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Chapter 1
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“Summer, smile! You look pretty when you smile!”

Don’t force me! I’ll smile when I want to! is what I wanted to yell back at Eric’s mother, but instead I smiled at her. Seemingly satisfied, she nodded.

“See, it’s nice when you smile.”

Eric spoke to his father. “Do you want to hear Summer speak Korean? Summer, say, ‘I want to go to the bathroom’ in Korean.”

I glared at him, silently protesting, but he failed to interpret my gaze and poked me in the side. “Nan hwajangshil-eh kago shipda,” I muttered, sighing.

The living room rang with laughter as his whole family chuckled. Eric imitated me in a funny accent. “Na hwasangsheega ddasheedda?” 

This time, the laughter was even louder. The joke had become part of a ritual that was repeated every time I went to Eric’s house, but this time, in particular, it was getting on my nerves. I bolted from my seat. Everyone turned and looked at me.

To tell you the truth, Eric, I can’t put up with you and your family anymore! I screamed in my head, but my mouth said something different. “Sorry, but I just realized I have a prior engagement. I’m so forgetful. So sorry. I really have to be going.”

Leaving his house, I headed for my mother’s old house. Driving down the road to the house where my mother and I had lived together while listening to some good music gave me the perfect opportunity to think. At that moment, the music seemed especially moving. I wiped my eyes and muttered to myself, “Why the heck am I so emotional?” I took a deep breath and adjusted my grip on the steering wheel.

I stopped the car in front of my mother’s house, which was surrounded by pink flowers in full bloom. As I was thinking that I liked the color the wall had been before better, a white BMW stopped in front of my car. The car door opened, and a man got out. He stood, looking at my mom’s old house. About six feet tall with black hair and eyes, he radiated an aura similar to that of the male lead in my favorite Korean drama, The 1st Shop of Coffee Prince​[i] He rang the doorbell, and a moment later someone opened the door. I couldn’t quite hear what they were saying, but it seemed as though the man was asking something and the person who answered the door kept shaking her head.

The woman went back into the house, and the man looked around with a disappointed expression and then walked back to his car. Not wanting to make eye contact, I lowered my gaze. The neighborhood was suddenly quiet. I lifted my head slightly and saw him looking at me. He smiled. It was the kind of charming smile that can melt a person’s heart in an instant. Surprised, I lowered my head again. I fiddled with my iPhone, pretending that I’d received a text message. I heard the sounds of the car door closing, the engine, and the car moving. I looked up and stared at the tail of the car, driving far off into the distance.
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“Summer, are you falling asleep? Can’t you move any faster?” “Oh, Summer, the salmon is going to burn!” “Summer, are you listening to me?” Lindsay’s hysterics were the same as any other day. The casual observer would probably guess that Lindsay was the head chef of Charles’s Restaurant, not me. In fact, Lindsay was both the manager and my sous-chef. I needlessly turned the salmon, which had been cooking perfectly. Lindsay found nothing to argue about and exited the kitchen. I envisioned his bright smile again. It was incredible that I could picture the face of a man whose name I did not know who had simply passed by me so clearly.

Just then, Maria dashed into the kitchen, clutching her chest and gasping for breath. Seeming as though she would pass out at any moment, she asked, “Did you see that guy?”

I looked at her, shocked.

Still gasping, she asked again. “Did you see that guy? The Korean guy?”

What? When and where did Maria see him? Is he really Korean? I thought to myself before saying out loud, “Yeah, I got a quick glimpse. But how did you...? Maria, what’s wrong?”

She grabbed hold of the sink and twisted her body. I ran to her and tried to support her. At the same time, Lindsay and Susan, who worked as a waitress in Charles’s Restaurant, dashed into the kitchen. Lindsay yelled, “Maria! I knew this was going to happen!"

“Shouldn’t we call an ambulance?” Susan shrieked.

Lindsay continued ranting at Maria. “That’s why I told you to stop eating all those cupcakes! I knew the day was coming when your arteries would explode!”

Maria finally parted her lips to speak. “BTS...”

Standing in the doorway to the kitchen, Lindsay shouted to my father, who was already holding the telephone. “Charlie! Call the ambulance and tell them that she has BTS!”

“What’s BTS?” Susan asked Lindsay.

“How the hell should I know? A virus or a disease, I guess.”

Maria shook her head and said, “I don’t need an ambulance! I just saw Rap Monster. BTS is at our restaurant!”

“Charlie!” Lindsay cried out to my father, who was mid-call. “She’s seeing things, too! We’re probably all going to catch whatever she has.”

I shrieked, pointing to the entrance of the restaurant. “I can’t believe it! What are they doing here, in the middle of nowhere?” 

Everyone looked to the spot where I was pointing. The members of the K-pop boy band stood in the entrance, looking around. Maria ran over and seized my hand. “I told you! It’s them—Bangtan Boys!”

As though realizing they were in the wrong place, after looking around for a moment, they hurriedly exited again. By the time Maria and I had run after them, the van that they had gotten into was already driving off. Maria and I stood there, dumbfounded, not even thinking to chase after the van. Maria murmured, “We didn’t even get to say hello or say that we’re fans.”

After the commotion was over, Susan asked Maria, “What on earth is so great about those guys that you made such a fuss we thought you were having a heart attack?”

“I like everything about them—their personalities, their attitude, their passion, their sense of humor,” Maria responded.

Susan snorted. “You talk as though you were friends with them. How could you possibly know their personalities? From some paparazzi photo of them holding Starbucks cups?”

“We don’t need paparazzi pictures to get to know them,” I retorted. “They show their true selves through their blog, their YouTube channel, and lots of different TV shows. We know them.”

Susan left the room, mumbling, “I never even heard of K-pop until today.”

As she was leaving, Lindsay entered, grabbing the ladle that had been on the stove and throwing it to the ground. It made a clanging sound as it hit the tile floor, splattering tomato sauce in all directions. Fortunately, the sauce sprayed onto my legs but not Maria’s. Lindsay’s face was red as she bellowed, “Maria! Shut up and get out of here! How do you expect to earn a living goofing off like this?”

Before Maria could explode, I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and led her out of the kitchen. “This is the last time,” she whispered in my ear. I nodded at her.

Lindsay shifted her attention to me. “Summer! Are you planning on burning all of the shrimp? Do you have shit for brains?”

I didn’t respond. I wasn’t about to rile her up and cause another performance that would make all of the customers flee the restaurant. Lindsay exited the kitchen, and I let out a long sigh. I was just about to help myself to a glass of the wine we used for cooking when I saw him. He seemed to be heading toward the restroom. As I stared at him, he happened to turn his head in my direction. Our eyes met, and he seemed to recognize me but continued walking, though slower. 

“There’s a flower pot,” I warned him. But he had already bumped into the plant and fallen to the floor, holding the pot. I covered my mouth with my hands in surprise. 

My father ran over to the man, exclaiming, “Oh my goodness! Are you okay?”

The man was righting the fallen plant and looking at me. My father also turned to me and raising his voice said, “Summer, haven’t I told you that it’s a bad idea to leave this flower pot here?”

“I’m fine,” the man said quickly.

My father took the plant and went outside, and the man came up to me. I had never seen such a face. Seeing him up close, he looked less like the male lead from The 1st Shop of Coffee Prince and more like the actor who played the special warfare captain in Descendants of the Sun​[ii]. And his eyes! They were full of so many things; they were clear and intelligent but also modest and friendly, and just as passionate as they were stubbornly willful. If Maria had heard me describe him in this way, she would doubtless call me crazy. After all, is it really possible to sense all those things in the eyes of a person you are meeting for the first time? And yet, at that moment, I could feel his eyes asking me, “Who are you? I want to get to know you.” I have to admit that I wasn’t really in my right mind.

With a smile still on his lips, he asked me, “I gather that you are the chef here?”

“Yes.”

“I believe we encountered one another a little while ago, didn’t we?”

I nodded. His warm smile abruptly disappeared. I followed his gaze and looked behind me. 

“I can’t take it anymore!” Lindsay screamed at me. “Summer, I can’t stand to work with anybody as lazy and slow as you anymore. You’re fired! No, forget it. I’m leaving. I quit!” She threw a rag, which landed squarely on top of my foot.

I couldn’t lift my head. I was so full of humiliation and rage. My phone buzzed as I got a text message from Eric. I was glad that I had an excuse to avoid his sympathetic gaze. I quickly picked up my phone and checked the message.

Summer, I’ve decided to give it another try with Sarah, so let’s breakup. I wish you happiness.
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Chapter 2
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My father knocked on the door to the garage, which had been converted into my living space. He rarely came to visit me there; the distance between his house and my apartment of sorts was a mere twenty meters, but the psychological distance between the two of us was one hundred times greater. In his hands, he held an old paper box. He put down the box and glanced around my room. He sat down, seemingly exhausted. 

“Lindsay left.”

This wasn’t surprising. She was probably in the city, drinking with her friends, and would reappear within a few days. “She’ll be back. You know that.”

My father rubbed his face. “Don’t you think you should have been a bit more patient?”


Inside my head, I screamed, What? How could I have been any more patient? Why are you even living with a woman like Lindsay? How could you forget about Mom so fast? Do you even love me? But when I opened my mouth to speak, I merely said, “Lindsay has a problem with controlling her temper.”


“I’m sorry, Summer.”

My head snapped up in surprise. This was the first time he had ever apologized to me for anything having to do with Lindsay. “It’s okay, Dad. I’ll call Lindsay and apologize,” I told him grudgingly.

“No, that’s not what I’m saying. After your mom died, I should have taken you to a therapist or something, but you know I’m no good with that kind of thing. I wasn’t really thinking clearly at the time.”

I looked at him, speechless. I could hardly believe that those words had come out of my father’s mouth. I blinked my eyes furiously to hold back the tears that were filling my eyes.

My father gestured toward the box. “That belonged to your mother. I thought Lindsay had thrown everything away, but I found that up in the attic.”

I forced myself to resist the desire to jump up and open the box right away. I wanted to look at it when I had a quiet moment to myself. 

He continued, “How would you feel about working at Michael’s restaurant in the city?”

“I already refused the offer.”

He pulled a crumpled piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to me. It was a check. He said, “You’ll have to get yourself an apartment. Think of it as severance pay.”

I had always known this day would come since I couldn’t live with my father forever, but I hadn’t expected it to be so soon. “Are you kicking me out?” I asked.

“Summer...”

“Who will be in charge of the kitchen?”

“Lindsay, I expect.”

“Oh Lord, Dad. With her cooking?” I stopped there, as I realized he had already made up his mind.

He continued, “Summer, I’m going to be here. I’m certainly not going to die all of a sudden even if you leave. Well, I guess nothing is a certainty. But what I’m trying to say is I just want you to have a happy life.”

It was my first time ever hearing my father talk so much. I muttered, “I am not unhappy.”

“Summer, have some fun,” he repeated.

Silently, I looked at the box that he had brought. I already knew that in spite of checks, new jobs, or things left to me by my mother, my life was not going to change.

*
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“You have sleepover phobia,” Maria told me once again.

“No, I don’t. You are so overdramatic about everything,” I retorted.

She looked at me, full of conviction. “You do. Last year, when we had a slumber party, you went back home at midnight. And that was the second time.”

“I had a reason at the time.”

“You never fly, right?”

“I never have time to go somewhere that far away.”

“Okay. If what you’re saying is true, then I’m going to click.” My visa number and all of my other information were already up on the computer screen. Her clicking “confirm” meant buying an economy class airplane ticket at a sixty percent discount for a flight to Seoul that left in five days. I glared at Maria.

She said calmly, “You have money, you have a full four weeks before you have to start working at Michael’s restaurant, and your best friend whom you love dearly is in Seoul. What on earth is keeping you from going?”

“Maria, I was just checking out the travel sites. Just like shopping for clothes—you put all of the clothes you like in your shopping basket and then you clear everything before paying. I was just imagining what leaving would be like. Besides, leaving in five days is impossible.”

“No, you want me to push you. That’s why you did this for me to see.”

“I’ll see you later. I have to go.”

“You’re just like your mom.”

“What?”

“You told me that your mom always told you she wanted to leave your dad, but in the end, she died of a heart attack before she could divorce him. You always say you want to go to Korea, but when you really get the chance you don’t go.”

I bit my lip. “Maria, I hate you.”

“But I’m right, aren’t I?”

Clicking the confirm button, I told her, “I’m not doing this just to prove you wrong.”

“Of course,” Maria responded, smiling.

Buzz. The Kakao Talk messaging app that I had downloaded to chat with my friend Mina was making my phone buzz repeatedly. Once again, it was Mina. After all, who else would use a Korean chatting app to contact me? Mina was my only Korean friend.

Her text read: I booked a Korean drama tour for you. You’ve always said you wanted to go on one. OMG! I can’t believe that you’re coming to Korea!!! I wake up in a good mood just thinking about you being here! See you soon!
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I looked at myself in the mirror. Not tall but not short at around six foot four, I observed the slightly messy black hair that fell to my shoulders, my brown eyes, and my pale skin. I had put on my mother’s faded blue dress which had come out of the box my father had brought me, along with the long rocket pendant necklace that she had cherished and her leather bracelet, but I was not as beautiful as she had been. I realized how true it is that a person’s appearance is affected by who they are inside emanating outward. Otherwise, it would be impossible for me, who looked so like my mother, to be so unattractive.

Aside from the clothes that had been in the box, there was a photograph. At first, I didn’t even realize it was a photo. Folded in half at the bottom of a cheap jewelry box, it just looked to me like a piece of paper. If I hadn’t dropped the jewelry box, I probably would never have found it. In the photo, my mother was young and beautiful. She was smiling brightly at the camera with her arms wrapped around my five-year-old shoulders. On the back of the picture was an unfamiliar name and address. Since discovering it, I had looked at it so many times that I had memorized it: Young Kim, 12 Hanul-lee, Yangpyeong-gun, Kyonggido. If I hadn’t come across that photograph four days earlier, I probably would have never thought to check out that travel website.

I looked at the clock. It was time for me to go to the airport. My father was puttering in the garden. He was startled for a moment when he saw my outfit but didn’t say anything. The taxi stopped in front of the house. My dad helped me load my bags into the trunk.

“Don’t forget to turn off the main gas valve,” I told him. “When you lock the restaurant door, you have to give it a pull so it will lock completely. When you go to the bathroom in the middle of the night, please turn on the light in the hallway first, or you might fall down on the stairs like you did last night.”

My father stopped me and pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. “You wrote it all down for me already.”

“I’ll call you every day.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I’ll call.”

I got into the taxi. In the side mirror I could see my father standing there. I noticed that his shoulders were sloping. He stood that way until the taxi turned into an alley and out of sight. I tried not to get emotional but couldn’t stop the tears that welled up in my eyes.
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“Oh my God! This is so awesome! I can’t believe it!”

A few passengers on the other side of the aisle who were surprised by the noise looked at the girl next to me, but I wasn’t surprised. I could tell from the look on her face when she opened her present that she was going to scream. In her hands, she held Korean boy band, Big Bang’s goods, including two yellow crown shaped light sticks. She also took out a cushion with a picture of the Big Bang members’ faces printed on it and hugged it tightly. I stopped looking at her and focused on my breathing once more. For one of two reasons, I was having a hard time breathing—either my new underwear was too tight, or I was having a panic attack. As though she wanted to show off her new presents, the girl looked around the cabin and noticed me. I yielded to her tenacity and looked back at her. She pointed to the cushion and asked me in English, “Do you know what this is?”

Suppressing the urge to answer, “A cushion,” I instead responded, “Big Bang.”

“Oh my god! You know them? How? How do you know them?” she gushed.

I responded to her in Korean, saying, “I know Big Bang and Girl’s Generation, 2NE1, Exo, and Bangtan Boys.”

Her jaw dropped. “Awesome! Amazing! Your Korean is really good.”

Her name was Saehee, and she told me her job title was B.J. for something called a mukbang channel. She had been traveling in New York after receiving an invite to K Con and was now on her way back to Korea.  

I asked, “What’s mukbang and what’s a B.J.?”

“I eat all kinds of food in real time on an Internet TV channel. Then the viewers send me messages and shoot star balloons for me and stuff. B.J. stands for Broadcast Jockey.”

“I guess you must eat really strange stuff.”

“No, I eat the things that other people want to eat. Pizza, Raman noodles, hamburgers, chicken, Chinese food, Indian food, anything. I just have to eat it and enjoy it.”

“What are star balloons? How do people send balloons to you?”

“Star balloons are a kind of item on the Internet—one balloon costs one hundred won. My viewers buy them and send them to me as a gift. Then the balloons are converted back into money, and that becomes my income. Generally, I get tens or hundreds of them, but once I got as many as one hundred thousand.”

I did a quick mental calculation—since one hundred won is about ten cents, ten cents times one hundred thousand...wow! 

She smiled. “You understand?”

Definitely not, I thought to myself. “Sort of,” I said out loud. I looked at her lean body. I wanted to ask, “How do you stay so thin eating like that?” but, of course, I didn’t.

She asked me excitedly, “Who is your favorite Korean singer? Do you watch Korean dramas?”

As I was answering her questions, I suddenly noticed that I had no problem breathing.
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Chapter 3
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As soon as I had gotten my bags at the Incheon Airport, I headed for the CU convenience store to buy SIM card. I only found out then that I had to wait few hours after putting the SIM card in before I could use my phone. Mina and I had agreed to meet in front of AREX, but I didn’t see her anywhere. Realizing that I couldn’t call her right away, my heart started pounding once more. In order to focus my attention elsewhere, I walked quickly in a large circle around the center. I’ve heard that sometimes motion can control emotion. I was hoping that was true. I’m not sure how far I had walked when finally I heard a familiar voice. 

“Summer! Summer!” Mina was calling my name and running in my direction. Running, her limp became worse. We hugged, and she called my name once more. “Summer! I’m not dreaming right now, am I? I can’t believe you’re here!”

“Mina! I missed you!”

“I’m sorry I’m late. I was waiting at the AREX desk between Gates 8 and 9, not here. My goodness! You really came to Korea! For real!”

We embraced once more. I hadn’t seen her in two years, and she looked quite different. She had on full makeup and work clothes, and her hair was glossy and smooth. She exuded the essence of a polished, professional woman. 

I said to her in Korean, “Mina, Look at you, all stylish!”

She also started to speak in Korean. This was a sort of unwritten rule between us. “Just thick makeup and nice clothes—I’ve aged a lot. You see I have dark circles under my eyes now?” She was working for a Korean company and had often sent me texts grumbling about the amount of overtime she had to do at night. “Summer, I’m warning you, time goes ten times faster here. People run around like chickens with their heads cut off. It’s going to be hard for you to adjust. Oh my god! My friend Summer is here in Seoul, with me!”

“I’m here in Seoul with my friend Mina!”

Passersby looked at us and smiled at us as we continued to yell.

“Okay, we have a busy schedule,” Mina said cheerily. “First, we’re going to go to my house so you can unpack and then we’re going to go eat galbi. After that, we’ll go up Namsan Tower to check out the night view and have a glass of wine. No, maybe we should go to a night market first.”

“Hang on, Mina. I just got off of an eighteen-hour flight, okay? Let’s take things slowly.”

“Okay, okay. I got too excited,” she responded, laughing. 

It was reassuring to see that my friend had not changed. When I was with her, her seemingly endless supply of energy seemed to recharge my energy as well. 

I called my father on Mina’s cell phone. “It’s me, Summer. I’m here!”

“Good.”

“Everything okay with the restaurant?”

“It’s the same as always.”

“Charlie, come here! Quickly, please!” I heard Lindsay cry out. 

My father said in an urgent tone, “Summer, I’m a little busy right now, so I’m going to have to run.”

“Okay,” I said with disappointment. The phone beeped to indicate the call had ended. I looked at Mina.

“Is your dad pretty much the same?” she asked. I nodded in reply. She said cheerfully, “All right, it’s time to start Summer’s Adventure!”

Mina’s car had left the airport behind and was racing into the city. It was nine at night, but the streets were still lined with cars and the energy from the people, buildings, and neon signs along the road was palpable. 

“It’s not as hot as I thought it would be,” I said.

She laughed. “That’s because it’s nighttime. In the middle of the day, you feel like you’re melting into the asphalt.”

“So every once in a while you pop in somewhere where the air conditioning is on and become solid again?”

“Exactly!” She turned on the radio, and a 2NE1 song came on. 

I screamed. “I can’t believe it! A 2NE1 song is playing on the radio!”

Mina laughed loudly. “Of course, because you’re in Korea now!”

The car left downtown behind and entered a residential neighborhood where the houses were tightly clustered together. We barely parked the car in a narrow alley and went into a three-story red brick building. Mina’s place was on the third floor. Inside, the apartment was unadorned but warm and very Mina-esque with lights and scented candles here and there and framed pictures on the walls. I recognized a picture of Mina and myself that we had taken when we were fifteen years old in one of the frames and couldn’t help but smile. When I was fifteen, I met Mina. She was a clever young girl with metal braces on her legs and a thick accent who had just emigrated from Korea. She and I were soon inseparable. I have no doubt that without her and the Korean dramas that she introduced me to, it would have been impossible for me to survive the darkest period of my life. 

“It’s just a tiny matchbook of a house,” she said to me, “but it has everything it needs. The best part about this place is you can see the live cooking show that they do next door from my living room window. Come here. I can smell it now.” In the kitchen of the second floor a building over, I could see red broth with something white in it boiling in a small pot on the stove. Two hands appeared and cracked an egg over the pot. “It’s soft tofu stew. The smell is to die for,” Mina said.

She took me to the door in the corner of the living room.

“This is the bathroom,” she said.

“There’s no toilet paper in here!” a voice rang out.

“I didn’t realize you had a roommate,” I said, surprised.

“You’re just hearing the neighbors next door.” I looked at her, shocked. “If you want, we’re close enough that you can open the window and hand over some toilet paper,” she said with a wide smile. 

“So basically you’re living with your neighbors.”

“Of course. The word ‘detached’ doesn’t exist in the Seoul Dictionary.”

I sighed. “You know how much I love the word ‘detached,’ right?”

“I know! That’s why this is the perfect place for you!” she said, still smiling broadly.

In the room where I was staying, there was a bed, a dresser and a desk with a laptop. There were also a Seoul Metropolitan Subway map, travel brochures, and the like on the desk. “If you need anything else, you can take whatever you need from my room,” Mina said.

I was so grateful she was being such a gracious hostess. “Mina, you are too kind. You’re the best.”

She pouted. “Wouldn’t you expect as much from such a good friend? What do you mean I’m kind? I love you!” 

I hugged her. “I love you, too!”

Mina continued, a mischievous look appearing on her face. “I have almost everything you could need at my place, but the one thing you might be missing is...condoms. I don’t have any. If you need them, you can buy them at the twenty-four-hour convenience store next to the main entrance to the apartment.”

“Geez, Mina! Are you trying to destroy all of my romantic illusions about Korean convenience stores?”

“Convenience stores as romantic?”

“What I’m saying is in Korean romance dramas, convenience stores aren’t just places where you can get cup ramen or triangular kimbab right away. In dramas, they are where the main characters meet, reconcile, and the plot points become complicated or resolved. In Cheese in the Trap[iii], we even heard the classical piano solo being performed through a TV in a convenience store.”

She sighed. “I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed by the real Seoul since it’s not the same as the Seoul you see in dramas.”

“The disappointing Seoul will still be interesting to me.”

Her face brightened once more. “I like your attitude!”

“Mina, are you still living a man-less life?” I teased her.

“Well, to be precise, there are men but no sex.”

“Why is that?”

“I want to tell you all about the reason, in-depth!”

The fried chicken and draft beer that Mina couldn’t praise highly enough was delivered twenty minutes after we called and put in the order. The chicken was fantastic—the outside was crispy, seasoned perfectly and had the aroma of butter, and the inside was moist, and the batter was smooth. While we ate our chicken, we talked up a storm. Of course, for the most part, we talked about men. She told me that she was still waiting for a love that seemed like fate. She said that just casual dating for the sake of deriving physical pleasure was not what she was after. In a sulking voice, I said, “Fine, I’m just a hedonist.”

“Oh, Summer, you really are a hedonist, aren’t you? What was it you said last time?” she asked, laughing.

“What did I say?”

“That your whole life, you’d never experienced a real or...” she paused, the word unfinished and frozen on her lips.

“Real what?”

“O, R, G, A...”

“Organic?”

“S, M.”

“Orgasm?”

“Yes, that.”

I burst out laughing. “Mina, why is it so hard for you to say the word ‘orgasm’?’”

“I just don’t like the word,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “But don’t think that I’m super conservative when it comes to my sexuality. I just want to use a different word.”

“Fine. What’s your point?”

“That you’d never had. an or—let’s just call it ‘organic’—that you’d never experienced a real one before.”

I choked on my beer. “Did I really say that?”

“About a month ago you called me after you’d been drinking and told me that.”

“What I meant to say was that I truly cannot understand the kind of ‘organic’ that you see in the movies, with the couple rolling around on the ground or a table and moaning loudly like they’re on something. And I don’t think that all women go to bed with their boyfriends because they really want to.”

“I can’t believe it,” she said, wide-eyed. “Then why do you sleep with your boyfriends?”

“Because they’re my boyfriends. They all want sex, and well, I don’t dislike it.”

“Poor Summer, I don’t think you’ve really met the man for you yet.” She grabbed a few more unopened bottles of alcohol out of the refrigerator and before long I was sprawled out on the sofa and her on the living room floor. We were barely able to move our mouths.

“If you had seen a man by chance twice, but kept thinking about him, kept seeing him every time you closed your eyes, what would you do?” I mumbled.

Mina had closed her eyes, but opened her eyes with her fingers to look at me and sat up. “Why did you wait until now to bring up something so important? Who is this guy? When and where did you meet him?”

“I said ‘if.’”

“Are you kidding me?” she asked, chuckling. I couldn’t fool her—she had been my best friend for too long. I told her about my two short encounters with the man. She went into hyper drive immediately.

“Summer, I can’t believe it! You’re saying you fell for a real person, not someone on TV, right?” She suggested I do the following: first, after going back to America, ask the people who lived in my mother’s old house what the man had been trying to sell that day. She said that if he were an employee of the electric company or something he would be easy to find. Secondly, contact BTS’s production company to find out what they were shooting in the U.S. at that time since he could have been visiting my restaurant as a member of the film crew. 

“Mina, you’re amazing,” I told her. “I never would have thought of any of that.” But even as I said it, I knew that I wouldn’t do either of the things she suggested.

I had awakened before the sun was up. Somehow I had wound up lying on the sofa with a blanket covering me. For a moment, I lost touch with reality. I called my house. No one answered. I looked at the clock and calculated the time difference. It was just about time for the lunch business to be winding down. I called the restaurant and Lindsay answered.

“Lindsay, it’s Summer.”

“Haven’t you left yet?”

“Yes, I’m in Korea.”

“Good.” With the receiver still in hand, Lindsay yelled, “Charlie, it’s Summer! Answer the phone!”

I could hear my father’s voice from a distance, asking, “What’s wrong? Did something happen to Summer?” 

“How would I know? Come talk to her yourself.”

He paused for a moment. “Tell her to call tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“Just tell her that.”

Lindsay picked up the phone again. “He says to call tomorrow.” And with that, she plunked down the receiver. In any case, I knew that my father was okay. I went into the bedroom and got into an unfamiliar bed, put on an unfamiliar blanket, and stared at an unfamiliar ceiling. The alcohol was out of my system, so I worried that I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep. I sighed deeply, and when I reopened my eyes it was already morning.
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Chapter 4
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As soon as I opened my eyes in the morning, I called the restaurant. This time, it was my father who answered.

“Dad!”

“Hi, Summer.”

“I’m at Mina’s house. You know that, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you okay, Dad?”

“What could possibly be wrong with me?”

“There’s nothing new at the restaurant?”

“What could happen? Everything’s always the same.”

“No problems in the kitchen?”

“Well, we’re making do.”

I heard Lindsay’s voice coming through the receiver. “Is that Summer again? Why on earth does she keep calling?”

“It’s dinner time here, so it’s kind of crazy,” my father said.

“Oh, okay. You’re not using the snapper I put in the freezer again, are you?”

“Please, Summer. Stop worrying about the restaurant and have a good time. And you don’t have to call every day.”

“Okay,” I said with uncertainly.

I opened the bedroom window. The buildings that were so close to one another that I couldn’t see the horizon. I could hear the voices of people and the sounds of cars from the streets. It was certainly different than where I came from. All of a sudden, I was in a much better mood. I sent a text message to Maria.

Thank you, Maria. If it weren’t for you, I probably wouldn’t be looking out a window at the Seoul streets right now. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt like this—like something good was going to happen.

Mina was in the kitchen with rollers in her hair. She looked at me and screamed, “Summer Breeze! I can’t believe you’re in my house!”

“Let’s just say ‘good morning’ from now on, shall we?” I said calmly.

“Okay, good morning, Summer!”

“Good morning, Mina!” But we both screamed and hugged once more. 

“Summer,” she said, “are you really going to go to Hanulwon today? Wouldn’t it be better if you went on the Korean drama tour first and then went with me later?”

“For some reason, I feel impatient. I think I have to go there first and then I can relax and enjoy the tour.”

“What if you get lost?”

“I can speak Korean, I have a cell phone, and I’ve heard that Seoul’s Wi-Fi even works on the subway. If I get lost here, I’m really an idiot.”

“I looked it up on the Internet, and they make the traditional Korean paste, doenjang, out of fermented beans in Hanulwon. I think your grandparents and your mom probably lived in the area before that business was there.”

“Oh my god!” I held my head in my hands and plopped down in a chair. 

She asked me, surprised, “What’s wrong, Summer?”

“I never thought of anything like that! I saw a picture of the CEO of Hanulwon, Young Kim, on Google, but after that I kept wondering what kind of a relationship he and my mother had had. I’m really a pervert!”

“So judging by your dramatic life history, your imagination is more reliable.”

I snorted. “My life, dramatic? No way. I’d say my life is more like a monotonous documentary; even if stops rolling in the middle, no one’s disappointed.”

Mina locked eyes with me. Momentarily, I saw something like pity materialize on her face but it promptly disappeared. She said brightly, “You have come to the right place. There is no ‘monotonous’ in the Seoul Dictionary.”
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The head of the person in front of me was so close to my nose we were almost touching, but fortunately, it smelled like shampoo. I stood in the subway without needing to hold onto a railing, since it was so packed that people were leaning on one another for support. I had to get off at City Hall and transfer to another line. I stuck my neck out and squinted at the subway map that was posted on the wall of the car.

City hall...city hall...oh no! It’s this stop!

“I have to get off here!” was out of my mouth before I knew it, and I made eye contact with a man who had been standing next to me. He was a head taller than everyone else, and his head poked out above the crowd. He extended his arm and squeezed between people, saying, “Excuse me, I’m getting off.”

He went ahead of me, parting the crowd, and I was able to make it to the door by following him. The doors opened, and he got off first. But as soon as he had gotten off, he quickly got back into the car. The doors closed, and I looked at him through the car windows. He was gazing into the distance as though nothing had happened. I had thought he was getting off at City Hall like I was, and I was puzzled.

Later, when I told Mina about it, she said, “He’s a classic Tsundere.”

“A Tsun—what?”

“A Tsundere. It’s what we call a man who pretends not to care and acts cold but is actually kind in a way that’s not obvious.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.”

“Think of that drama—the male lead in Reply 1988​[iv]”

“Oh my god!” I screamed. I get it now. I totally get it! Now that you say that, the man in the subway looked like him!”

Getting to Hanulwon was not easy. If I had had a car, it would have taken a little over an hour from Mina’s house, but taking public transportation was quite a complicated process. I waited for the bus to Hanulwon at a stop near Yangpyeong Station. I had been waiting for about thirty minutes, but the bus I was waiting for had not appeared. A boy who appeared to be preschool age sat at a picnic table in front of a tiny story next to the bus stop and stared at me intently. A woman who seemed to be his mother came and sat down next to him and pointed at me. She said in Korean, “Go talk to that foreigner over there in English.” The little boy looked at his mother, stunned. She raised her voice. “You go to English academy every day! Get over there, or I won’t buy you ice cream.”

The boy blinked, but didn’t move. The woman started to yell at the child. I couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable. I went into the store and stood in front of the freezer with the ice cream in it. A moment later, the boy came up to me. He glanced at the ice cream, then at me, and then at the ice cream again. I asked him in English, “What is this?”

“Ice cream,” he answered with confidence.

“That’s right! Wow, you’re good.”

I pointed to a bus going by outside and asked him in English, “What’s that?”

The way he scrunched up his face with uncertainty was adorable. Finally, as though he had just remembered, he shouted, “Bus!” Then, he rolled his tongue up as tightly as he could and repeated, “Burs!” with what he seemed to consider authentic American pronunciation.

“That’s right, bus. You’re really smart, huh? Can I buy you an ice cream?” I asked him again in English.

He stared at me with a blank expression for a moment, then realizing what I had said, opened his eyes wide and yelled, “Yes, I can!”

The boy and I walked out of the store side by side, each holding an ice cream bar.

In the end, I took a taxi. For about fifteen minutes, we sped along a highway from which no dwellings could be seen. A shallow stream flowed next to a road that was just wide enough for one bus. It was a beautiful village, and I would have enjoyed relaxing and looking around had it not been for the taxi driver’s incessant questions. The taxi wound down the hilly road and I leaned forward in my seat and gazed out the window, stunned by the scenery. I felt as though I had taken a time machine and landed in the Korea of several hundred years ago. According to the taxi driver, the neighborhood that Hanulwon was in had been designated as a traditional village by the government, so developing the area was prohibited. I suppose this was why the houses were clustered as you would see in a history book, forming a little village.

The taxi stopped in front of a house with a long stone wall and a heavy wooden door. There was no sign that said Hanulwon, and it certainly didn’t look like a bean paste factory, but the taxi driver asserted with confidence that the address was correct. I had no choice but to get out of the taxi, which stirred up the dust and
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