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By the time Eunjae found the door, his brothers were already piling into a van outside their hotel. A plain black van with windows like portholes reflecting the abyss of deep space. No one could see inside its dim interior, where it was widely assumed that all were accounted for: their manager, a stylist, three members of the global K-pop juggernaut known as Apollo. But, as the travelers would realize shortly after reaching the airport, one person was missing. That person was Eunjae. 
Eunjae didn’t care about any of this, though. Not then. Dusk had fallen in strokes of blue violet that seeped across the sky and down the sides of buildings. The city seemed different, now — softer, kinder. In the glow of the streetlights, he noticed things he’d somehow missed in the glaring illumination of day. The number of people walking hand in hand, for example, and a popsicle tumbled to the sidewalk, bleeding out on the concrete in a glorious shade of magenta. He had a disposable camera and an unfounded certainty that the others were somewhere just around the next bend. Eunjae was beyond all his usual concerns.
Besides, he’d found the door.
It was an orange door set with four panes of stained glass. The paint was almost a perfect match for the fancy orange and almond gelato he’d chosen for dessert, which had to be a good omen.
In Eunjae’s favorite book, there was a door that looked a lot like this one. Long before he left Australia for Korea, and even before his existence became a blur of voice lessons and dance classes, he’d been searching for that door. A gateway to magic.
Some part of Eunjae had continued to believe that such a threshold existed, that it could be found if he only remained faithful to his quest. It was a part of him that had been sleeping for a decade or more. Now, coming upon that door on a balmy summer evening, Eunjae suddenly felt wide awake.
He hadn’t felt that way in a long time. The quest returned to him, tart and vibrant as a burst of citrus, and Eunjae wondered where his copy of The Brass Key had gone.
That battered mass market paperback used to be his most constant companion. He could see it in his mind’s eye even as light hewed through the stained glass, casting a miniature aurora onto his clothes. When was the last time he held the book in his hands? There was never any time, and when he had the time, there wasn’t energy to spare. He made a mental note to look for it anyway, once he got back to Seoul. The door in the story would still be there, waiting for him to turn the knob and step through.
In the meantime, the door he’d discovered in real life had flown open. Eunjae breathed in a gust of sugar-scented air, warm despite the roaring AC, tinged with top notes of fried dough. And on the threshold, staring expectantly at him, was a girl brandishing the most gigantic waffle Eunjae had ever seen.
This place is magic, he thought to himself then. It wouldn’t be the last time. 
The girl in the doorway smiled at Eunjae. “Coming in? You’ll never guess, but we’ve got waffles.”
She pointed to the sign mounted above the orange door. He took a step back, craning his neck to read. Hanging slightly crooked, it featured two words in looping electric blue script: WANNA WAFFLE. Not a question, but a fact. For emphasis, the period at the end was styled to look like a waffle, perfectly round and graced with a pat of butter.
“It’s Waffle Wednesday for another twenty-ish minutes. Here, I’ve got that.” She propped the door open with her foot and Eunjae went inside. Why not? They didn’t need to be back at the hotel until 8:00. At least, that’s what Eunjae remembered from their manager’s speech that morning. In any case, wasn’t the hotel just a few blocks away? Surely he didn’t have to rush anywhere just yet. Surely he could stop to see what was behind this door.
“Waffle Wednesday,” he mused, tugging his mask more securely over the bottom half of his face. Turning to the girl who had welcomed him, Eunjae asked the first question that rolled into his head, quickly translating it from Korean to English. “What’s Waffle Wednesday?”
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“Oh, well. If you want the full marketing speech, I’ll have to go get my brother. Long story short, it’s free waffles for two hours every Wednesday night.” The girl offered Eunjae the waffle she’d been carrying around. “Our signature waffle,” she clarified. “As many as you want before time’s up. Everything else on the menu is discounted, too.” 
Eunjae realized at this moment that his new acquaintance was not at all dressed like the other employees behind the counter. For one thing, her orange apron was layered on top of a blazer patterned in bright red poppies. The red and orange clashed with such exuberant cheer that it had the air of something deliberate. And there were the tiny flowers somehow suspended amid the strands of her dark hair, which fell in waves over both shoulders. Who was she? The owner, maybe? Someone who wandered in from a movie set?
He took the waffle and allowed himself to be settled at a table in the corner, far from any windows or the main entrance. Before she swiveled to answer a question from another customer, Eunjae caught sight of the name Emma embroidered on the orange apron. And underneath this, another name in Hangeul: Han Jiyeon.
Despite having eaten dinner plus dessert less than an hour ago, Eunjae went to work on that signature waffle with a vengeance. No one was around to stop him. The waffle was delicious, in part because he wasn’t supposed to eat it. His manager would be aghast, but she wasn’t here, and stepping through the orange door had roused some long dormant spirit of rebellion. It was Waffle Wednesday and Eunjae was going to enjoy this waffle, which had the perfect combination of slightly crisp edges and fluffy texture. Just the barest hint of lemon came through, bright as a drop of sunlight. More magic.
Perhaps ten minutes before Waffle Wednesday came to a close, Eunjae got up to order another free waffle at the counter. He still had a bit of cash in his pocket from splitting that gelato with Jungwoo earlier, so he added a scoop of vanilla ice cream too. He might not be back in this area for a while, if ever. He might as well. 
It was Jiyeon who brought it over, along with a glass of water. She sat down in the empty chair across from Eunjae, opened her mouth as if to make small talk, then suddenly paused to study his face. The mask dangled from his right ear. He’d taken it off to eat.
Eunjae’s heart clawed right out of his ribcage and up into his throat. Had she guessed already?
He took this opportunity to stuff a giant bite of signature waffle into his mouth. He was determined to chew forever. As long as it took for her scrutiny to break, for something else to snag her attention. Eunjae wasn’t about to give his identity away, not when he’d gone the whole trip without being recognized. If only it was possible to devour his second helping with the face mask still on. Would that be weird?
That would be extremely weird, scolded a voice in his head. Don’t you dare do that. Be normal! Eunjae shuddered reflexively even though this rebuke was a fabrication of his mind. Did the voice of his conscience have to sound so much like his eldest brother?
Really, it wasn’t fair. In cartoons they had pudgy angels and miniature devils perched on their shoulders, whispering advice in characters’ ears. Eunjae got to have an echo of Jeon Jaehwan that lived inside his head and occasionally berated him just like he did at dance practice.
What would the most terrifying of his brothers say right now? How would Jaehwan handle this question?
I wouldn’t have wandered off in the first place, supplied the invisible Jaehwan in tones of deep disappointment. You could get caught. You know what would happen then.
Eunjae lowered his head a little. At least his hair was longer now, and it had been mostly restored to its original color at last, no longer dyed deep purple all over. Maybe this would help him avoid being recognized right away. The borrowed bucket hat further obscured Eunjae’s looks from immediate view. He chewed some more. Then, deciding it would be suspicious otherwise, he made himself glance up at Jiyeon and shrug.
She tapped a fingernail on the plastic tumbler she’d set down in front of him. “Hmm.”
Invisible Jaehwan waved his arms wildly. Misdirection, misdirection, misdirection! “Is it Emma,” asked Eunjae, “or Jiyeon? Both?”
“You can read that? I wish I could. My brother did the apron order and I had to trust that this actually spelled out my name.” She smiled at him. “It’s both, I suppose. Depends on who I’m talking to or where I am. But here at the shop, it’s just Jiyeon.”
Eunjae nodded. He understood what it was like to have two names.
“Let’s see,” Jiyeon said, then. “You look like your name might be… Ryan.”
“Ryan? Really?” He had to laugh. “Why?”
“I can’t explain. You just have the aura of a Ryan. Super nice Ryan Kim who’s in town for his sister’s wedding and plays tennis on Sundays.”
“Tennis.”
“Yeah. Doubles, with your cousin. He’s a sore loser but you love him anyway. And you live in… San Bernardino. That’s a little over an hour from here.” Jiyeon squinted at him in an exaggerated manner. “You wear glasses while reading. You’ll read anything, but only one book at a time. Your mom still buys you an ice cream cake for every birthday. And after this, you’ll stay up way too late with your sister even though you’re both supposed to be up early for a big family breakfast.”
“Why are we staying up so late?”
“Talking. She’s getting married in a few days. She’ll be feeling nostalgic. Trust me, my sister was the same way.” Here, Jiyeon glanced over Eunjae’s shoulder, waving at a customer on their way out. “You know what else, Ryan Kim? She’ll want to look at all the old photo albums. It’ll be fun. You haven’t seen those in forever.”
Eunjae leaned back in his chair, considering. “But will I cry at the wedding?”
“A little. What kind of monster doesn’t cry at noona’s wedding?”
“You’re right.”
“About which part?”
“All of it. You know everything about me. There’s nothing more to tell.”
Jiyeon flashed him another dimpled smile. She seemed about to say something else, but then another person in an orange apron lumbered out of the kitchen. An older man, squarely into his late sixties but built like some of the bodyguards Eunjae had met and worked with on countless occasions. He had the bearing of a warlord in full armor and the smudge of batter on his stubbled cheek did nothing to detract from that impression. With a grin, this formidable personage reached over to bang on a gong that sat near the register.
“All done! No more Waffle Wednesday! Thank you!”
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Eunjae set his fork down on the plate, wondering if this announcement meant the place was closing for the night. He didn’t have a chance to ask Jiyeon, though. As if summoned by the gong, a younger, similarly built fellow popped his head through the swinging kitchen doors. He’d looped the orange apron around his neck like a towel. “Dad, what the heck,” he bawled out. “You do this every night!” 
Across from Eunjae, Jiyeon snorted.
“What? It’s done! How else are they supposed to know?”
“Because they can tell time?”
Jiyeon rose from her chair. “My brother,” she whispered to Eunjae. Louder, she said, “Okay, Denny. Let it go. We’ve still got customers.”
“They can’t hear me. It’s fine.” Denny entered the room like a tectonic disturbance. Barrel-chested, wearing jeans that may or may not have been ironed, he displaced the very atmosphere with his presence. Scowling, he pointed at the gong. “That,” he hissed at his father, “is for display purposes only.”
“This is what you’re worried about? You think I’ll break the stupid gong?” The older man muttered something under his breath. Then he caught sight of Eunjae, who was transfixed by this tableau and still had a forgotten forkful of waffle in transit to his mouth.
“You!” the man exclaimed, beaming so widely that his whole face was transformed. “Where have I seen you before?”
This was a difficult question to answer, and not just because Eunjae couldn’t afford to be honest. Apollo was an international phenomenon. He and his brothers had starred in their own Netflix documentary, endorsed a staggering number of brands both individually and collectively, and had sold out two global arena tours in the past five years alone. There was at least one bus in Bangkok with their faces on it, plus three hotels in Tokyo with Apollo-themed luxury suites. For their last single with all nine members present, Apollo had performed on multiple American talk shows. Record-breaking, critically acclaimed, they were known as one of the most successful K-pop acts of the past decade.
Case in point, this man could’ve seen him anywhere. Maybe even some kid’s lunch box.
Thinking about all of this left Eunjae feeling so fatigued that he wanted to curl up on the spot and take a thousand-year nap. That kind of thing happened frequently in the world of The Brass Key. It ought to be socially acceptable in the real world, too.
Thankfully, Denny saved him from having to respond. “And don’t announce that Waffle Wednesday is over!” he scolded his father, carrying on as if he’d never been interrupted. “I told you, we start the Closing Countdown five minutes before special pricing ends. It goes up on the TV like those New Year’s Eve countdowns. I even showed you!”
“I couldn’t make it play!”
“Then why didn’t you ask Yeonnie? She’s right there!”
A belligerent huff. “I’m not speaking to your sister about anything. Not until she says sorry.”
Jiyeon took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly through her nose. She marched over to the counter and jabbed a finger at the kitchen door. “In there. Both of you, let's go.”
“You know, Han Jiyeon,” her father fired back in rapid Korean, “those were our hopes and dreams. And you stomped on them! Bam! How could you? We didn’t raise you that way!”
“I thought you weren’t speaking to her,” mumbled Denny.
An older woman bustled out next, wiping damp hands on the apron tied around her waist. Her t-shirt had the word PEMBERLEY printed across the front in big block letters. “What are you fighting about in front of everybody? So tacky!” Then she grinned at some customers in scrubs a few tables down from Eunjae. “Oh, those guys from the hospital are back. Nice guys! Bring them some smoothies, tell them to come back with more friends.”
Eunjae assumed this newest character to take the stage must be Jiyeon and Denny’s mother. They’d both inherited that wavy hair and the dimple in her left cheek, although Mr. Han took sole credit for their height. 
“Dad’s sulking about the Arthur Hong Betrayal again,” Denny said. Eunjae could hear the capital letters. He couldn’t see Jiyeon’s face, but it was like her whole body frowned in response.
“Oh, Arthur Hong!” groaned Mrs. Han. “Arthur, that good boy! That good, sweet boy!” She came out to join the others, bringing Jiyeon no closer to her goal of getting everyone back into the kitchen. “I’m still mad too. I thought it was all happy again, you and him. Maybe you’re too picky, huh? Too much like me.”
“Yeah, probably. Let’s talk about this after closing, though.”
“We should talk about it! We should talk about lots of things! You never come home, you never bring Arthur —”
“Uh-huh. Yes, I know. I’m awful.”
“Not awful, Yeonnie. You are not awful to me.” Mrs. Han patted her on the cheek. And then, just when it seemed the matter was resolved, she whispered, “But I miss Arthur!”
“I’ve seen him before,” Mr. Han continued insisting to no one in particular. He motioned at Eunjae, who had to expend a great deal of willpower just to remain seated. His body’s rote response was to slither under the table and disappear from view. “Jeannie-ah, where have I seen this one before? Tell me. You have a young brain, remembers everything.”
The teenager working the register replied much too quickly for Eunjae’s taste. “That’s easy. He looks just like Ari from Apollo —”
“Aren’t you supposed to be closing out?” Denny interrupted, indicating the cash Jeannie held in one hand. “You forgot how to do it again, didn’t you?”
“I didn’t forget,” she wailed back. “I can’t forget something I never learned. Don’t listen to Uncle. My brain is young and it holds nothing.”
Jiyeon was still locked in a whispered exchange with Mrs. Han. Denny launched into a lecture about why leaving the drawer hanging open was a surefire way to invite bandits onto the premises, and why was she counting all the smaller bills first? Leaving the others to their respective arguments, Mr. Han maneuvered around the counter, crossing to the window so he could flip the sign from OPEN to CLOSED. 
“Okay,” he said, grinning at Eunjae. “Now, don’t tell me your name. I’ll guess. I can do it. You want more food? No, no, don’t worry about the time. You stay right there.” 
Mrs. Han appeared at his elbow. “Only one waffle? You don’t like them?” Without waiting for an answer, she caught Denny’s attention with a snap of her fingers. “Woosung-ah, go get some more food. We have batter left over.”
Denny leveled a stare in Eunjae’s direction. “Is he paying for it?”
“So rude! It’s on the house. I’m the boss, do as I say.”
“You play sports?” Mr. Han inquired, still focused solely on Eunjae. “Been on the news? Oh! Those commercials, maybe. Yes, that could be it. Yeonnie,” he bellowed, “what’s the commercial I like, with the ice skating and the big panda bears?”
“I’ll tell you,” Jiyeon said evenly, “if you help me with something in the kitchen first.”
Eunjae felt her hand come to rest on his shoulder. “I’m so sorry,” he heard her murmur in his ear. “Stay as long as you like. No one’s rushing you out. Though if you wanted to run as fast as you can, I wouldn’t blame you.” And then she was off, rousting various family members into the kitchen even as customers began trickling out through the orange door. Before acquiescing to his daughter’s demands, Mr. Han turned around to address Eunjae one more time.
“If you’re lonely,” he said, brows knitted together, “come visit us here, yeah? We’ll save a spot for you. This same spot. No questions. Just come in, doesn’t matter when.”
Jiyeon eyed her father askance, smiling even as she led him away. “See, that was nice. You should’ve opened with that instead of shouting at him.”
We’ll save a spot for you. What had brought that on? 
They had their backs turned, but Eunjae bowed to them both anyway.
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Jiyeon returned a few minutes later. Lagging behind despite telling himself three times that he needed to go, Eunjae was still sitting at his table, cradling the empty water glass. He didn’t intend to eavesdrop. Jeannie made it too easy, though. There was a quality to her voice that recalled his three younger brothers: earnest, plaintive, a little whiny. Like a radio frequency signaling, “Pay attention to me.” 
“I’ve really missed you,” Jeannie pouted at Jiyeon, unwrapping a piece of candy and popping it into her mouth. “I was glad you moved back, but you’re only here in the mornings while I’m in class and I get stuck with Denny-boss from like, sunup to sundown. And he says TikTok is a scourge on humanity or whatever, so he won’t let me use it while I’m here. Not even when it’s super slow in the afternoons.”
Jiyeon laughed. “Jeannie, your shift is six hours long. That’s more like afternoon to sundown.”
“But it feels like forever. And one time, I was going on a date right after work, and Denny scared the bejesus out of that guy! He was like, ‘WHAT IS YOUR DRIVING RECORD, YOUNG MAN.’ And he waved some tongs at him! And I’ll die alone now! And I don’t get why this keeps happening to me!”
“Our Woosung. I’ll yell at him next time, just call me.”
Jeannie crunched down on the candy, her long, braided ponytail swinging like a pendulum as she bustled around behind the counter. “Hey, Mom and Auntie Clary want to know if you’ve got anything available soon. Graduation’s in two weeks.”
“Gosh,” sighed Jiyeon. “When did you and Evan get so old? And they want to come in at the same time, don’t they? I’ll see what I’ve got.” She grabbed a pen from a cup perched next to the gong and scrawled a reminder on the back of her left hand. 
“Speaking of graduation, I want my hair like how you did Riley’s, okay? You know, with the bun. And the twirly bits.”
“The twirly bits.”
“I found the post again and took a screenshot,” Jeannie said. “I’m glad you never deleted any of those. I was really worried that you would.”
“Hmm.” Jiyeon lifted a stack of receipts waiting on the counter, tucking them into an envelope. “I’ll be right over there if you need help with the register.”
“Don’t tell Denny if I mess it up. He’ll make me another infographic. Or an instruction manual.”
“He won’t hear anything from me,” Jiyeon assured her. Then she went around checking on the remaining customers, stopping to chat for a little while at every table.
Eunjae finally finished his second waffle. He wondered why the ladies wanted to know Jiyeon’s availability, and what the Arthur Hong Betrayal had entailed. Who was Arthur Hong? Why was it a Betrayal, capital B? And he had other questions as well, all of them orbiting in the general Wanna Waffle galaxy, but then he got a look at the time. Waffle Wednesday was over, yes, and so was Eunjae’s stint as an aimless private citizen.
The others had probably made it back to the hotel without him. They’d all be concerned about where he’d gone on his own.
As a rule, Eunjae and his brothers weren’t allowed to go anywhere on their own — not truly alone, not without at least one manager or someone from security hovering on the periphery — even now, nine years after their debut. They still went sightseeing in groups, ate together, shopped together. All but one member of Apollo lived in the Emerald Entertainment dorms, no more than a quick trip in the elevator or down the hall at any given time. Jungwoo and Max might be in the car already, waiting, and Eunjae was sitting here gawking at the clock on the wall. He had to get going.
It pained him to think of rushing right through that orange door without offering it the reverence it deserved. It had indeed led him into another world, a remnant of something magical. The people were warm, in this place. They argued and laughed and fed everyone who walked in. Since they hadn’t guessed who he was, Eunjae had been free to pretend he belonged with them, just for a short while. It was a comfort he’d desperately needed.
Eunjae knew he had to go. The spell was sure to break soon and he didn’t think he could bear to watch it happening. He also knew that he had a plane to catch. It was long past time to get moving, to start making tracks back to his actual existence, but it was hard to do it. And once he forced himself to cross that threshold, Eunjae would sag once more beneath the mantle of his other self.
When did it become so heavy, to keep being that person? Why couldn’t Eunjae be stronger, more resilient?
“Ryan.” He almost dropped his fork in surprise. It was Jiyeon, pausing at his table with the pitcher full of water and a questioning look on her face. She pointed to his drink. “Want a refill? Maybe one more waffle for the road?”
He held out the glass. She filled it to the brim, ice cubes clinking. The bonus waffle was tempting, but between himself, Jungwoo, and Max, Eunjae would need to bring about twenty more, so he turned it down. Still, Jiyeon smiled at him so warmly that he felt bold enough to ask at least one of the questions running through his mind.
“You said that you go by Emma or Jiyeon depending on who you’re talking to, or where you are.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Which name do you use when it’s just you, and no one else is around?”
Jiyeon set the pitcher down, fingers still wrapped around the handle. “Hmm.”
“Sorry,” Eunjae rushed to say. “Weird question.”
“Oh, no. Not weird. Interesting. I don’t think anyone’s ever asked me that one before.”
“Don’t feel like you have to answer. I just wondered.”
“I’ve never thought about it much, until now. But I suppose when it’s just me, in my own head, it’s Jiyeon. Emma’s more like… a sweater I can take off. And when I need it again, I put it back on. Make sense?”
“Yeah. That makes sense.”
Eunjae envied her certainty, and the implied ease with which she could shed one name and assume the other. He didn’t consider his own names to be interchangeable. Each one belonged to a distinctly different version of himself, separate and contradictory, incapable of co-existing. If he was Ari, he couldn’t be Eunjae. While he was Eunjae, he wasn’t Ari.
As if she could hear what he was thinking, Jiyeon mused, “There was a time when I was Emma, just Emma, and Jiyeon was harder to reach. I sort of forgot how to be her. But she was always there, and I just needed to learn who she was again.”
Eunjae went very still. She couldn’t have known it at the time, but her words were points of light in a darkness that often felt absolute.
“Do you think you’ve learned it? Everything you’d forgotten?”
“Still working on that. But it’s okay to keep working on it, I think.” Jiyeon took up the pitcher again. “Those were some deep thoughts, Ryan Kim.”
“You’re right. I should’ve offered you a penny for them. Or two. Or ten.”
“Ten whole pennies? I’m set for life.”
“Big money.”
Laughing, she replied, “I meant that you’ve got some big thoughts, not me.”
“Ah, well,” he replied, laughing with her. “Didn’t sleep much last night. I’m probably losing it, but thanks for humoring me anyway.”
“I’m the one who started sounding like a self-help guru. You were mostly humoring me.”
Distressed noises began emanating from the area behind the register. Jiyeon glanced over, then patted Eunjae on the arm and said, “I’d better go help. Are you on your way out?”
“Yeah. I’m supposed to be on a plane soon.”
“Be safe, wherever you’re headed. Here, I’ll walk you to the door. I have thirty seconds or so before Jeannie starts hitting the register with a spatula.”
“That’s… a straightforward approach.”
“If only it worked.”
And so Eunjae was still laughing as he left.
Jiyeon held the door open for him again. They traded goodbyes. Then he started walking, and although he waved to her once, he didn’t allow himself to look back again.
Eunjae would never know the rest of this story. He would never be Ryan Kim who had a sister he’d shed tears for, whose mother remembered ice cream cake on his birthday. The people he’d met this evening would fade into footnotes in his memories in the same way he’d fade for them, their lives touching only for a moment. 
He believed Mr. Han, when he said they’d save a spot for him. And he’d been avoiding being seen for days, but when Jiyeon was sitting across from him, spinning a tale about a life he’d never live, Eunjae had felt the flicker of a wish stirring in his heart: to be known.
Really, truly known.
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Transcript from the K-pop news podcast 
Omma Gosh! - Season 5, Episode 22



Jooney Chun (Host) - Well folks, not sure if you’ve seen it yet ‘cause the post went up on official channels less than 30 minutes ago, but it looks like they’ve finally announced what's next for Apollo now that their fearless leader has enlisted.
Freddie Dang (Co-Host/Producer) - Jooney, you know your mom doesn’t get on Instagram except to check on like, two accounts. And one of them hasn’t posted since the week before Christmas — a tragedy for both of us, by the way, 'cause we love her — so just spit it out already.
Jooney - I was going for suspense! Wait, does she even follow our account? Ma, you follow @ommagoshpod on Insta, right?
Maisie Chun (Co-Host) - (ignores him) Talks too much. Always like that, even when he was little. His teachers always telling me, “Oh Mrs. Chun, your boy, he just talks all day, blah blah, nobody gets work done.” One time Jooney got in bad trouble for talking in the middle of a test, he was in first grade. He took $3.00 and some dimes out of my purse. Tried to give it to his teacher!
Freddie - (snorting) What, so like a bribe? Jooney was bribing teachers back then?
Jooney - If you guys were on the fence about hosting a podcast with your mom, I hope this episode is helping you figure out your lives. And I wasn’t bribing her! I was apologizing!
Freddie - Okay. It was apology money. Like when a country loses the war and they have to pay the winners or whatever.
Maisie - But did he ever apologize for stealing mom’s money? No.
Jooney - (clears throat) Okay, anyway! Anyway, Apollo’s official Instagram just posted a teaser announcing a unit debut next month. I happened to see it right before we came down to record and I’m glad I did because this is big news, guys. The last time Apollo debuted a unit was in 2021 with members Kazu and Kei. We’ll link to that in the show notes for you.
Maisie - Oh, Apollo. I like them. They seem like good boys.
Jooney - They’ve been very busy boys, even after sending Jaehwan to basic training back in April. Just saw Kazu on the cover of Vogue Korea and Jesse was announced as a brand ambassador for Givenchy last week. Several of the guys have regular gigs on variety shows and as radio hosts this season. And now we’re getting a unit EP from three Apollo members: Jungwoo, Ari, and Max. They’re calling it A/M/J. Emerald… does not get creative with the unit names. (laughs)
Freddie - Right, like wasn’t the last unit just K/K for Kazu and Kei? But yeah. (wistful sigh) Max, my problematic fav.
Maisie - Which one is Max? Tall boy? Aussie?
Jooney - No, Ma. You’re thinking of Ari.
Freddie - Max is the one who had to apologize in January after what he said on Eric Nam’s podcast.
Maisie - Oh, I don’t care about him. I like the tall boy. The one who dressed up like a lion on Mask Singer.
Jooney - Technically 50% of Apollo qualifies as “the tall boy.” They are a freakishly tall group. Also my mom’s memory for what happened on Korean TV like three years ago — uncanny. For those of you who don’t remember or don’t keep up with music game shows where people sing in crazy costumes, Apollo’s Ari almost won King of Mask Singer back in 2020. He actually did better than his fellow member, Namgyu, who is the group’s main vocalist.
Freddie - I think there’s a whole series on YouTube called The A in Ari is for Angel. It’s just clips of him being ridiculously nice. I was watching some other idols talking on a variety show about how Ari is famous for finding things people lost in the dressing rooms at music shows. 
Maisie - See? Nice boy. Get that one on the show, Jooney. No, all of them. How many in Apollo? Nine? We can fit them all in the studio, easy.
Jooney - Oh yeah, I’ll just casually get one of the biggest groups in the industry to guest star on this podcast. Totally happening, Ma. 
Freddie - I heard Apollo was supposed to have like, twelve or thirteen members. But Jaehwan threatened to quit, so they cut it down to nine. Or did he threaten to murder someone? Either way, it’s on brand.
Jooney - Apollo has the scariest leader in all of K-pop. I’ll stand by that. But anyway, I’m very interested to see this unit, considering the three members participating. With Apollo being a self-produced group, they’ve always been really hands on with their music. I assume most of this unit’s tracks, if not all, will be written and produced by Jungwoo. This is no secret, but I think the guy’s brilliant. On top of that, Ari’s got one of the most distinctive voices in K-pop currently. And then there’s Max.
Freddie - Apollo’s got a strong rap line, gotta give Max a lot of credit there. Even though he’s, you know, a gremlin. (clears throat) A hot gremlin.
Jooney - Okay, what?
Freddie - You can give me that look all you want, but this is the hill I’m dying on.
Jooney - (laughing) Maybe call a gremlin watch, then, ‘cause I did hear those three were stateside this weekend. Filming a music video? Doing some magazine shoots? I’d guess LA or San Diego. Help me out here, Sunshines. The fans always know what’s going on. Drop some Apollo intel in the comments.
Maisie - Lion boy was in San Diego? Jooney, you didn’t drive me there? San Diego so close by! LA even closer! (begins scolding Jooney in Korean)
Jooney - Uhhh.
Freddie - Really quick, let’s hear from one of our sponsors!
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The hotel should’ve been just a block or two away. Eunjae recalled a short walk to the restaurant where they’d eaten dinner, and the equally short walk between the restaurant and Wanna Waffle. But had it been short? Or had he actually been following a much more meandering path all along, entranced by the scenery and giddy with freedom? 
Because the fact of the matter was this: Eunjae couldn’t find the hotel. And he couldn’t use his phone to navigate, because his phone was nowhere to be found. It must be in his duffel bag, or lying forgotten on the bed in his hotel room. He wasn’t sure when his one link to the others had snapped, but without his phone, Eunjae realized that he was about ten different kinds of helpless.
They must be losing their minds at the airport. Maybe they were already on the plane. Eunjae wasn’t wearing a watch and the last glance at the clock had been when Waffle Wednesday came to an end at… what time was that?
In his mind, the specter of Jaehwan paced back and forth, lecturing about the follies of relying too much on a smartphone to function on a daily basis. At least Eunjae wasn’t short on funds. He had the card this evening, since the other two were hopeless at keeping track of such things, and it was still tucked securely in his wallet.
He’d backtracked to the waffle place mainly because it was easy to retrace his steps back to that orange door. Oddly enough, he knew the way. Eunjae hadn’t been recognized while he was there. That made Wanna Waffle the safest harbor for now. He could borrow a phone there, maybe.
He paid better attention this time around. The shopping center was comprised of two buildings positioned at a right angle to each other, forming two sides of a rough square. A sign facing the busy boulevard read The Village at Lemon Grove. Wanna Waffle’s side of the parking lot had emptied out, but the karaoke bar on the opposite end was pretty packed. None of the other establishments had such a unique entrance.
The larger windows were dark, shades drawn all the way down, but through the stained glass was a dim glow that told Eunjae he wasn’t too late. He knocked. A minute slipped by, and then two. Another knock couldn’t hurt. Eunjae raised his fist again, then dropped it when someone approached from the other side. Someone wearing red.
“I have no idea why I came here,” Eunjae heard through the door. Jiyeon had her back turned to him again, but the tense line of her shoulders was visible through the glass panels.
“Because it’s my birthday!” 
“I offered to take you out for dinner. That’s what we should’ve done.”
“You guys are fighting about the stupidest thing in the history of all stupid things. Buying me dinner at the Cheesecake Factory was not gonna make it better.”
“The Cheesecake Factory? Denny.”
“I love that place. Don’t start.”
“Nothing in there even makes sense except for the cheesecake,” argued Jiyeon. “The five hundred menu items, the decor —”
“The decor,” Denny argued back, “is Venetian.”
“What? How is it Venetian, like what even counts as a Venetian aesthetic?” Jiyeon threw her hands up almost before she’d finished the sentence. “Actually, no. I’m not sticking around any longer. I’m sorry your birthday turned out like this. I love you, but this was a mess and I regret it. I’ll try again in another month, I guess. Maybe they’ll be over it by then.”
She stepped backward into the door, pushing it open without turning around. Eunjae was forced to lurch away, off the stoop and onto the sidewalk. Denny’s face appeared over Jiyeon’s shoulder. His eyes went wide, almost as wide as a signature waffle.
In an instant, he’d shunted his sister behind him and blocked the doorway, seemingly growing another three inches taller as he glared at Eunjae.
“Can I help you?”
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“If this is another wacko from the Internet, I’m calling a full Code Blue, no holds barred, special forces and SWAT team —” 
“Denny, stop.” Jiyeon shoved past her brother, moonlight turning the tiny flowers in her hair into silver stars. To Eunjae, she said, “It’s the mystery man. Did you forget something, Ryan Kim? I can double check with Jeannie. She might have found it before she left.”
“Mystery man? You’re talking to some new man already, Han Jiyeon?”
The siblings exchanged looks as their father stomped onto the scene, Mrs. Han following close behind. He made an abrupt switch from Korean to English. “You broke up with Arthur Junior one month ago, now it’s a new man?”
“Does Arthur Junior know our parents are obsessed with him?” muttered Denny.
“And who is Ryan Kim? I’ve never met a boy named Ryan Kim. Is he from church?”
Eunjae’s gaze darted back and forth between the various family members before landing, finally, on Jiyeon’s apologetic smile. He smiled back. At least, he tried. Truth be told, he felt much too queasy to manage it very well. The mask prevented anyone from seeing this pathetic attempt, which was a small mercy. He dropped into the lowest bow he could execute without tipping over and commenced an apology of his own. A deluxe apology, Max would call it.
Max would be the authority on that subject, what with all the apologies Eunjae had helped him draft over the years. His younger brother really needed to quit running his mouth so freely on public broadcasts.
Eunjae had never generated enough of a scandal to warrant such an elegant apology on his own behalf. In fact, he’d failed to drum up any scandals whatsoever. He practiced composing apologies nonetheless. His eldest brothers, Jaehwan and Kazu, had given many a speech about how they were bound to disappoint their legions of fans at some point down the line. Maybe they’d be seen chatting too long with the members of a girl group backstage at a music show. Maybe they’d cause an uproar over an Instagram post. Or maybe there would be dating rumors dutifully reported by the tabloid press, true or false. It was best to master the art of saying sorry. Eunjae saw the sense in that.
His apology that evening was apparently so epic in nature and composition that it left all four members of the Han family speechless. Eunjae remained as he was, bent at the waist with the bucket hat fallen to the ground at his feet. “I apologize for my inadequacy,” he reiterated in Korean, in case they missed it the first time. And then he translated it back to English, just for good measure. 
Jiyeon recovered first. “It’s okay,” she said faintly. “You got lost and you don’t have your phone. Nothing to be sorry about.” This last sentence shook her out of the stupor. She took a few steps forward, pausing to collect the bucket hat and hold it out to Eunjae. “I’m here. Whatever you need, I’ll help you.”
Fans loved to extol the virtues of Eunjae’s smile. They liked to say that it was the kindest, the warmest, the most reassuring smile they’d ever seen. And why wouldn’t they? This girl had never smiled at them. They didn’t know any better.
Eunjae stopped staring, accepted the hat, and jammed it back onto his head. “Sorry. Thank you. I’m just… I’m really grateful. I think I’ve missed my flight, but if I could just call our —” He stumbled, coming close to saying manager. That wasn’t going to work if Nami had gotten on the plane with the others, so he should think of something else. “If I could just call someone, that would be a good place to start.”
“Of course. Here you go.” Jiyeon dipped a hand into her bag and produced a phone. She unlocked the screen before passing it to Eunjae. “You know the number, right?”
Eunjae did not, in fact, know the number. It wasn’t that he hadn’t bothered to memorize any of his brothers’ numbers, since he did know one of these by heart: Jaehwan’s number, because he was leader, and because he made the whole group memorize that string of digits ages ago. Then they’d been bombarded with pop quizzes for weeks afterward. If Eunjae knew anything, it was Jaehwan’s phone number.
This was the sort of emergency that Jaehwan had been preparing them for, by searing those digits into their brains, but it would be no use to call him now. Apollo’s leader was completing mandatory military service, having enlisted back in April. Jaehwan would want to help Eunjae — and probably also flay him alive — but there would be very little he could do about it. 
Besides, Eunjae didn’t want to bother him with this. There had to be a solution that didn’t involve alarming Jaehwan while he had so much else to be worried about. And didn’t he deserve a two-year break from parenting eight other group members?
While the cogs were turning furiously in Eunjae’s head, Jiyeon had been waiting for him to admit that he didn’t know which numbers to dial. She said, “It’s not a big deal if you don’t remember. The only numbers I’ve got memorized are mine and my sister’s.”
Denny emitted a squawk of pure indignation.
“Woosung-ah, I’m joking.”
“Ha! Ha, ha, ha!”
Eunjae hung his head and returned her phone. “I’m so sorry,” he said again. “I hate to waste your time like this.”
Jiyeon’s brother marched up and resumed acting as a living barricade. “Listen up, my guy. I know your name isn’t really Ryan Kim.”
“Why do you have zero sense of humor, Denny?”
“Why do you have inside jokes with complete strangers, noona?” Denny volleyed back, scowling at Eunjae all the while. Noona. So Jiyeon was Denny's older sister. “What’s your real name? We’ll help you out ‘cause we’re upstanding citizens, pillars of the community and etcetera, but you owe us that much.”
And he did, of course. He did owe them that much, if not more. But Eunjae absolutely could not give these people his real name. If anything would break the spell and seal his fate, it was his name. Obviously no one in the family was an Apollo fan; this was the only reason he’d lasted so long without getting caught. Still, it would take just one Google search to obliterate his hopes of remaining undetected until he sorted this out.
Eunjae vacillated on how to respond. He knew he should rattle off a fake name, but not a single believable option came to mind. The best he could come up with in the moment was, “Um.”
Jiyeon peered at him from behind the looming figure of her brother, brow furrowed. Was it concern or suspicion that Eunjae saw in her eyes? She tried to push past Denny again, but he halted her progress with an outstretched arm. “Seriously, man. Who are you?”
“He doesn’t know!”
Their father’s declaration resounded in the parking lot. Over by the karaoke bar, a group of teenagers heard him and turned their heads toward the sound, then vanished into the building, giggling.
Mr. Han
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What if running away is what brings you home?
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