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At dawn, after the rain stopped, the smell moved first.

Anchovies and kelp simmered into something warm and briny, and when that scent slipped out through the crack of the window, the wet asphalt caught it, spread it wide, and pushed it down the alley. The market was still dark. Even so, a metal shutter rolled up with a sharp clack, and from another shop a second sound—clack, clatter—answered. Morning came in by sound before it came in by light.

Haejin left the window half open and scraped the bottom of the pot once with the edge of her ladle. The sound of something stuck coming loose. If she didn’t hear it, it didn’t feel like the day’s broth had really started. A thin foam rose on the surface; when she lowered the flame just a little, it sank away.

She tied her apron strings twice. Once, then again.  

A loose knot made her fingers restless. Restlessness climbed into the knife; every lid went on a little crooked.

Thirty-one. It had been ten months since she’d come down from Seoul, where she’d been a reporter for Morning News 7. People at the entrance of the market called her small shop Lantern Noodles because the light here always stayed on late. Even after the streetlamps went out, this place kept its glow a while longer. Like it was holding someone in place, Auntie Mija often said.

On the wall hung a single frame: a bus ticket. The paper had faded and the corners were worn, but inside the glass it still held its shape. Haejin couldn’t bring herself to wipe it clean. She would start, then stop—afraid the letters would vanish, too.

On the back of the ticket, in pencil, a short sentence:

— Go on ahead.

Her phone rang. A Seoul number. Haejin didn’t answer. It rang six times and stopped. Then it rang again at once. On the screen: Producer Jeong. The same name as last week, and the week before.

“Ms. Moon Haejin,” Jeong had said in the messages he left, brisk as a deadline. “The Morning News 7 reporter position is open. Answer by Friday. Three-month contract. Weekend live broadcasts included.”

Just remembering that voice, Haejin turned the gas down a notch. The flame obeyed her fingers. A heart didn’t. A heart could stay long after the heat went out.

That was when another sound came from the front of the shop.

A hard heel pressing into wet ground. Tap, tap. And then, mixed in, a brief metal note—the thin squeak of a heel grazing the floor.

Haejin stopped and lifted her head.

Someone stood beyond the glass door, folding a black umbrella. Water shook free in thick drops. The man leaned the umbrella against the wall beside the shop and rubbed the toe of his shoe once. The squeak sharpened, clean and unmistakable.

The door opened. The little bell rang.

He stepped inside and dipped his head lightly. The camera bag slung over his shoulder was damp. His face carried a faint trace of salt, as if the sea wind had just brushed over him.

He raised his head.

“Haejin.”

Something inside Haejin dropped. The broth didn’t even drip from the ladle’s edge.

“...Junho?”

Park Junho. Thirty-two. A producer.

At nineteen, on the day Haejin had stood in the bus terminal clutching that ticket, Junho had written those words and gone up to Seoul first. Haejin had meant to follow two days later, and in those two days her father collapsed and went to the ER. On the phone that had been dead all night, missed calls had stacked up. Even after she saw them, she didn’t call back. Starting the next day, she couldn’t.

Junho looked slowly around the shop. His gaze stopped at the framed ticket. His eyes wavered.

Haejin hated that. With that one small tremor, the past came too close, too easily.

“This is... your place?”

“Yeah.”

“And it’s called Lantern Noodles.”

“Market people named it.”

Junho took a step forward, then stopped, as if careful not to cross a line.

“Do you have food?”

“Noodles.”

“Then... a bowl.”

Haejin didn’t answer. She turned and gathered the noodles. As they slipped into the boiling water, they loosened softly. Steam rose; Junho’s face blurred for a moment, then came back into focus.

In that moment, his shoe pressed the floor. Tap. That thin metal note again.

Haejin’s hand stiffened, strength locking into her fingertips.

Setting the bowl down, she said, “I’m charging you.”

Junho nodded.

“I know.”

He took one spoonful of broth and closed his eyes briefly. In the old days, It’s good would have come right away; now that short silence came first.

“The broth... it’s strong.”

“Out here, if it’s mild, no one can get through breakfast.”

Junho laughed, small and surprised, like the laugh had been sitting in him a long time.

“I’m producing a local program,” he said. “Sea and People. The East Sea regional station.”

Haejin kept sorting the noodles and didn’t respond. She hated the way anything that smelled of the station brought the old life back.

Junho added, “This week we’re filming a segment on a little station’s waiting room. Left-behind things. That kind of story.”

Haejin’s wrist went rigid. Steam skimmed the back of her hand.

“Why film the station?”

Junho lifted his water glass, then set it down. The water sat right at the rim. A drop slipped over and darkened the tabletop. He wiped it away with his palm.

“Last year, when I came down here... I saw that station once. It’s been stuck in my mind since then.”

Haejin didn’t ask more. If she asked, she’d have to hear the answer. If she heard it, her heart would move.

Junho left money on the counter and walked out. The bell rang again. The door closed, and the sound of his heels continued.

Tap, tap. The thin squeak.

Only after she listened until it ended did Haejin turn back toward the framed ticket. A faint film of steam clouded the glass, then disappeared.

—-
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For several days after Junho appeared again, Haejin opened the shop a little earlier.

She didn’t give herself a reason. If she gave herself a reason, her heart grew larger. She simmered the broth longer. The longer you simmered anchovies, the more sweetness rose. Haejin tasted it once. A very thin sweetness lingered at the tip of her tongue.

The market noticed quickly.

At the fish stall, Mija set down a tub of kimchi and said, “These days the noodle smell is different.”

“It’s the same.”

“No, it’s not. Your hands are busier.”

Haejin sliced danmuji, the knife striking the board in a steady rhythm. Listening to that rhythm, Mija asked lightly, “That man with the camera. Is he from here?”

“He’s just... someone I know.”

Mija smiled.

“People don’t say ‘someone I know’ like that.”

As she left, Mija tossed one last line over her shoulder.

“When the wind’s up, don’t let him go out to the breakwater. The waves here have no mercy. They won’t even give you back one shoe.”

The way she said it was too specific; Haejin paused. Mija spoke like someone who had lost something.

That afternoon, Junho came again. No umbrella, but the sea smell clung to the edge of his clothes.

“Filming again today?” Haejin asked.

Junho nodded.

“The harbor.”

“They say the wind’s strong.”

Junho shrugged.

“That’s the sea.”

Haejin hated that line. Like it made everything stop.

Junho asked her to pack gimbap. While she sliced and bagged it, he looked at the frame again.

“That... it’s still here.”

Haejin tied the bag shut and pressed the knot once more so it wouldn’t loosen. Without meaning to, her hand went to her apron strings. Already tied twice—still her fingers checked.

Junho started to leave, then stopped.

“Haejin.”

When she looked up, he swallowed whatever he’d meant to say. Instead he adjusted the strap of his bag, as if his body could move where his words wouldn’t.

That night, her phone rang again. Seoul. Haejin didn’t pick up. After the ringing stopped, a sound came from the entryway.

Tap, tap. Then that brief metal note.

Haejin put her hand on the doorknob, then froze. Cold metal stayed in her palm. A moment later, the footsteps receded.

Only after a long time did she open the door.

A small envelope hung from the knob. Inside was a business card from a shoe repair shop and a short note:

— Replace the heel. It’s too loud.

Haejin pressed the card hard into her palm. The paper clung briefly to her warm skin, then came away.

She set the envelope on the sink, crossed the floor, and opened
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