The door closed.

Jake turned to Ji-eun.

There was a silence of a few seconds—the kind of silence in which several possible conversations coexisted and eyed one another.

“You could have warned me,” he said.

“I left a detailed comment in the repository. Four paragraphs.”

“At a quarter to midnight.”

“The change was necessary regardless of the timing. And the comments explained precisely what had changed and why.”

“I believe you about the necessity. But I had a demo at nine this morning with a four-hundred-thousand-dollar contract on the line, and no one warned me directly.”

Ji-eun looked at him. He wasn’t shouting. He wasn’t raising his voice. He was stating the facts with the dry precision of someone who had decided to be honest rather than diplomatic, which was a way of communicating she understood and respected, even when she was the direct target.

“The next time I modify a module used in an upcoming demo, I’ll notify you via direct message, not just through a comment in the shared repository.”

“Thanks,” said Jake.

“The refactoring was architecturally necessary anyway.”

“I know. You were right on the substance. It doesn’t change the rest, but I’ll give you that.”

He took his jacket off the back of the chair—his arm reaching backward, his elbow pivoting outward in a habitual, unguarded motion—and in that movement, his sleeve knocked the coffee cup sitting on the corner of the table.

The cup was three-quarters full. He’d brought it into the meeting room when he arrived, setting it on the nearest edge to keep it within reach, and had then completely forgotten about it during the fifty-minute presentation. Now the cup was tipping in an arc perfectly calculated by the laws of physics, and the laws of physics had no reason to be merciful this morning.

The coffee spilled.

All over Jake’s shirt. From his right shoulder down to the fourth button, in a large, generous, permanent brown stain—the kind that admits of no negotiation, no mitigation, no turning back of any kind. The shirt had been white. It wasn’t anymore.

Jake looked down at his chest.

He said nothing for a full three seconds. The air conditioning was still blowing.

Ji-eun had already opened her bag. Her hand found the individually wrapped antibacterial wipe in the outside pocket—she always carried two, out of a habit ingrained since childhood, out of natural foresight, because the world produced unexpected events of all sizes and a wipe represented a minimal investment in the face of the specter of a stain on professional attire. She placed it on the table between them, without a word.

Jake looked at the wipe.

He looked up at her.

“You have that in your bag.”

“I always do. In Korea, we plan for this kind of thing.”

“We plan for coffee spills.”

“We plan for the unexpected in general. A coffee stain is just one subcategory among many.”

He took the wipe. He carefully peeled off the wrapper. He applied the wipe to the stain with the concentration of a man who knows it’s objectively a lost cause but who doesn’t give up just yet, because he’s a Texan and Texans finish what they start.

“It won’t make a difference,” said Ji-eun.

“I know.”

“The stain has been set for over a minute. You’d need cold water and soap within the next ten minutes.”

“I don’t have a spare shirt here.”

“I see.”

He continued dabbing for a few more seconds, just to be thorough, then set the used wipe on the table and surveyed the result—the stain was still there, perhaps slightly more spread out than before, which technically constituted a slight deterioration from the initial situation.

“Thanks for the wipe anyway.”

“You’re welcome.”

A silence settled between them, different from all the ones that had preceded it since the start of the morning. Less heavy, or heavy in a different way—Ji-eun wouldn’t have been able to define it precisely, which was a feeling she didn’t often have and which she noted inwardly without knowing how to classify it.

— You fixed the malfunction in three minutes and forty-two seconds, Jake said.

— I was the one who caused it.

— That’s honest.

— It’s simply accurate.

He put his jacket back on—over the stain, which solved the immediate visibility problem if not the actual problem—and headed for the door. He stopped at the threshold.

“Are you having lunch at noon?”

Ji-eun looked up.

“Yes.”

“The building’s cafeteria is seriously best avoided. There’s a Mexican restaurant two blocks away that’s decent. Are you coming?”

He said this with the naturalness of a man offering a practical suggestion, without any discernible subtext or rhetoric. Ji-eun searched his words for a nuance she might have misinterpreted. She found none.

“Okay,” she said. The restaurant was called La Tortilla Heureuse. The tacos were actually good—Ji-eun noted this with genuine surprise, because she had learned not to make assumptions. The dining room was pleasantly noisy—multiple voices, soft music, the smell of roasted chili peppers and fresh lime—enough that the silences didn’t feel too heavy.

“Where did you work before GlobalLink Solutions?” Jake asked.

“As an engineer at a semiconductor company in Seoul. Five years.”

“And you decided to move to the United States.”

“I decided to scale up. GlobalLink Solutions operated in a sector that interested me, at a company size that matched what I wanted to test. The position was a good fit. Austin was among the cities I’d analyzed in terms of its tech ecosystem.”

— Analyzed, Jake repeated slowly. Not chosen on a whim.

— I don’t make important decisions on a whim.

He took a bite of his taco and thought about that for a few seconds, looking like a man who was taking in information rather than judging it.

— Do you like Austin?

Ji-eun took the time to give an honest answer rather than a polite one.

— It’s too hot for the kind of September I was expecting. The portions in restaurants are twice as big as they should be. Distances are measured in a unit my brain hasn’t internalized yet. And every person I meet tells me I’m going to love living here, with a total certainty that seems independent of whatever I might think myself.

Jake laughed—not politely, really.

“It’s a local tradition. It’s part of the unofficial welcome.”

“I’d assumed as much. That doesn’t make it any less strange to receive.”

“And do you like it, anyway?”

“I’ve been here for eleven days. I don’t have enough data yet to form an opinion worth anything.”

Jake smiled—not the broad smile he reserved for the hallways and customers, but something smaller, more genuine, that came from deeper inside.

“That’s the most honest answer I’ve heard all week.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

The waiter brought two coffees that no one had ordered—on the house. Jake watched his cup arrive. He took it. He deliberately moved it toward the center of the table, away from any edge, away from any arm that might swing. He checked to make sure it was stable.

Ji-eun watched the maneuver.

“A wise precaution,” she said.

“I’m learning,” said Jake Thompson.

He said it simply, without boasting, in the tone of a man who tells the truth about himself without making a big deal of it. Maybe that was why Ji-eun believed him without hesitation.

They drank their coffee. Outside, Austin continued to rumble in its bright, excessive September heat. Inside the restaurant, between the terracotta-colored walls and the garlands of small dried red chili peppers hanging from the ceiling, something very discreet had found a specific place to begin to exist.

Ji-eun paid her share with exactly an eighteen percent tip, calculated by hand while Jake looked for his card. He looked at the result.

“Eighteen percent,” he said.

“That’s the recommended average.”

“Most people round up.”

“I round up,” she said. “To the nearest whole number.”

Jake Thompson looked at her for a second, with that expression she hadn’t quite learned to read yet—somewhere between amusement and something else that didn’t yet have a name in their relationship.

“Okay,” he said.

There was no need to say more just yet.

 


CHAPTER 3 — AMERICAN LESSONS

On Saturday morning, Ji-eun woke up at a quarter to six with the list.

She had written it the night before in her GlobalLink Solutions spiral notebook—the one from the canvas bag she’d received on her first day, which she’d decided would be more useful to her as a work tool than as a welcome souvenir. The list had eleven items, numbered, organized in descending order of priority, and grouped by geographic area to optimize her route. Number one: open a U.S. bank account. Number two: understand the credit system, which operated according to a logic she had read three times and which still seemed just as circular to her—you were granted credit because you already had credit, which posed an obvious problem for anyone starting out with no credit. Number three: buy food for the entire week. Number four: sort out the American cell phone plan. Numbers five through eleven concerned administrative details whose resolution depended on the previous steps.

Jake Thompson had told her, two days earlier as they left the Mexican restaurant with the turquoise tiles, that he could help her with the paperwork over the weekend if she wanted. He’d said it with the same ease he brought to everything—as if it were an obvious suggestion, without expecting an immediate answer—adding that Austin was a city easy to figure out once you knew where to go but incomprehensible without a local guide, and that he’d grown up two hours away, which counted as expertise.

Ji-eun had said she’d think about it.

She had thought about it. She had concluded that refusing help on principle, when that help was offered sincerely and she objectively needed it, was a form of inefficiency she couldn’t afford at this stage of settling in. She had sent him a message at 10:30 p.m., from her beige linen sofa: available Saturday morning if the offer still stands.

He replied in less than a minute: I’ll be there at nine. Jake arrived at nine-two in his white pickup truck—the same one she’d seen on the first day in the airport parking lot, or one just like it; she wasn’t yet able to tell them apart and had decided that was a detail that could wait. This time he was wearing a green plaid shirt, clean, with no coffee stains, and his brown cowboy hat, which she had now accepted was as much a part of him as his arms or shoulders—a natural appendage, not an accessory.

“Ready?” he said from the open window.

“Yes,” said Ji-eun. She had her bag slung over her shoulder, her documents in a clear folder tucked into the main pocket, and the list in the pocket of her light jacket—because you didn’t go out to run errands without the list.

She got into the car. It smelled of warm leather and coffee—Jake had a cup in the center cup holder, a second one resting flat on the passenger-side dashboard. He handed it to her as he started the engine.

“Black,” he said. “I don’t know how you take it, but that’s how I have it.”

“Black is fine.” “Thanks.”

“The bank first?”

“The bank first.”

He pulled onto the street. Ji-eun held her cup with both hands and watched Austin pass by through the passenger-side window—the low houses with gardens scorched by summer, the white or beige-painted wooden picket fences, the pickup trucks parked in front of every driveway like oversized pets, the signs advertising dental care, auto insurance, and roof repairs on neighboring billboards, as if American life boiled down to these three fundamental concerns. She drank her coffee. It was strong and uncompromising. That was good.

“The bank you’re going to,” said Jake, “you’ll need your passport, your GlobalLink Solutions employment contract, and proof of address. Do you have all three?”

“I have all three. Plus my last two Korean tax returns, just in case.”

A silence.

“Just in case what?” said Jake.

“Just in case they need to establish a financial history to verify my creditworthiness.”

“No one’s going to ask you for Korean tax returns to open a checking account.”

“I’d rather have too many documents than not enough. It’s a general principle.”

“That’s a very cautious approach.”

“Thanks.”

“That wasn’t entirely a compliment.”

Ji-eun turned her head toward him. He was looking at the road, but there was something at the corner of his mouth that was close to a smile.

“I know,” she said. “I took it as a compliment anyway.” The bank was a medium-sized branch in a red-brick shopping center, wedged between a cell phone store and a nail salon whose windows were decorated with small pink flower stickers. A teller in her forties greeted them with the measured professional smile of someone who had explained how to open an account thousands of times and, over the years, had found a way to do it that still felt like a conversation.

“So, what brings you to Austin?” she asked Ji-eun, first in broken French, then in English.

“I work at GlobalLink Solutions. I’m from Seoul.”

“Oh, Korea! I love Korean food! Do you know the Korean restaurant on Lamar Avenue?”

“I arrived thirteen days ago,” said Ji-eun.

“Of course, of course!” said the counselor without a transition, and she tackled the form with the energy of someone who had exhausted her cultural curiosity and was getting back to business.

The form asked, among other things: for a Social Security number—which Ji-eun didn’t have yet, as she was in the process of applying for one—a permanent U.S. address—which was that of the furnished rental, so technically temporary but practically functional—and a maiden name, in English as written.

Ji-eun paused at that field. She leaned slightly toward Jake and said in a low voice:

“Maiden name. What exactly does that mean in this context?”

“The last name before marriage,” Jake said in the same tone. “If you’re married or have been.”

“I’m not married.”

“In that case, it’s simply your current name.”

“But then why doesn’t the form just ask for the current name?”

Jake thought seriously about the question for a full two seconds.

“Because American forms assume that most people are married or have been married, and that the name may have changed between the two statuses. It’s a design of the form that dates from a different era and hasn’t been updated.”

Ji-eun looked at the box. She looked at Jake. She wrote Han in the box, because Han was her name, in every possible configuration of her existence.

The advisor returned with a new problem: the lack of a Social Security number made the standard procedure inapplicable. An additional form was needed, verification by a supervisor, and probably—she apologized—a short wait.

“How long?” said Ji-eun.

“The supervisor is in a meeting. Maybe ten minutes, maybe a little longer.”

They waited on navy blue plastic chairs in the side hallway, under fluorescent lighting that gave everyone a slightly greenish complexion and an expression of resignation that was perhaps not entirely due to the lighting. There were glossy brochures on the benefits of the premium savings account—attractive returns, guaranteed flexibility, reasonable management fees according to a definition of “reasonable” that Ji-eun didn’t quite share—and the framed photo of the smiling regional management on the opposite wall, nine people in matching suits, grinning from ear to ear, as if managing other people’s money were the most fulfilling activity in the world. Ji-eun kept her folder of documents on her lap, both hands resting on it out of habit. Jake stretched his legs out in front of him and stared at the ceiling with the quiet patience of a man accustomed to waiting for all sorts of things and who had long since decided not to let them get to him.

“In Korea,” Ji-eun said after four minutes, “opening a checking account takes twenty minutes with a national ID card. A mobile app is available to complete the process remotely if necessary.”

“That’s great.”

“Here, it’s more complicated.”

“Here, it’s more complicated for non-residents. For residents with a social security number, it’s pretty quick.”

“And for people in the process of obtaining a social security number?”

“There’s a manager in a meeting,” said Jake.

Ji-eun nodded slowly, with the expression of someone taking in information without endorsing it.

The manager emerged from his meeting after eighteen minutes—Ji-eun counted—and examined her documents with a meticulous care that suggested he was actually verifying what he was looking at. He came across the stack of Korean tax returns. He paused. He leafed through them slowly.

“You brought your tax returns from the last two years,” he said.

“Yes,” said Ji-eun. “And the one before that, if you need it.”

The man looked up at her. He looked up at Jake. Jake shrugged with the neutral expression of a man clearly saying: this isn’t coming from me; I’m just the driver.

“Your account is open,” said the manager. “And if you need an appointment to apply for a credit card, I advise you to call back in six months when your local credit history has been established.”

“The system requires a local credit history to grant credit, and you need credit to build a local credit history,” said Ji-eun.

“That’s… pretty accurate, yes.”

“It’s circular.”

“That’s the system,” said the manager, with the resigned tone of someone who had himself found it circular the first time it was explained to him, and who had since chosen to live in peace with that reality. The supermarket was called HEB—three letters on a red background, pronounced by Jake with the special affection Texans reserved for that name, as if it were the first name of a close friend rather than that of a retail chain. The parking lot was huge. The entrance was huge. The shopping carts were huge. Ji-eun took one, pushed it a few meters to test its maneuverability, and found that it had about as much usable space as a single bed.

The aisles were high, wide, and abundant in a way that felt more like a display than a store. Ji-eun made her way down the condiment aisle with her list in hand.

She picked up a jar of mayonnaise—standard size, she assumed, based on the bottles she’d seen in restaurants—and found that it weighed one kilo eight hundred grams. She weighed it in her hand. She put it back. She looked for a smaller size. The next one was labeled “convenience size” and weighed eight hundred grams.

“How does a single person consume eight hundred grams of mayonnaise?” she asked Jake, who had pushed his own cart up to her with the ease of a man in his natural environment.

“With dedication and consistency,” said Jake. “Lots of sandwiches. Deviled eggs for family gatherings. Potato salad on barbecue weekends.

“Is that a fact-based answer?”

“It’s a life experience.”

She picked up the 800-gram jar because it was the smallest one available and she needed mayonnaise. She placed it in the cart with the quiet satisfaction of having made the best possible choice in an imperfect situation.

Jake’s cart, for its part, was filling up according to its own logic. A twenty-four-pack of local beer—Ji-eun counted them discreetly from the opposite aisle. A six-pack of beef ribs, which she estimated represented the normal weekly consumption of a well-fed family of four. A jar of barbecue sauce the size of a small industrial bucket. A bag of barbecue-flavored chips. A second bag of spicy barbecue-flavored chips. Eggs—at least there were eggs.

“Is all that just for you?” Ji-eun asked.

“The six-pack of beer, yes. The ribs are for Saturday night and Sunday lunch. The sauce lasts a long time.”

“That’s six individual beef ribs for a weekend for one person.”

“We eat well in Texas,” he said, in a tone that wasn’t defensive but one of factual pride—sincere and perfectly unapologetic.

“I can see that.”

— You think that’s excessive.

— I think it’s different,” said Ji-eun. “Excess is a value judgment. Different is an observation.”

Jake looked at her with that expression she’d now seen several times—somewhere between amusement and something else she hadn’t quite identified yet.

— You’re very precise in your choice of words, he said.

— It’s necessary when speaking in a language that isn’t your own.

He didn’t answer that, but he clearly thought about it during the next two or three steps, and Ji-eun thought that was the right reaction—better than automatic agreement, better than defensive disagreement.

The cereal aisle had a surprise in store for her: it alone took up a shelf space equivalent to what she estimated was the entire food section of the Korean convenience store closest to her parents’ home. There were chocolate cereals, honey cereals, salted caramel cereals, cinnamon cereals, peanut butter cereals, and cereals that described themselves as natural and whole-grain but whose ingredient list took up half the side of the box. Ji-eun looked for plain rolled oats. She found twenty-three varieties of rolled oats that were fortified, flavored, instant, or combined with other cereals. She picked the least processed ones, checked the ingredients, gave them the thumbs-up, and moved on.

The spice aisle took her a while because she read the labels with the thoroughness of someone who knew that spice names don’t always translate literally and that pre-packaged blends often contain ingredients that have no business being there. Fresh ginger—she looked for it twice, methodically, aisle by aisle—was finally found in a section that the sign hanging above labeled “world products.”

She stopped under the sign.

“World products,” she said.

“Yeah,” said Jake.

“Ginger is grown in Asia, Africa, South America, and Australia. It’s used in French, Italian, German, Mexican, Indian, and American cuisine. To what extent is it a ‘world product’ rather than a common product?”

Jake looked at the sign. He looked at the shelves below—ginger, lemongrass, assorted dried chilies, fish sauce, curry leaves, various miso pastes.

“I don’t have a good answer,” he said.

“I didn’t think you would have one.”

She picked up her ginger. She also grabbed some lemongrass and fish sauce because they were there, properly labeled, and she needed them anyway. She pushed her cart toward the registers with the modest satisfaction of someone who had found what they were looking for despite questionable signage.

At the self-checkout, Jake placed his items on the conveyor belt with the efficiency of a man who’d done this a thousand times
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