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				Winter Park

			

			1. WE WILL NOT BE FRIENDS

			The term “family friend” implied said friend was a friend to the entire family; therefore, the term was decidedly a bullshit one. At least as it applied to Bobby Bae and Winter Park, nemeses since the ninth grade. Or first grade if you ask Winter.

			They were the only two Asian kids in their school, so they were frequently on the receiving end of comments like “I didn’t know you were allowed to have more than one kid in China”—which was problematic because one: They were not related, and two: They were Korean. It was either that or the ever-persistent assumption they were dating.

			Winter hated spending time with someone as uptight as Bobby Bae. Yet, when she asked her parents if she could visit MIT over summer break, he was their first choice to accompany her.

			“No,” Winter said plainly. “Just because you and Bobby’s family are best friends doesn’t make us friends.”

			Their parents had met when Bobby’s family moved from New Jersey to North Carolina. It was during a back-to-school night when Winter’s parents, who had formerly been the only Asian parents in the PTO, spotted the Baes from across the room and adopted them as their so-called family friends. Since then, it’d been all sunshine and Melona bars for their parents. However, for Winter and Bobby, if their relationship had a mascot, it’d be an eye roll.

			Winter’s father wrinkled his nose. “You both are too competitive. It’s always something with you—class rank, attendance, even marching band.”

			“Because he’s such a try-hard for no reason,” Winter huffed. “And what’s wrong with a little competition?”

			“You’re usually on the same team,” her mother replied. “We don’t need to have this conversation again. We’re well aware of your rules.”

			Of course her parents knew the rules, but Winter feared steam would come out of her ears if she tried to hold in the reminder and refrain from further slandering Bobby. Multitasking wasn’t one of her strong suits. She took in a sharp breath and was not surprised when her parents’ voices echoed her own. “We will play nice in front of our parents. We will not be seen talking to each other at school. We will not meet outside of school,” the three chanted in unison.

			“It’s a legally binding contract!” Winter said. Bobby had even tried to get it notarized at one point, but the notary refused on account of it having been written in crayon.

			“Then your mother and I can sue because you gave up on rule number one years ago,” Appa said. “And how many amendments have you added since then? Forty?”

			Winter’s shoulders tensed as she said in a defeated tone, “I would rather walk to Massachusetts than be stuck in a car for eighteen hours with Bobby Bae.”

			Bobby was, for lack of a better word, boring. He spent all his free time padding his college résumé with any and all extracurriculars, and it was unclear if he had any interests of his own other than making sure people thought he was a saint. Plus he was dating Jacqueline Charlotte “Three Names” Turner, who, like Bobby Bae, always seemed to be thinking of her next quip rather than actually listening to what anyone was saying.

			“You’re being dramatic, Soon-hee,” Winter’s mother said as she idly flipped channels, not bothering to look up. “You can’t walk that far.”

			“Not true, Umma. Frodo did it, and he wasn’t even wearing shoes,” Winter retorted.

			Umma looked up for the sole purpose of rolling her eyes. Sarcasm was lost on Winter’s mother, who was the most literal woman in the world. Winter was named Winter because she was born in, well, winter. Umma didn’t mince words, and she didn’t entertain Winter’s theatrics. She was a hard-looking woman with a pin-straight graying bob that was customarily clipped to the side and a revolving door of floral blouses and sensible black shoes.

			“Bobby is a nice boy,” Appa chimed in. “I don’t see why you don’t get along. You have so much in common.”

			Winter bristled at the word boy. If she were a boy, her parents probably wouldn’t be hassling her about being too competitive or begging her to be more polite so a boy would like her. Bobby’s parents never gave him grief about anything.

			“What do we have in common other than being Korean?” Winter asked.

			With a sigh, Umma replied, “You both get good grades, play instruments, are involved in student council, have good heads on your shoulders; you’re kind, family-oriented, want to go to school in Boston, maybe a little stubborn—”

			“Okay, I get it,” Winter interrupted.

			“Why do you need to visit the campus anyway?” Umma asked. “You are going to school to learn, not look at buildings.”

			“I’m not going to move into an entire school sight unseen. I’m not a Property Brother.”

			Appa breathed in slowly. “Bobby is visiting several schools on the way to Harvard. Go with him. He’s a very good driver. He took lessons with your appa. We’ve already discussed it with his parents, and they would feel better if you went with him.”

			“No, Appa,” Winter whined.

			“You can go with Bobby, or you don’t go at all,” Umma said, and she changed the volume on her Korean drama from background noise to uncomfortably loud. “And I don’t care if you wear shoes or not.”

			“You don’t care if I wear shoes? That’s a bald-faced lie. We’re Asian,” Winter said loudly, trying to be heard over the TV. “I’m in the National Honor Society, my robotics team has made nationals every year since I joined, my school had to create an AP Latin course just for me, and I’m one of two students taking classes at community college this year. But who cares, right? As long as Bobby Bae is my boyfriend.”

			“You’ve proven your point, Winter,” Umma said.

			“Have I? Will you show some interest in my education and take me to visit MIT?”

			“You know it’s our busy season,” Appa said. “Your mother and I are essential workers, Soon-hee. We can’t pick up and leave our practice so we can fly all over the country with you.”

			Appa was very proud of their dermatology office, which they affectionately referred to as “our practice.” This was something that both amused and embarrassed Winter. Sometimes their work involved finding cancerous lumps, but most of the time they were popping pimples and extracting ingrown hairs.

			It seemed that no one wanted to visit Boston with her. Not her best friend, Emmy, and not even her own parents. Emmy had the valid excuse of preparing to move to Germany early next month, but Winter’s parents were choosing lancing abscesses over their only child.

			“Ugh!” Winter groaned as she stomped upstairs to her bedroom.

			She changed into a T-shirt and jeans, making sure to put on her dirtiest pair of tennis shoes. Then she looked in the mirror. Winter was satisfied with the way she looked, though she knew from everything she understood about Korea that she would have been considered plain if she lived there. She thought herself to be of average height, rounder in some places, her eyes hooded and untrusting. And even if her straight black hair could do nothing but fall limp over her shoulders, she still probably wouldn’t have done anything with it. There was no section on her transcripts for looks. There were other ways of expression that she enjoyed more than fashion.

			Winter grabbed her phone and stomped back downstairs.

			“I’m going to visit Halmeoni,” she called to her parents, making a show of tap-dancing across their hardwood floors in her beat-up Chuck Taylors.

			Her parents raised their eyebrows at her but didn’t say anything.

			Halmeoni lived in an elderly community, which was about a twenty-minute walk away. Winter found herself marching over to Halmeoni’s apartment often, mostly when Bobby Bae had won something at school Winter believed she deserved instead and when she needed a Chanel Eau de Parfum–scented shoulder to cry on.

			“Tell your grandmother hello for us,” Appa said.

			“She’s your mom. Call her,” Winter retorted, and walked out the door. She then stuck her head back inside and said, “I love you both. I’ll definitely tell her you said hello.”

			Her parents smiled, and she headed out into the hot North Carolinian day, where there were dads in golf shorts mowing their lawns, happily sipping on cans of Cheerwine.
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				Bobby Bae

			

			2. WE WILL NOT MEET OUTSIDE OF SCHOOL

			The Baes sat down for dinner on the terrace at precisely six p.m. Though their patio wasn’t bigger or nicer than the Reynolds’, their neighbors, the Baes liked to eat out there as much as they could. Dinner alfresco was a win in The Book of Bae.

			“Bobby,” his father, Robert Sr., said, nudging his son hard in the shoulder.

			Bobby refrained from soothing his shoulder and looked up from his plate. “Yeah, Dad?”

			“I heard a joke today. Want to hear it?”

			Bobby sighed. “Sure, Dad.”

			“What does a robot do at the end of a one-night stand?”

			“What?”

			“He nuts and bolts.” Robert Sr. laughed jovially, making his beer belly, which hung over the top of his khaki golf shorts, jiggle.

			Bobby’s mother, Diana, laughed at her husband despite herself, but Bobby remained stone-faced.

			“My handsome boy. You never smile,” Diana said. “Lighten up, son.”

			Bobby smiled, but he did not lighten up.

			He took a piece of sangchu from the bowl in the middle of the table and filled it with a perfectly round dollop of rice. He then aligned the meat next to the rice, spread some spicy soybean paste over the meat, and rolled the entire thing into a perfect little bite without breaking the spine of the lettuce. He chewed quietly as he watched his parents joking and laughing, often with their mouths open and food inside.

			Bobby always prided himself on being the perfect son. He did exactly what he was supposed to without being asked, so his parents rarely had to parent him. Nevertheless, Bobby thrived on structure, so he often parented himself. And, if nothing else, Bobby Bae was the best at everything he did, so he parented himself at an excruciatingly high standard. He got perfect grades, was in all sorts of extracurricular activities, including volunteering with animals and the elderly, and made his own pocket money by participating in online gaming tournaments. He was tall and slim, with a head of thick hair that he often tossed out of his face while bent over his game controllers.

			“Bobby, we have to talk to you about something,” Diana said, suddenly getting serious.

			Bobby wiped the condensation off the bottom of his glass and put it down on the cedar patio table. “What is it?”

			He didn’t like conversations that started like this. They always ended with some terrible news, like their family dog, Kimchi, having to be put down, or Winter Park beating his SAT score by ten points. He looked at his mother anxiously. She had long hair that she lightened into a brassy burgundy color, and she always wore the mommiest of mom shoes.

			“Have you spoken to Winter lately?” Diana asked.

			“No, of course not,” Bobby answered harshly. “Why?”

			“Well,” Diana said, taking a deep breath. “You know how we’re supposed to drive up with you to Massachu—”

			“No,” Bobby said, more forcefully than he meant to. “If you’re about to ask me if it’s okay if Winter comes with us, the answer is no.”

			His parents exchanged glances.

			“Actually, we were going to say that we think it’s a good idea if only you and Winter go to visit Harvard. She’s interested in the space program at MIT.”

			Bobby’s mouth fell open.

			Winter was his rival at school, and she had this annoying quality about her that he couldn’t quite pin down. She always wore big cable-knit granny sweaters that basically went down to her ankles, and she usually had a cup of hot tea in hand. At lunch she always had her nose in some cozy mystery novel instead of studying everything on—and off—the test like Bobby did. But it wasn’t like she was reading because she didn’t have anyone to eat with; she was comfortable and content all the time. Not that comfort was inherently annoying. But her nonchalance and effortless intellectuality infuriated him to no end. She loved space, and it was clear that was where her head usually was. He wanted her to come back down to Earth and be miserable and stressed like him and everyone else.

			“Why don’t you guys want to come with me anymore?” Bobby asked his parents. “We were going to visit Dad’s old stomping grounds in Boston and the Smithsonians in DC. There might even be few fun tourist T-shirts in it for Dad.”

			“You know I love souvenir shirts, but you’ll be at school for four years.”

			“So?”

			“So, there will be plenty of opportunities to shop for a T-shirt. And it’s not that we don’t want to go with you. This could be a chance for a good old-fashioned American road trip. I drove up the coast with my little brother when we were about your age.” Bobby’s ears perked up. His dad never mentioned his brother, Eugene. Robert Sr. seemed to notice his slip and quickly tried to cover it up by saying, “What I meant to say is that you could have a good old-fashioned American road trip like in the movies.”

			Bobby’s upper lip tightened. “Which movies, specifically?”

			“How about Green Book? That was a good one.”

			“I think you missed the point of that movie, Dad.”

			“Maybe, but wouldn’t you have more fun with somebody your own age?”

			“She’s not my age,” Bobby huffed.

			“Exactly. She’s younger than you, and for whatever reason, she hasn’t gotten her license yet, so you should take care of her,” Diana said. “It’d be a very nice thing for you to do.”

			Bobby knew that it would be nice. He was always nice, and he would do anything his parents asked him to, but not this. He didn’t want to spend a second with Winter, much less days.

			“I know what you’re doing,” Bobby said, his arms folded and his nose turned up.

			Robert Sr. narrowed his eyes. “What are we doing, son?”

			“You just don’t want me to go with Jacqueline. I know you both don’t like her.”

			“That’s not true, sweetheart,” Diana said. Her voice was like a cup of sugar. “We just noticed we haven’t been seeing her around as much lately. We thought you may have broken up.”

			Bobby picked up his glass and plate and stood up. “May I be excused?”

			“Fine, but think about it. Okay?” Diana asked.

			Bobby activated all the muscles in his face that were used to form a smile, but he was not smiling inside. Maybe he was his parents’ son after all. The two of them always seemed to have a certain melancholy, like they were lost in thought, thinking about something or, more likely, someone. For Mr. Bae, Bobby assumed that person was Uncle Eugene, since he was the only living relative he knew of. Just yesterday, Bobby had come home to his father drowning the plants with the garden hose. When Bobby called to him, he pretended like he’d meant to do it even though he’d overwatered one of his mother’s raised garden beds so much it overflowed and her Thai basil plant floated away. And Diana was someone who sat for hours holding knitting needles but not actually knitting. The sun would set and there she would be in the dark, unsmiling, with the same unfinished scarf in her lap night after night. Bobby turned the lights on for her every afternoon and knitted a row for her every night after she went to bed. Her entire family still lived in Korea, and her contact with them had dwindled in the years since she had decided not to return after college. The Parks were their replacement family, much to Bobby’s chagrin.

			Bobby dumped his dishes in the sink and mentally grounded himself for not washing them immediately. He ran upstairs, slammed his door shut, grabbed his phone, and dialed Winter Park.

			It rang twice.

			“Why are you calling me?” Winter said as soon as she picked up.

			Bobby clenched his fist. “You just had to try to be better than me at something again, didn’t you?”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“What am I talking about? I’m talking about you wanting to go to MIT. Since when is that a thing? You know Harvard is my top choice.”

			Winter let out a noise to indicate that she was disgusted. “Not everything is about you, Bae. I want to major in aerospace engineering, and MIT has one of the best programs in the country.”

			“You always have to take everything away from me,” Bobby said, tight-lipped, as he sank into his bed. “First it was that dinner with the governor. Now it’s Massachusetts. My father went to Harvard, and the plan was always to follow in his footsteps.”

			“You’re not the king of Massachusetts,” Winter spat. “And I didn’t steal that dinner from you. It was a dinner for women.”

			“You’re the one who suggested it only be for women just so I couldn’t go. What if I want to become a politician one day? Now I may never know.”

			“I’m hanging up now.”

			Bobby sat up straight. “Wait. Why do you even want to come with me? You realize I’m not only going to Massachusetts, right? I also plan to visit a few other schools. And if I’m not going with my parents, I should at least be going with my girlfriend.”

			“Trust me. I don’t want to go either, but my parents said I can’t go unless I go with you.”

			Bobby clutched his phone harder. “Look, where are you? We should talk about this in person.”

			“I’m visiting my grandma now, but—”

			“I volunteer at her community center sometimes. I’m on my way. Don’t leave.”

			“Wait, no—”

			Bobby hung up the phone. His chest puffed as he grabbed his keys and sprinted out of the house to his car.

		

	
		
			
				
				[image: ]
			

			
				Winter Park

			

			3. WE WILL NOT HAVE PRIVATE CONVERSATIONS

			Halmeoni was from the generation that still believed in getting dressed to impress every single morning. Even though she’d been slowed down considerably by arthritis, Halmeoni always had at least two rings on each finger and gold bangles that chimed every time she moved. There was always a gold brooch over her heart, either in the shape of a flower or a bird, and her hair was short and immaculately feathered and maintained. Winter admired her outfit for the day: a bouclé jacket, slacks, and velvet horsebit loafers. Winter enjoyed that Halmeoni always wore stockings under her pants even though the only place they could be seen were the tops of her feet. Halmeoni really cared about detail, whereas Winter was lucky if she remembered to shower.

			In the middle of Halmeoni’s gated elderly community was a senior center where Winter was meeting her grandmother for tea. Many of Halmeoni’s neighbors from other apartment units met there to have meals, chat with one another, and attend special events. It was the social hub for the fifty-five-and-older community. One whole wall of the building was made of windows from which residents could see family members marching up the lawn for visits. All the seniors would place bets on whose children and grandchildren would visit on any given day. Because of Winter’s frequent visits, Halmeoni was often a safe bet. However, Mrs. Fowler had six children and fourteen grandchildren, so she was usually the hot ticket based on numbers alone.

			Winter got off the phone with Bobby and slammed it down on the table, causing her and Halmeoni’s barley tea to slosh over the sides of their teacups.

			“What’s wrong?” Halmeoni asked in Korean. Winter only spoke Korean with her grandmother. It wasn’t perfect, but even with her limited vocabulary, she used the words she did know to their full extent. When she saw Halmeoni, it was like a switch turned on. She loved how they could speak freely in Korean without fear of repercussion. Not that they gossiped often, but the senior center could get spicy at times.

			“Bobby Bae,” Winter replied, her voice thick with disdain.

			Halmeoni took the napkin out of her lap and wiped the table where the tea had spilled. She then folded it up neatly and put it to the side. “What has he done this time? It’s your summer break. You’re not even in school.”

			“I’m trying to figure out where to apply for college, and Umma and Appa won’t take me on visits. They think it’s pointless. But I want to see the campuses and where I’d be living for four years if I get in. That could affect my decision,” Winter replied. She pushed her hair behind her ears. “They want me to go on college tours with Bobby Bae. He’s on his way over here right now to talk about it.”

			Halmeoni contemplated her words for a moment. “Maybe that’s good. You should have more friends, like I do.”

			“Bobby and I are friends. Family friends. We just don’t like each other. Plus I don’t need more friends. I have Emmy.”

			“Then where is she?”

			Winter looked down. “With her dad, probably.”

			Emmy’s dad was in the military, so they moved around often. Sometimes in the United States. Sometimes not. Every year of her childhood, Emmy would spend the summer with her grandmother—Năi Nai—who had lived in the same senior community as Halmeoni until she passed away about a month ago. Now Emmy and her dad were staying in Năi Nai’s old condo, cleaning it out and readying it for the next inhabitants.

			Halmeoni pursed her lips. “Emmy and her father will be stationed in Germany. Once she leaves next month, who will you have? You should try to make other friends, Soon-hee.”

			“Most of our friendship has been long distance,” Winter said. “And Emmy is going to come back for college. She’s kind of artsy. I could see her going to Emerson if they have a dance program. Then we’ll get to live in the same city for once.”

			“Did she tell you she wants to go to Emerson?” Halmeoni asked, arching one brow. “College is an important decision. You need to let her make her own choices.”

			“Well, no. But you know how she is. I’ll probably have to do her applications for her. And what is this lecture? You’re the one who won’t even talk about Năi Nai. I miss her too, you know.”

			Winter smiled as she remembered how she and Emmy would run around and play together while their grandmothers watched from the senior center, communicating in an odd mix of pidgin English and hand gestures because Năi Nai only spoke Mandarin. Both women were widows, and because they never forced the other to talk about their husband, they grew close. Their bond was built through shared grief, on a strong foundation of peace and quiet.

			“Only you young people act like you are constantly in confession. I don’t need to talk about every single feeling I have.”

			Winter stiffened. “Can you at least start coming to Sunday dinner again?”

			“If I step into that house, your father will never let me leave.”

			“He’s just worried about you living alone now that Năi Nai is gone.”

			“I don’t live alone. I’m in a community of people my own age.”

			This wasn’t Winter’s battle. Truthfully, she liked that Halmeoni had independence. But, with Halmeoni aging, Appa wanted her to move into the house. It only bothered her that Halmeoni had begun skipping Sunday dinners to avoid Appa, and Winter missed having the whole family together.

			Not wanting to provoke Halmeoni any further, she asked hopefully, “Can you take me to visit MIT, then?”

			“I can’t sit on a plane for that long. And I have things to do here,” Halmeoni replied.

			Winter looked around, trying to figure out what her grandmother could possibly have to do. The senior center was a sea of gray hair, flesh-colored orthopedic shoes, and newspapers enjoyed over muddy cups of coffee or watered-down tea. Winter didn’t even know where you could buy a newspaper anymore. She didn’t want to offend her grandmother, so she didn’t inquire about her plans. “Bobby is best served in small doses, and our parents are constantly forcing us together,” Winter said instead. “He’s so…uptight.”

			“You’re uptight, Soon-hee,” Halmeoni clapped back. “You need to relax and stop trying to control everything. If you want to have a terrible time, you’re going to have a terrible time.”

			Winter clutched her metaphorical pearls. “Halmeoni!”

			“You and that boy never relax. It’s always a contest with you. I admire your hard work, but you’re sixteen and it’s your summer break. After you graduate, those next four years will be hard. Don’t start now.”

			From everything her father had ever told her, Halmeoni was not the type of parent to tell anyone to relax. She was the kind of parent to shame her children into doing things by telling stories about waking up at five a.m. to feed chickens. To this day, Winter didn’t know if that was true. She couldn’t imagine her grandmother in a chicken coop with all her expensive handbags and silk scarves. Although she was a doting mother by all accounts, Halmeoni had been strict on her children when it came to academics, particularly Appa, her oldest son. So much so that he went to med school to be a dermatologist rather than a veterinarian like he wanted. Halmeoni didn’t think that veterinarians were real doctors. Harabeoji had been the more lenient one, but he passed away when Winter was only six. According to Appa, Harabeoji’s death took a toll on Halmeoni, and she softened up considerably.

			“I’m happy the way I am, Halmeoni,” Winter said after a little while. “I can have fun after school, when I get the job I want.”

			She did admit that at times she wished that not every minute of her day was accounted for—the band practices, club meetings, competitions, debates, tournaments, and whatever else she packed her calendar with. But if being uptight would get her into MIT and bring her closer to the life she wanted, then so be it. As long as no one saw the effort she put in. Especially Bobby Bae. She didn’t need to give anyone any reason to doubt she deserved her spot. Unlike Bobby Bae, she didn’t have the luxury of being an insufferable workhorse and know-it-all with his hundreds of tutors and bread crumb trails of flash cards and tears wherever he went.

			Halmeoni pursed her lips. “Okay, Soon-hee.”

			Winter anxiously bounced her leg as she awaited Bobby’s arrival. She half expected him to spring out of the ground and immediately launch into one of his self-aggrandizing rants about Winter’s “laissez-faire” attitude. Halmeoni put her hand on Winter’s leg to stop her.

			“You’ll shake out the luck,” she said.

			“What if I shake out the bad luck?” Winter replied, and kept on bouncing.

			She took a long sip of her bitter tea, and her gaze settled on the gigantic windows. It was then that she spotted Bobby Bae. He haphazardly pulled into a space in the black Nissan SUV his parents had given him for his seventeenth birthday. He hopped out of the car and tossed his hair back out of his eyes as he was known to do. Winter didn’t see why he didn’t cut it. He’d hurt his neck one day. Not that she cared. It just seemed impractical, and Bobby Bae was the most practical person she’d ever met. He didn’t seem vain enough to care about something like hair. He wore a different variation of the same outfit every day like he was Steve Jobs’s more neurotic twin.

			They locked eyes, and the theme song that plays in every Western cowboy movie when there’s about to be a showdown started in Winter’s head.

			“Be nice,” Halmeoni warned as Bobby entered.

			Bobby located his target and came right up to her.

			“Winter,” he said.

			“Robert.”

			Bobby scrunched up his entire face until he had a Pangaea of features glaring back at the girl in front of him. “Why can’t you call me Bae like everyone else?”

			Winter had only recently learned that bae actually stood for something. It was an acronym that meant either “before anyone else” or “before anything else.” But she couldn’t imagine putting Bobby Bae before anything except a speeding bus.

			“Aren’t you going to say hello to my grandmother?” Winter asked, ignoring his request.

			Bobby reddened. “Yes, I’m so sorry.” He turned to Halmeoni and bowed low. “Hello, Halmeoni. How are you?”

			“Did you just bow?” Winter laughed.

			Halmeoni swatted Winter with the back of her hand. “I’m fine, Dae-seong. How are your parents?” she asked, still speaking Korean.

			“English, Halmeoni. Bobby doesn’t speak Korean,” Winter reminded her.

			Bobby’s posture was rigid. Halmeoni, who spoke English almost as perfectly as she spoke Korean, though with an accent, repeated her question. Bobby relaxed slightly.

			“They’re fine. Thank you for asking, Halmeoni,” he replied.

			“And how is business?”

			“Uh…fine, I think.”

			Halmeoni nodded approvingly, and Winter laughed. After several years of her grandmother asking this question, it became clear to Winter that Bobby Bae had no idea what his parents did for a living.

			“What do you want to talk about, Robert?” Winter interrupted.

			“Can we speak privately?” he asked, taking Winter by the arm.

			Winter looked down at Bobby’s hand and raised an eyebrow at him. He immediately let go. She turned to her grandmother. “We’re going to talk outside for a minute. I’ll be right back. Ignore any screaming or police sirens you may hear.”

			Halmeoni nodded, and the two went out to the courtyard behind the senior center. There were bright pink azalea bushes and the smell of freshly cut grass. Winter inhaled deeply as the two of them walked down the stone path to where there was a little bridge over a creek, which was more like a trickle of murky water passing over a few stones. Winter leaned her back against the railing of the bridge and looked at Bobby expectantly.

			“So, no offense, Winter, but I don’t want to go on a road trip with you,” Bobby said plainly.

			Winter folded her arms. “Well, full offense, Robert, but I don’t want to go with you either.”

			He sucked his teeth. “Please stop calling me that, Soon-hee.”

			Winter glared. “Ew. Only my family calls me that.”

			“Do you realize how far Boston is from here? We’ll be trapped in a car together, sharing hotels, being forced to…talk. It goes against all our rules. Maybe you can fake sick or something,” Bobby said. “How good of an actor are you?”

			“The worst. Do you remember my audition for Fiddler on the Roof in ninth grade?”

			“I remember you tripping during your musical number and then eating almost a gallon of fudge brownie ice cream.”

			“Exactly.”

			“My girlfriend won’t like this,” Bobby said, biting his lip and swaying from side to side.

			Winter rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe your girlfriend likes you. How is Jacqueline anyway?”

			She didn’t understand how it was that Bobby had a girlfriend. He was tall, sure. Smart, fine. His hair was bouncy. She would give him that. But the way he craved everyone’s approval was exhausting, and the temper tantrums he threw when he came second to her didn’t exactly steam her dumplings.

			Bobby shot Winter a dirty look. “Jacqueline is fine. We spoke a couple days ago.”

			“A couple days ago?” Winter’s smile grew. “You guys don’t talk every day?”

			“No.”

			“When was the last time you saw her?”

			Bobby turned bright red. “The last day of school.”

			“Is she on vacation?”

			“No.”

			“Have you been on vacation?”

			“No.”

			Winter laughed so hard she snorted. “So what makes you think you’re dating?”

			Bobby folded his arms and huffed. “It’s none of your business.”

			“She doesn’t live that far from you. I think you could walk to her house.”

			“Drop it already. Why do you care so much?”

			Winter mimed zipping her mouth shut and dropped the subject even though she still had so many thoughts. She couldn’t imagine Bobby as a boyfriend. Freshman year, he petitioned the band director over and over again because he wanted to be first chair for trombone. But there was a kid named Ethan who was far better than he was, so Bobby, wanting to be the best, switched to flute and became first chair instantly because that whole section was a tragedy. But Bobby was so miserable he claimed to have lost his flute and switched back to trombone. Winter still maintained that Bobby lost that flute up his ass.

			Bobby’s girlfriend, Jacqueline Charlotte Turner, wasn’t any better. She thought that because she had opinions on everything, everyone wanted to hear them.

			“Anyway,” Bobby said in an “I’m changing the subject” kind of way.

			“What are we going to do?”

			“Well, we’re not going together. That’s for sure. We’d kill each other within an hour.”

			“Within a minute.”

			“Stop arguing with me.”

			“I’m not! I’m agreeing with you.”

			“Fine. Whatever,” Bobby huffed.

			The sun was setting, and Winter had fresh mosquito bites on her arms and legs. They had always been especially drawn to her for whatever reason. Her doctor told her eating a lot of garlic and onions would help, but he would have known that wasn’t an issue if he had ever tried Korean food.

			“Soonhee-yah, come help me. Daeseong-ah, you too,” Halmeoni called from the door.

			Winter threw up a peace sign at Bobby and headed inside. He immediately came following after her like a lost puppy. His shadow obscured hers in the doorway. Halmeoni instructed them to set up the room for the weekly bingo game. It was going to start soon, and the seniors were already filing in.

			Halmeoni pointed to the supply closet where the spinning bingo apparatus that held the balls was stored. The bingo cage alone might not have been so horrible to move, but because it was connected to a clunky cart, it had to be maneuvered by at least two people. Together, Winter and Bobby rolled the bingo cage out of the closet. They had to stop when it caught on the door threshold. Instead of redirecting it, Winter pushed it harder, which made it jump up over the threshold and roll over Bobby’s foot. He cursed loudly, drawing the attention of several elderly ladies who were probably mentally adding his name to the tops of their Sunday prayer lists. Winter wanted to make fun of him further, but he did such a great job of embarrassing himself all on his own.

			They parked the cart next to the stage by the windows, then went to set out the food on the tables in the back. They were mostly things you could get at Costco in bulk, such as a thousand cookies in an impossible-to-open plastic container and a punch bowl that had been filled with a sugar-free powdered drink that tasted a lot like cold medicine.

			Winter watched Bobby lay out the napkins in perfect little piles. He looked too pleased with himself, so she took the top napkins off each stack and folded them into origami bunnies. Bobby scoffed. He attempted to fold his napkins as well, but he didn’t know how to do origami and ended up turning them into wads of nothing. He threw his failed attempts in the garbage can, and Winter smiled to herself.

			“Soon-hee, Dae-seong. Come here,” Halmeoni said in a tone that made Winter feel like she was in trouble. The two of them walked over, shoulders hunched.

			“Yes, Halmeoni?” they said in unison.

			“You disappoint me.”

			Winter and Bobby didn’t have much in common, but the one thing they knew they did was that they didn’t like to disappoint.

			“Did we do something wrong?” Winter asked. She had never been in any real trouble before. She didn’t know what to expect. Her worst infraction to date had been the time her parents invited their church’s pastor to dinner, and when asked about what she was learning in school, she used the term “galactic bulge” one too many times. Umma and Appa grounded her for approximately twelve minutes before feeling bad and calling it off.

			Bobby’s mouth dropped open. “Is it the napkins? I can learn how to fold them.”

			“No, Dae-seong. It’s you,” Halmeoni replied. Bobby’s eyes got wide. “It’s both of you. You both are so young, and you’re here, at a senior center, on summer vacation, setting up for bingo.”

			“I like visiting you, Halmeoni,” Winter said.

			“I know you do. And I love that you do. But when I was your age, do you know what I would have done on a trip without my parents? Who cares who you go with?” Halmeoni’s mouth curled into a dark smile. “Why do you think your parents let you do this?”

			“Because our parents trust us,” Bobby said.

			“Yes, and you know why?” Halmeoni raised her hand to the two confused teenagers, not letting them answer. “Because they know you will try not to have fun. You only care about school. You are already the best. Try to be something else.”

			“Like what?” Winter asked.

			“Kids.”

			“Why didn’t you say all this before we set up the room?”

			“Because my back was killing me,” Halmeoni said. “Break a few rules. Your parents trust you. Take advantage of opportunities, as I just did.”

			“We would only be visiting colleges,” Winter said.

			Halmeoni clicked her tongue. “You have no imagination.” She looked around at the nearly full room. “Now it’s bingo time, so I have to go. Stay or leave. That’s your choice. But our games get intense.”

			Winter snorted. “Intense? What, do you put money on it?”

			Halmeoni smiled.

			“Wait, how much?”

			“Enough. We put money in, and whoever wins gets the pot.”

			“You gamble in here?” Bobby asked. “Do you have a permit for that?”

			“Our age is the permit.”

			Bobby was such a stickler for the rules. He was probably going to leave the center and head right over to the police station to report them all. Winter rolled her eyes.

			“How much money do you guys put in?” Winter asked her grandmother. “Like, five bucks?”

			Halmeoni shook her head.

			“Twenty?”

			“It’s a one-hundred-dollar buy-in,” Halmeoni conceded.

			The teenagers’ mouths nearly hit the floor.

			Bobby mentally counted all the seniors in the room with their bingo boards and markers. “Halmeoni, there are, like, fifty people in this room. That’s a lot of money.”

			“I know,” Halmeoni replied. “You have to break rules once in a while.” She smiled sweetly. “I have to host my event. If you want to stay, that’s fine, but you should do something fun. It’s Friday night.”

			Halmeoni had a beaded bag that hung from her shoulder by a thin, twisted cord. It was very chic. She popped open the clasp, pulled out her equally sparkly wallet, and handed Winter forty dollars. She then walked away without saying another word.

			“Did she just wink at us?” Bobby asked.

			“What the hell just happened?” Winter looked down at the money in her hand. “And what the hell am I supposed to do with this?”

			The two of them sort of wanted to stay, but they feared the judgment they would receive from Halmeoni. Bobby offered Winter a ride home. She knew it was only because it was the gentlemanly thing to do, not because he cared if Winter got eaten by a coyote if she walked.

			They sat in the parking lot in silence for a while, watching the seniors pop bottles of champagne, whooping and hollering every time a number or a letter was called. The teenagers couldn’t hear anything, but it looked like Halmeoni’s neighbor, Mr. Joe, was about to hit someone with his cane for cheating. Halmeoni was right; they did get intense during bingo.

			“I’m so confused,” Bobby said.

			For once, Winter Park agreed with Bobby Bae.

			“Me too. Just drive. We need to talk.”

			Winter buckled up, and Bobby pulled out of the parking lot to get on the main road toward her house. They were quiet and awkward next to each other, upset that something had happened that they were supposed to bond over. They didn’t want to bond. That was Bobby’s entire reason for going to see Winter in the first place.

			The sky was pink and red as the sun finally set behind the trees. It gave a little reprieve from the heat, but it was still excruciatingly hot. Winter felt like her skin was boiling, which was worsened by all the mosquito bites she couldn’t help but scratch.

			“Can you please stop that?” Bobby asked, his face pinched and judgmental.

			Winter scratched harder. “No, I’m so itchy, and it’s all your fault.”

			“My fault? You’re the one who asked me to go outside.”

			“I know. Shut up.” She made an effort to stop scratching but quickly gave in. She spotted the Village Park to their right. She pointed to the parking lot and said, “Stop there.”

			“The park is closed. We’ll get in trouble.”

			“It’s open for another fifteen minutes. We just need to stop somewhere for a second so we can discuss the logistics of this trip. Halmeoni is right; we’ve never done a bad thing a day in our lives.”

			Bobby looked offended. “Speak for yourself.”

			Winter gave him a side-eye. “You have never broken a rule, Bobby Bae.” She pointed at the speedometer. “Look, you’re going exactly the speed limit. There’s literally nobody around.”

			Bobby lightly tapped the gas and went one mile per hour over the limit. “There.”

			Winter put her hands up in false surrender. “I’m mistaken, you’re such a badass. Now pull into the park.” She added a please when Bobby didn’t immediately do it.

			Bobby pulled into the parking lot and cut the engine. They were right in front of the basketball courts and the picnic area. The park was completely empty, but there was evidence that people had just left, probably because of the mosquitoes. The trash cans were stuffed to the brims with the remnants of picnics and cookouts.

			Winter often walked past this park to admire the stars at night. Since she was a little girl, she dressed up as famous astronauts instead of princesses. When she was a kid, her uncle gave her a gigantic LEGO castle set. She used it to make a life-sized replica of the Mars rover instead, which sparked her lifelong love affair with robotics. There was something almost spiritual about the vastness and unknowability of space. It was the perfect marriage between science and poetry, messiness and order, everything and nothing at all. Winter delighted in knowing that she was a small part of that chemistry.

			She looked up at the sky. It was too cloudy for stars. Figures, she thought to herself. That had to have been Bobby Bae’s fault too.

			“What kind of rules are you trying to break?” Bobby asked. “I’ll tell you for certain I am not going to start some kind of underground gambling ring like Halmeoni.” He flipped his hair out of his eyes. “You always try to one-up me. You’re probably going to go straight for, like, a Ponzi scheme or something.”

			Winter eyed Bobby and then looked out over the deserted park with miles and miles of woods. “Or maybe I’ll plan the perfect murder.”

			“You and your mysteries.”

			Winter ignored him. “Maybe we don’t have to commit felonies. We could just do typical rebellious teenager stuff. We could maybe go to a college party or something. I’ve never drank before. Have you?”

			“No, I haven’t.”

			“Let’s do that, I guess. And…I don’t know what else.”

			Winter knew that her uncle had given Bobby a shot of soju at one of their shared family dinners once, and she appreciated that he didn’t bring it up.

			Bobby was thoughtful for a moment. “Well, if we do this trip together—and I’m not saying that I’ve invited you yet, but if we do—why don’t we do stuff we’ve always wanted to do? They don’t really have to be bad or illegal things.”

			Winter’s ears perked up. “Like a bucket list?”

			“Yeah, I mean, is there anything you never got a chance to do?”

			Winter thought for a moment. “I’ve always wanted to play chess outside, like on one of those chess tables that are in parks sometimes. That seems really relaxing.”

			“Like Magneto and Professor X?”

			“Uh…yeah?” Winter said, not sure of why she’d even said that. “What about you?”

			“I’ve always wanted to try a Philly cheesesteak. I put UPenn on the tentative itinerary.”

			Winter grimaced. “Because you’re lactose intolerant? Halmeoni was right. We are boring. Let’s just make some ground rules for our trip and call it a day. I think the how is more important than the what anyway.”

			“You want us to make rules for our rule breaking?” Bobby asked. “I still haven’t agreed to let you come with me.”

			“What else are you going to do, go alone? Or go with your non-girlfriend girlfriend? Just give me some paper. I know you have a notebook in your pocket.”

			“Or am I just happy to see you?” Bobby shook his head. “I’m so sorry. My father’s perverse sense of humor is rubbing off.”

			Winter raised

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	




OEBPS/images/9780593624777_cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593624777_title_page.jpg
Rules for
Rule Breaking

V4

Talia Tucker






OEBPS/images/white-heart.jpg







OEBPS/images/page_283.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_ii.jpg






