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            For Eric, always

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Let Us Part Like This

            
            On winter nights Koreans heard infant cries

            from distant wood owls. An abandoned newborn

            amidst black trees, unaware

            that it may be a bird. Allow us

            to be like that. Let us speak these words louder

            than pines cracking in the snow. Walk far from us.

            Mistake us for howling animals.

            That’s ten of them, that’s a hundred of them that we left

            behind. Maybe hundreds, maybe thousands.

            —Emily Jungmin Yoon
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            May 1980

         
         The night my mother and I were stolen, we’d been in an alley outside a go-go club in Gunsan. The air thick and gritty with
            cigarette smoke, studded with the scent of stale beer and dried squid. She’s sick. I need money, please. Umma gestured to me squatting by a slick sewer grate. I wore sneakers that had once been white. The cracked rubber base let
            in a wash of rainwater, my sockless feet puckered and raw. My laces, gray and frayed, but bowed. I pinched the skin above
            my ankle, hating her for using me. Hating that we needed it. If I pinched one hundred times without complaint, she would get
            enough money for a meal.
         

         
         I was up to eighty-seven when the police came. A net of curses, pelting, arms swatting arms. A rock I tried to slash across
            the men’s faces. Our wrists, grabbed tight behind our backs. In the paddy wagon, Umma screamed and screamed.
         

         
         Time passed in layers, until the moon slid along the porthole window, and I looked down. My yellow shirt was damp with sweat.
            Tears. The cotton clung to my ribs, revealing a river of bones.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2011

         
         It’s nearly noon, and I’m sweltering in bed when the doorbell rings. I twist to the window, a crowd of buildings, wind ruffling
            the Sincheon River, churning white peaks. The same image I’ve seen for years, and yet a foreboding pecks at me until I’m upright,
            thrashing in my sheets. I’m not expecting anyone.
         

         
         I peer through the peephole to a stranger’s bowed head. Tall and standing too close, blocking most of my vision. Yes? I ask, voice raised.
         

         
         You don’t know me. She keeps her head bent, so the words come out muffled. I was told to come here.

         
         I don’t want whatever you’re selling. I told the community center I’m not interested. I open the door a few centimeters, enough to yell straight into her face.
         

         
         Then, there—in her hands. A knife. She raises it between us, and fear hisses through me.

         
         Can I come in? A smile, glinting and harsh, all teeth.
         

         
         That matte blade—

         
         You recognize it, don’t you? she asks.
         

         
         I flatten myself against the frame, and she brushes past, slips off her heels, and lines them up at the entryway as if she
            were a summoned guest. This woman walks on, barefoot. The knife, held loose, absorbs the light as she passes my living room.
         

         
         Is there somewhere we can sit? She turns, the knife now an offering in her palm. Lusterless, that serrated edge like rotten teeth, that smooth black handle.
         

         
         I rub my ear. This knife from my youth, now here in my home? No. It is a trick, a coincidence. I shake the possibility from
            me, and yet I close the door and follow her in. The kitchen’s straight ahead.

         
         She surveys the scoured countertops, the kettle on the stove. By the window, a round table with two wooden seats, as if I’ve
            been waiting for her all these years. She pulls back a chair. Can I have some tea?

         
         We are moving too quickly. Here is this woman, thirtysomething, well-fed, tall, clearly a gyopo from America, though her Korean
            is nearly unaccented. A woman I’ve never seen before, yet a vibration bells through me.
         

         
         I need caffeine. She taps the knife’s handle. I don’t drink coffee.

         
         I rush to the cupboards, steady my hands against the knobs. Boil water, pull tins. Breathe through a new hurt in my ribs.
            I try to swipe glances at her face, quiet this rattling in my veins. She scans the room as she sits—a plastic bowl cupping
            pocked tangerines, yellow 개나리 blooms in a glass jar on the windowsill, bare white walls—markers of my paltry existence.
         

         
         You’re not scared, she says, and I can’t tell if it is a question.
         

         
         I know how to use that better than you. Unable to help myself, to resist claiming the knife as mine.
         

         
         She nods, and a smoky hope spreads through me. Is it her? I bring the kettle, two cups with built-in strainers, and the tins
            of tea over on a wooden tray.
         

         
         She sifts through pine, green, black, chrysanthemum. Her head bent, not meeting my gaze. She chooses black, I pluck pine needles, and we spoon leaves into our strainers, sink them into our cups. The stereo, I realize, has stopped. I had been listening to ocean sounds, but there’s a sticky silence now, though perhaps that’s the air, curdled with humidity. 

         
         She lays the knife between us. Well, do you recognize me? Rustles her shoulders and raises her neck, as if she’s been waiting for this moment to reveal herself. A full, slightly alien
            face, the skin too elastic, her cheekbones angled and pronounced, a voluptuous mouth. A straight nose with a raised tip, so
            her nostrils show, two dark circles.
         

         
         I suck in a breath, the hope a heaving in my chest now, grit on my teeth— I think you’re—

         
         My father died last week. I arrived here this morning from New York. She picks at her loose linen dress, the color of blood. I should be wearing black. Part of me is still in denial. She pulls the strainer from her mug and sets it straight on the tray. Tainted water seeps from tiny holes, flows around the
            tins, the kettle, into the whorled grain.
         

         
         She breaks, gasping. A metal watch slides down her wrist as she covers her face, and suddenly, I understand—the man who raised
            her, he is the reason why she’s here. The wrecked movement of her loose limbs. Her father is dead, and I don’t know what he’s told
            her; she doesn’t know I have imagined her all these years, I never thought I’d see her again.
         

         
         He used this knife for everything. Chamoes, boxes, protection, she says between bursts of air.
         

         
         The cords of the past ten minutes come together—this woman with her unformed grief, this watch, her news—and no, I’m not ready.
            I have some chamoes in my fridge, I say. As if the yellow striped fruit can dam whatever else she’s come to tell me.
         

         
         She rotates her wrist, the knife arcing between us. I imagine the blade slicing the skein that holds our world together, the
            green gush of the past pouring through, making a mess on my table.
         

         
         When I was young, I wanted him to get me one just like this, in miniature, so I could hold it in one hand. She laughs, a ragged bite. He taught me to use it when I turned fifteen. She presses the lever at the bottom of the hilt, and the blade folds at the joint, slotting into the handle. It’s yours now.

         
         You have the wrong person, I say, suddenly afraid.
         

         
         You know I don’t.

         
         She offers it to me. An unassuming, curved handle. As I take it, our fingers touch, and for a second, I can’t see her face.
            Only a white, edgeless fear.
         

         
         She grabs my wrist with her other hand. He gave me your name and address in his will. He wanted me to return this in exchange for the truth.

         
         I can’t move—can’t think, the surge inside me a physical crackling, scurrying acid in my throat—she is here, it has been so
            many years since I have held her, I want to ask for forgiveness, to run.
         

         
         She stares straight at me. Who are you, Oh Eunju?

         
          

         A sudden wash of memories, ones I’ve tried to cast far from myself for thirty years.

         
         I am on a peninsula, or, to be more precise, the southern half of a peninsula broken in two. But in my mind, I am the land
            itself. I watch the waves, and when the tides come near, I will them to retreat, retract into their uncontained bodies.
         

         
         My first mind doctor taught me this exercise, to construct a story where I am in control: Imagine a box you can shut. Imagine a house where you can close the doors.

         
         Instead, I imagine a wave I try to rule with my mind.

         
          

         So, she doesn’t know—who I am, how the past coils us together. Your name is Narae, I say.
         

         
         She falters, her grip on me loosening, elbow knocking into her mug. Damn. While she searches for a towel, I pocket the knife. The weight and feel of it a reassurance, a grounding.
         

         
         Narae wipes the spill dripping over the table’s ledge. Angular, impatient. Her father would have enrolled her in tae kwon
            do as a child, raised her in his rough way. I know how to use that better than you, I’d said. How stupid I was, forty-six years old with dulled instincts. A lone woman in Daegu.
         

         
         But Narae sits again, her hands fluttery without the knife, her name a red stone in my mouth.

         
          

         Last winter, I watched a woman in a purple-and-orange coat, startling against the New York palette of gray, tan, black. The
            sudden joy of such unexpected color. She stood at a sidewalk corner, her hand outstretched, cupping the sky that had started
            drifting snow. Seeing her, that unabashed softness, I’d yearned for Umma.
         

         
         I was in the United States for the first time. Wary of every strange man, the languages blaring around me on the streets.
            For two weeks, I stayed in Koreatown, a teeming strip on Thirty-Second Street with restaurants, noraebangs, billiards rooms,
            saunas.
         

         
         I had flown to the other side of the world because of a phone call. He had located me, and in my hope of finding Narae, I
            had come.
         

         
          

         She sits with the wet dishrag in her lap, her youth laid out on the table like an unfortunate hand of cards. She isn’t here
            for me, doesn’t see me. A heat flares in my throat. How I had searched for her on those city streets, every woman her, if
            only at a slant. I stand. Your father should have told you his own damn story. I wring the towel out in the sink.
         

         
         When I turn back, she’s still at the table, resting her pale forehead against the edge. Her voice is sinewy with strength.
            I’m not leaving until I know. I’ll stay here until I die.

         
         What dramatic grief. With her expensive shoes and coiffed hair. She is a woman who has grown up protected.

         
          

         Have you been sleeping? that first mind doctor once asked. I would have laughed if the question weren’t so stupid. The soaking fear, crawling up my
            ankles, calves, as if I’d stepped into an ocean storm. I couldn’t sleep, and when I could, the in-between was worse than any
            insomnia.
         

         
         가위눌림 haunt me. Every time, my eyes are open. I am screaming, I am silent. An invisible being, some ghost or specter, is pounding
            on my chest, blankets shifting. I’m caught in a vengeful, titan wing. Always, there is a figure in my periphery, but who he
            is changes. Sometimes, I want to explain to Narae, it is your father.
         

         
          

         Her body at a right angle, she stares at the floor. He didn’t tell me he was dying. He didn’t tell me anything.

         
         I take out a fresh mackerel. Heat up a pan with oil. Fry. Fold laundered dish towels. Wipe the refrigerator’s reflective surface.
            Stare at my wide-set cheeks, the lines funneling my mouth, my uneven eyes.
         

         
         All the work I’d done to keep myself protected was unmade last winter, when I saw him. He was dying, and he needed me to listen,
            he said.
         

         
         I bend over, my hands on my knees, my lungs too tight. I can’t see. The mackerel skeleton. His body so lean in the hospital
            bed. A ravaged man, so different from the one I once knew.
         

         
         Narae comes to me, in that unnerving linen dress. Her inexplicable, mutable face. Are you all right? Breathe with me.

         
         The truth, he wants me to tell her the truth about the Stone Home—

         
          

         False starts, tripping along the edge of my mind: I looked for you. You are a wave I cannot helm. To tell you is to reveal myself, harm you more than I already have. 

         
         Please. She tucks her head to her chest. Say something.

         
         Her words in my palm, tiny seeds.

         
         I speak. Our stories are different, Sangchul’s and mine, but I will try.

         
         A truth, as I remember it:

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
May–June 1980

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Eunju

         
         On that first morning, I woke to the sound of false bells cutting through my dreamless sleep. My face pressed against the
            stink of Umma’s armpit. On the thin mattress we shared, I tried to orient myself. We weren’t in the paddy wagon any longer,
            the policemen gone.
         

         
         “Get up.” Umma spoke, her voice tight and spiky. Her gaze mapping the three barred windows along the far wall. Thick iron,
            evenly spaced. Outside, a loudspeaker blared.
         

         
         “Where are we?” I raised myself onto my elbows. A room of girls rousing, pushing up from their cots like sprouts. I was used
            to moving often, waking without recognizing my surroundings. This felt different, the air too clean, antiseptic, and vinegary.
            Someone unlocked the single door penning us in—a hefty halmoni who thumped her chest with a fist and hacked. “Are we in jail?”
         

         
         “I don’t know, Eunju. Help me fold.” Umma gestured to a round-faced girl at the cot beside us, who tucked her blanket. We
            lifted our mattress, and the metal latticing squeaked.
         

         
         A bony woman by the door narrowed her eyes. With an unforgiving face crowded by small, square teeth, she looked like the type
            who relished others’ miseries, as tart and hard as an unpickled maesil. “Who are these new vagrants, Halmoni?”
         

         
         I searched for a rock, anything to throw at this ajumma. “Who’re you to—”

         
         “Shut your mouth. She’s coming,” Umma hissed.

         
         Halmoni stopped before us. She had mild eyes and kind, lined cheeks, but a bulge protruded from her throat, erasing any symmetry
            as it pushed against the collar of her shirt. “Welcome to the Stone Home. I’m in charge of the women, and you’re lucky for
            that.” She pointed to a set of folded clothes at the foot of the cot. A gray pullover and sweatpants. “Strip down. Bring those
            with you, and your shoes. Child, you get the set from the next cot over.” She coughed, and the bulge in her neck leered back
            at me. “What’re you staring at? You speak?”
         

         
         I nodded.

         
         “Is she dumb?” Halmoni asked. “What’re your names?”

         
         A hot flash of heat tore down my throat. “Tell us where we are,” I said.

         
         She smacked me, right across the cheek. “There’s no back talk here.”

         
         “My name is Oh Kyungoh.” Umma stepped forward. “This is my daughter, Eunju.”

         
         “In here you call me Halmoni.” She touched the edge of our sloppily made bed. “Don’t make us late for Washup.”

         
         Everyone besides Halmoni was pulling off their pajamas—plain white shirts and pale purple pants. Naked with the sweatsuit
            in their arms, they lined up by the door. The bony woman first. The round-faced one next. She seemed to be the youngest, no
            older than ten, and her blunt bob swung across her cheeks as she smiled. Was this a nunnery?
         

         
         Halmoni sucked her teeth at us. “Now, before I strip you myself.”

         
         Umma stared straight at her as she pulled off her cotton shirt and brassiere. Her orange flower-print miniskirt. A bruise she had hidden from me spanned the space between her shoulder blades. 

         
         I undressed quickly, shucking my jeans and yellow shirt, and caught the gaze of a thin, lanky girl who nodded once before
            twisting away. The others stared as we approached, whispering among themselves. I imagined them parceling us into stories,
            injuries, potential past lives. A tall, broad girl who looked like she had eaten meat her whole life turned to me, and another
            unnie swiveled her head, as if a string connected their movements. “I’m Kim Bora,” the broad girl said. Everything about her
            was bulky and soft. Her breasts flopped as she hunched closer, her nipples as round and light as dalgona ppopgi candy. “How
            old are you?”
         

         
         “Fifteen,” I said.

         
         “You’re small.” She sniffed.

         
         I squared my shoulders then remembered we were naked, my flat chest. “Better to be small than as wide as a bull.”

         
         “Careful.” The other unnie leaned to me, breaking the line. A white, shiny scar worked a gap through her right eyebrow. She
            was slight like me, but muscled. “We’re both sixteen.”
         

         
         “What does that matter?” I asked, refusing the polite form.

         
         Umma stepped between us, all fluid body and bared smile. “The line’s moving.”

         
         “No respect.” Bora sucked her teeth. “Half-breed dust.”

         
         Umma held on to my neck, as if I were a pup, until I unclenched. “Not now.”

         
         She could pretend to be so mild, my ferocious mother. She fluctuated between extremes, a valve pressed by circumstance, switching from one person into another. Maybe it was the two sides of her, jolting from the Korean to the American, uncomfortable on either side of the divide. Umma, who kept her nails clean by running them along her teeth. She had a slim, subtle nose, with hair and eyes a shade lighter than mine. High cheekbones; a lush, round forehead; and dimples that made you feel like she was considering you fully, and what she saw was good. Even the asymmetry of her creased right eye and creaseless left was somehow charming. But it was obvious she wasn’t wholly Korean, and others twisted all I thought was beautiful into something ugly, dirty, and full of shame. 

         
         We entered a large bathroom, as nice as any jjimjilbang we’d gone to when Umma had extra money. Halmoni clapped, and the others
            set their clothes along a bench by the door. Squat toilets to the left, sinks on the right, a tiled sunken area ahead, where
            showerheads jutted from the walls.
         

         
         When Umma lingered outside bars eyeing men, she wore her nice dress, a dark flowered cotton whose seams showed only in fluorescent
            light. “It doesn’t matter once one of you is naked,” she’d say. Then she’d touch the crown of my head. “Not for you to worry
            about, anyway.”
         

         
         I thought that meant I was ugly, even though I saw myself in the mirror. In Umma’s womb, she had given me her features, erasing
            the father I had never known, yet my small self had rebelled, my nose and chin cutting into sharper relief.
         

         
         “What’re you looking at?” Bora caught my gaze in the glass as she squatted over one of the open toilets, a stream of piss
            coming out of her.
         

         
         “Eunju, showers.” Umma beckoned. “We’ll get clean, and we’ll figure out what’s happening here. We didn’t do anything wrong.”

         
         “Five minutes!” Halmoni yelled.

         
         I let the water stream over my face, hot and pulsing. Rubbed my arms until gray balls of dead skin formed. Dirt rivuleted down my legs and across the floor, to the drain in the center. My shoulders loosened. I caught stray lice in my hair, popped their hard bodies between my fingers, relishing the smear of creamy white guts. We would walk away clean, scrubbed fresh, and maybe that was worth the temporary unknowing. Beside me, Umma seamed her lips as she washed the reek from between her legs. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Sangchul

         
         Sangchul and his older brother were rambling out of their neighborhood mart on a winter afternoon when a cop seized them by
            their collars. Four months before their paths would twine with Eunju’s, on a day heavy with January cold, Sangchul twisted
            out of the man’s grip and ran around the corner. But Youngchul didn’t fight hard enough, his resolve splintering as the cop
            pinned him to the wall.
         

         
         They were only ten minutes from home. Turn left at the apartment building with the glass doors, right at the elementary school,
            walk down a narrow alley—and they would have arrived at the house their grandfather had built after the war, where he and
            their grandmother and their parents waited. Sangchul peered around the corner of that apartment building, willing his hyung
            to run, when he noticed a second policeman step out of a paddy wagon parked on the side of the road. This cop’s gait—callow,
            commanding—made him shudder. Their grandfather had warned them to cut their hair, remain unseen, cops were hunting for protestors,
            any excuse, and yet Sangchul believed his hyung would be let off with a cuff across the head.
         

         
         Youngchul wriggled. “I didn’t do anything!”

         
         “You’re a thief, a good-for-nothing shit.” The first cop shoved as the second one pulled Youngchul’s pants down. His underwear. Sangchul watched, uncomprehending, as they flicked on a lighter and raised the blue-white glow between his brother’s legs. The burning scent of fear and hair, the flame skipping up from its metal case. 

         
         Sangchul ran to them, yelling, to let his brother go.

         
         They were shoved into the paddy wagon, belted, and handcuffed to the wall. Two others were already caged. One looked young
            and lost, flushed and reeking of soju. He cried openly, head tilted to the door, the wedge of sunlight thinning as the men
            locked them in. “My nuna is looking for me, my cousins tricked me, I’ve never drank before,” he repeated, a prayer with no
            end. The other seemed older. He stank too, of dirt and the body, unwashed parts. His hair so oily it shined in the dark.
         

         
         Watching those two, Sangchul noticed the monstrous feeling inside him begin to pale, fading to a clean blue. The sky. His
            shirt. He nudged hyung, not meeting his gaze. Sangchul could still see the flame, his brother’s pale, hairy scrotum. “That
            one’s drunk, and that one’s homeless. We’re not like them.”
         

         
         Youngchul, just as mottled and sweating, nodded. “We’ll get Appa to come down to the station.”

         
         Sangchul lined his spine to the wall, relieved. His hands, cuffed above his head, were tingling. “We’ll be home by evening?”

         
         “We’re in school, we’re good kids,” Youngchul reassured.

         
         “Appa’s going to give us such a beating.” Sangchul practiced how he’d relay the story to his friends. The day they were mistaken
            for petty homeless thieves. How he had disappointed his father again, bringing hyung down with him. “We’ll be okay?”
         

         
         “I’ll make this right.” Youngchul gazed at the floor, the scurrying light.

         
          

         How little they had understood of the world. Hours later, the paddy wagon hurtled through iron gates to the mouth of a colossal building—The Stone Home chiseled into the granite entrance. Disorientation rang through them. Where home was, where they were. In the cafeteria,
            Jae, a boy with eyes that sloped at the corners, leaned over. “We’ll be in Cow’s workshop together.”
         

         
         “Workshop?” Youngchul asked. He didn’t touch his dinner, as if refusal would lead to change.

         
         Jae gestured at the older hyungs with white bats. “Mosquito leads Leathers Workshop, Cow and Crow split Fishhooks, and they’re
            looking for a new Keeper for Shirts.” He ticked his head, determining their intelligence. “Nicknames, used among us, you got
            that? We address them as ‘Keepers’ to their faces, unless you want to be taken to the closet.”
         

         
         “Why two in Fishhooks?” Youngchul bunched his hands. “What about school?”

         
         Jae shrugged. “Warden decides.”

         
         “How do we get out? Where are we?” Sangchul demanded, eyeing the locked doors, the barred windows, the white bats. If only
            they knew the town, the closest landmark, he could orient himself, puzzle out a plan.
         

         
         Jae pointed at the two men surveying the crowd. “They say we’ll be reformed in a year or two, if we work hard.”

         
         Another boy shook his head. “I heard we’ll be transferred to an adult institution when we turn seventeen.” Warning seeded
            his voice. “Of course, there’s the other option.”
         

         
         “What’s that?” Sangchul asked, dizzy with panic, the path to home disbanding with each rumor.

         
         Jae sucked his teeth. “You can become one of them—a Keeper.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Eunju

         
         Halmoni, who had soaped the growth on her neck like a tender child, led us out of the bathroom and down to the ground floor.
            As everyone slung on shoes, I scanned the windows that flanked a double-wide entrance, the night before returning to me, split
            by shadows and silence. Shoved into the back of a paddy wagon. Woken by the metallic grind of the engine shutting off. Pushed
            up a path by police. A coldness whistling down my spine, even in my half-sleep state. If they touched me, I’d thought, I would
            plunge a rock into their stomachs, their eyes. A shadowed man had led us past a building that smelled of wet stone from the
            evening rain, a flashlight bobbing, and we’d followed to the mouth of a smaller building. We were given tea. A bed. A sleep
            that felt bottomless.
         

         
         I blinked in the morning light. This was the ground floor of that smaller building. I glanced at Umma behind me, uncertain
            if I should be afraid—we’d heard of military men with tear gas and batons, children disappeared in the night, but she was
            right. We hadn’t done anything wrong.
         

         
         “He’s coming.” Halmoni motioned us into a line as a man unlocked the doors from the outside. He stopped with his arms behind his back, a baton just visible. Tall, with features that seemed too large for the strictures of his face, as if the skin had shrunk around his skull. “Teacher,” Halmoni greeted. “The two new ones are in the back.” 

         
         Umma held on to my shirt when he didn’t acknowledge us, instead announcing, “Service,” and leading us out. Teacher looked
            younger than an authority should, not yet forty.
         

         
         Beneath a bright sky, a dirt path led to an imperious three-storied building made of smooth gray stone, modern with a flat
            roof. Rows of windows, like a school, though these were barred too. Fear gripped my throat. It was too quiet, without any
            marking of others beyond.
         

         
         “The wall,” Umma said under her breath. A shiver ran through me. At the edges of my vision was a high barricade of stacked
            stones. Gray, beige, jagged with crevices. The top sparked in the sun, crusted with broken glass. Flickering shards.
         

         
         Teacher unlocked a metal door at the back of the large building. A ring of keys attached to his belt clicked together, sounding
            like a mouthful of teeth. I didn’t understand. This was a school or a prison or someplace else entirely. Inside, Halmoni led
            the women through another entry on the left, and they followed with sloped shoulders, their ease from the bathroom swept away.
            Umma released my shirt, stopped beside Teacher. “Excuse me.” She smiled with her lips closed, chin tucked. “My daughter and
            I were mistaken for others last night. We’re law-abiding citizens from a good home. My husband must be worried.”
         

         
         Teacher examined Umma, all her washed and dressed softness. Some men loved her for her strangeness, and they disgusted me
            most, how they saw her features as parts to overcome. My fingers twitched, Teacher parted his lips. A glimpse of pink tongue.
            “Go on, children can’t miss their prayers.” He spoke without looking at me.
         

         
         “I’ll be all right,” Umma said.

         
         I walked away slowly. That man, he smelled of damp musk and sour sweat, wood chips burned to ash, like an animal barely reined.

         
          

         At the center of the room I entered alone, a cross hung, stamped with the body of Jesus. Boys kneeled in rows, split by an
            aisle. They wore the same sweatsuits as us, a mass of gray, like the students I used to watch run around the dirt fields in
            their gated schools. I slid into the last row on the right, among the girls, and the muscles in my neck loosened. We were
            in a church, then.
         

         
         The floor was cold and hard, without padding for our knees. A man sat onstage, obscured by a podium. A priest. I had been
            in a church before, a requirement to attend service before we were offered meals alongside other unwanted mothers with children.
            I had enjoyed the music, the calm. The gospel stories with their clean grace. Umma sidled into the row after me, a sweep of
            hair behind her ear. Her face flat, without a hint of what Teacher might have said.
         

         
         The priest swept open his arms. He was older, maybe in his fifties, with a shining, bald dome, a crusty ring of hair. Bushy
            brows atop indistinct features, encased in a flabby face, jowled and worn. He looked ordinary. “Good morning, my children.”
         

         
         “Good morning, Warden,” the room shouted.

         
         “Yesterday, we saw many of you on the Presentations line, and do you know what I felt above all? Not regret or apology or
            redemption, but a rotten, evil stubbornness in your souls.”
         

         
         As he continued, Teacher stalked the perimeter, straightened slumped stances.

         
         “We are more than a mere reformatory center,” Warden bellowed. “Teacher and I have created this home for your wayward, vagrant
            hearts, to lift you to your greatest potential.”
         

         
         “Yes, Warden,” the room chanted.

         
         “You question why the world has forsaken you without considering your faults.”

         
         Beside me, Umma tried to keep herself expressionless. I understood the pinch between her brows though. The shape and color
            of those words. Red and barbed and hollow-cased. This was a man who would not keep us safe. His tongue too used to blame.
         

         
         A chorus of amens followed him out of the room at the end, and Teacher called us to rise. The girl beside me jerked my arm.
            She was all thin wrists, thin face, thin lips, the one who had nodded at me earlier that morning. “Not us. The boys run outside.
            We cook in Little House. Eunju, right? We’re the same zodiac animal.” She spoke in a warm whisper, as if we were already friends,
            her voice low and crackly, pleasantly deep. “Born in 1965? I’m Ahn Mina.”
         

         
         Halmoni shushed her as the boys exited line by line. They ranged in age, the youngest looking no more than ten, though there
            were some oppas too, who carried white bats. Only when they were gone did Teacher acknowledge us: “Little House rise.”
         

         
          

         The girls eased into themselves, clarifying like shined glass, once Teacher locked us back inside Little House. Not even Halmoni
            seemed to have a key to let us out. We were captives, and yet they unwound, breathed easier. I waited for them to explain
            the workings of this place, who these men were, why we were kept enclosed, to reveal a plan for escape, but Halmoni palmed
            the window and took off her shoes, as if we belonged. “Let’s get started, then.”
         

         
         “That’s the boys’ entrance to the cafeteria.” Mina pointed to a set of double doors, then twirled her finger around the corner.
            “We go through the side, into the kitchen.”
         

         
         We walked past a bathroom, a supply closet, the stairs we had come down that morning, Mina whispering details into my ear, through a door Teacher had unlocked before leaving. A burst of sound as we crossed that threshold into an expansive kitchen. Even the youngest one, the round-faced girl they called Nabi, knew what to do. The bony ajumma with the unforgiving teeth headed to the burners, yelling, “I’ll start the jjigae.” 

         
         “That’s Ajumma Lee.” Mina smirked. “She thinks she’s the leader, second to Halmoni. Tiresome and mean and the best cook, so
            you don’t want to cross her.”
         

         
         By a row of hooks, Bora and the brow-scarred unnie, named Areum, tied on aprons, moaning about how hungry they were. Bora
            sucked her teeth as we neared. “Get the rice, Mina. You’re not her mother.” Mina sighed exaggeratedly, but she walked away,
            mouthing to me: More, later.

         
         Halmoni steered Umma and me to the hooks next, where she pulled pale purple aprons over our heads, as if it were natural for
            us to join them. “Food pantry to the left, prep counters in the center, sinks and stoves straight back. You see, there?” We
            rounded a corner of stacked trays, and the wall disappeared, replaced by a counter that surveyed a cafeteria. Umma and I shared
            a glance. No windows, no exits, Little House tightly sealed. “We serve the boys, then seat ourselves.” Halmoni pointed to
            a clackety-looking beaded curtain. “In and out through there, as needed.”
         

         
         A sharp pain ran through my stomach as Halmoni brought us to Ajumma Lee at the gas stoves, where a vat bubbled already, erupting
            with the comforting funk of doenjang-jjigae. Slowly, I noticed the plenty, boxes of dried anchovies, sacks of mixed grains,
            mounds of garlic. Dirt-encrusted carrots and heaps of spinach in the sink.
         

         
         “You know how to cut fish?” Ajumma Lee asked.

         
         Umma nodded, as if she were a housewife, and followed her to a fridge.

         
         “Help Mina prepare the mixed rice,” Halmoni said to me. “We don’t trail our mothers here.”

         
         I found Mina sifting a large spoon into an even larger drum. My mouth pooled with saliva as I watched the swirling starch, the grains below. “That’s a lot of food.” 

         
         “You think this is enough to feed all seventy of us?” She pushed with both hands. “The boys get bigger portions, and the Keepers
            get double.”
         

         
         “Why don’t you cook more?” There were sacks in the corner by the pantry, more food than I had seen in a long time.

         
         “Watery rice, thin soup.” Mina sang into a song, ignoring me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Sangchul

         
         In his first weeks at the Home, before his mind, hollowed by hunger and exhaustion, stopped seeking rescue, Sangchul could
            think only of the past. As they prayed and ran and worked, a memory rose, unbidden: Youngchul at eight years old, reciting
            an essay. Their mother’s silence, their father’s grunt. Still, Sangchul could feel their pride for their elder son. It was
            like a current, electric, invisible, too complicated for him to define. It was in the sheen of their father’s gaze, the new
            notebooks that appeared on hyung’s desk the next week, the talk of college that slipped into their conversations a few years
            later. Their parents mused about his future, Youngchul as a scholar. Even as Sangchul broadened into the stronger son, he
            never felt that current aimed in his direction, never felt its light.
         

         
         Late at night in his cot, surrounded by the noise of sleeping boys, as denial ran strong through him, Sangchul couldn’t shake
            it—Youngchul’s neat mouth as he recited, that straight spine, his confidence. How hyung had dragged them here, surrendering
            to the cops so easily, his words in the end useless.
         

         
          

         Now Sangchul ran around the dirt path in the early-May brisk air, the same loop for half an hour, surveyed by Keepers as if they were beasts. Resentment swelled in him as Youngchul exchanged greetings with the other runners. Beside them, Taeho, the youngest of their group, hailed everyone with his usual cheer. 

         
         Sangchul sighed at the droning rhythm of their days, four months ticking by with the weather their only marker. Though Morning
            Run was their time to trade secrets with those outside their groups, to consider escape, they were careful. From his office
            on the third floor of Big House, Warden kept watch, and unlike Teacher, he never had to make himself small. His presence a
            constant reminder: outside the wall were the cops willing to bring them right back. Inside was the threat of isolation in
            Chapel, a room that was more effective than the wall that surrounded them, where boys returned with Warden as their savior—and
            the fear deeper within themselves that they really were unwanted.
         

         
         With a low whistle, Youngchul led them to the other side of the path as they ran past Rat’s Keeper post. They had come together
            in the same paddy wagon: Youngchul, Sangchul, drunken Taeho, and oily-haired Rat, before he had flipped into a Keeper as soon
            as he turned seventeen. Now he oversaw Shirts Workshop. Rat had broken the thread tying them together, and for that, they
            hated him.
         

         
         Rat jogged up to them anyway, smacked Sangchul across the head. “Pick up your feet, slug.”

         
         Youngchul nudged Taeho, and they detached, ran faster. Their protocol: to detract attention and keep themselves safe. Alone,
            Sangchul let his head judder the way Rat wanted, though it coiled inside him, all he wanted to do, his palms slick and hot
            with want.
         

         
         “Your mother disown you after seeing that shit stain, #27?” Rat pulled Sangchul’s collar, revealing his birthmark. Snickered.
            Still, Rat didn’t strike as hard as some of the others, a thorn rather than a hammer. He boxed Sangchul’s ear and pushed him
            away.
         

         
         “If I got Rat alone,” Sangchul panted as he rejoined his group, “I’d pack his face in.”

         
         “Not worth the aggravation, all right?” Youngchul bumped his elbow.

         
         “I’m fine.” Sangchul shrugged off hyung, picked up the pace so they’d have to quicken their strides. The insult of being called
            by his number lightened only by the nickname he rolled around in his mouth: Rat, that oily-haired stink, unkempt traitor.
         

         
         Jae caught up with them at the next bend. Though he was the fourth in their Fishhooks group, he floated during the runs. Their
            intel gatherer, the perceptive one who served as a counterweight to Taeho’s guileless fumbling. Jae, with his pleasing face,
            eyes that tugged at the corners, casting him with a shine of sweetness, hiding his true discernment. “New additions came last
            night, a mother and daughter,” he said.
         

         
         The loudspeaker buzzed, and Mosquito, the Head Keeper, corralled them from his post closest to Little House. “Head count!”

         
         “I heard the new ajumma’s a mixed-blood,” Crow said, his squawky voice easily overheard as the groups made their way to their
            lines.
         

         
         “If only Warden let us patrol the women,” Mosquito said with a smirk.

         
         Cow gave a crooked grin. “I’d have lots of things I’d want to do to them.”

         
         Rat snorted. “Right. You can barely manage your group, idiot.”

         
         “I wonder where they got picked up,” Taeho said as Youngchul steered them to their Keeper, Cow. Their group was always last,
            Cow mumbling in a dejected way as they waited to enter Little House.
         

         
         Jae spoke. “There’s something wild about the girl.”

         
         “How do you know?” Sangchul asked.

         
         Jae tilted his head, and Sangchul was once again disarmed by how shadowy he made himself, easily floating out of the mind’s
            eye, yet absorbing everything. “They were at Service this morning.”
         

         
         Cow rapped his bat as they entered the cafeteria. “Shut up, you idiots.”

         
         When they reached the serving line, Sangchul searched for them, like everybody else. Halmoni with her goiter kindness. Bora
            and her jeering confidence. Areum, with her chiseled stare and scarred brow. Young Nabi, cheery-faced. Mina, who Youngchul
            glanced at too often, her thin wrists a match for his own. Then there, beside her, the new girl. Jae was right, of course.
            She had a feral air, all eyes and hungry mouth. She looked Korean, no glimpse of foreign blood in her. Sangchul searched for
            her mother. She must have been in the kitchen with Ajumma Lee, beyond the wood-beaded curtain they weren’t allowed past.
         

         
         The new girl. They would call her that among themselves until her name was revealed. Warden never branded them with numbers. Halmoni saw
            to that. At night, when Sangchul couldn’t sleep, he ran through their names like a prayer.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Eunju

         
         The boys arrived sweating, veiny, and foul, through the double doors at the back of the cafeteria, framed photographs of Park
            Chung-hee and Chun Doo-hwan above their heads. A dictator who had called himself president, and then was killed. A man everyone
            said led our country now. I shivered beneath their gazes. They looked ordinary too. In silent lines, organized by some system
            I didn’t comprehend, each boy picked up a tray and utensils. We served mixed rice, banchan, soup. When one boy stumbled, Mina
            grabbed a fistful of rice from his bowl and stuffed it into her pocket. She was right. The amount we made for breakfast wasn’t
            enough.
         

         
         Their faces seeped into my mind like tea coloring water. A boy with a shaved head wiped his wet eyes. Another cracked his
            joints, sharp pops gouging the silence. An oily-haired oppa with a white bat grinned with a glint that made me want to kick
            him between his legs. The space swarmed, too many bodies wedged together at long tables, a rotten sadness oozing between them.
         

         
         “You may eat,” Warden said from beneath the dead dictator. Teacher, who was taller but hunched, squinched his eyes, looking
            prickly in his own body.
         

         
         Umma and I received our food last. A shallow bowl of doenjang-jjigae with one tofu slice each. The hardened rice from the
            bottom of the pot.
         

         
         Mina whispered as soon as I sat down, all jittery energy and crackly voice, “You see those oppas? Mosquito, with the strong nose, is Head Keeper. Rat’s the one with the greasy hair, given that nickname because he hoards food during meals. He’s the newest Keeper, and he’s closest with Crow, the muscled one. Wait until you hear his voice. The last one’s Cow, with the big eyes and chin dimple.” 

         
         “Which group are we part of?”

         
         Mina shoved braised tofu into her mouth. “We stay in the kitchen. Though Cow only has four boys now in his Workshop. A few
            were aged out last month, you know? Sometimes Teacher recruits us if production slows.”
         

         
         I stared at the oppa she called Mosquito: sharp nose and eyes, a white bat tucked into the back belt loop of his pants. His
            boots, laced to the ankles, shined. He looked unassuming enough. “How’d Mosquito get his nickname?”
         

         
         “He’s always buzzing in Teacher’s ear, making sure he’s the favorite.” She picked a doraji strand from her banchan plate,
            grasping the question on my face. “Keepers are the only ones who get those bats. New boots, a watch too. The best of them
            becomes Head, and I heard he gets his own room.”
         

         
         “Is Bora going to be a Keeper?” I asked, low enough not to be overheard.

         
         She laughed. “Halmoni’s our only one. She holds all our secrets for us. That’s why her tumor’s so big.”

         
         I held the nooroongji in my mouth, the toasted flavor of scorched grains. The food, the showers, the new clothes, the warmth
            of the kitchen, they weren’t enough to keep us here. Umma and I would leave this reformatory center. We didn’t need their
            help.
         

         
         A crash. At the far side of the cafeteria, a boy struggled on the floor.

         
         “What happened to him?” I asked.

         
         Mina jabbed acorn jelly with her chopstick. “Chapel. You don’t want to end up there.”

         
         I thought of the morning’s gospel, Warden’s loud voice and blameful speech. I tried to yoke together everything she told me,
            but questions scurried through my mind. “What’s Chapel? What happens to the others, the ones that don’t become Keepers?”
         

         
         “You’ll figure it out,” Bora said between slurps. “Enough guiding, Mina. Didn’t you hear what I said this morning?”

         
         Mina sipped water, shrugged. “Fine, unnie.”

         
         I ignored Bora, and Mina too. We didn’t need them. The tofu slice disintegrated on my tongue, and I wished I had another.
            Most of the boys had finished eating, some scraped at the sides of their metal bowls, twisting to look at us, their hunger
            keen. Their faces dry and flaky. A glimpse of green beneath a stray sleeve. A bandaged arm. At the far end of the room, a
            different boy with purple darkening his cheeks.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Sangchul

         
         Sangchul heeled the nearly dead grass and tried not to touch the back of his neck, where the skin had blistered. It was eight
            in the morning, and the sun stung already. All week, Teacher told the Fishhooks boys they were lucky to be outside, chopping
            wood for hours. Now they had to haul the stacks across the property, and this was supposed to be better than Workshops.
         

         
         “At least we’re exempt from Presentations.” Youngchul lifted his face to the light.

         
         “Sure, hyung,” Sangchul managed. So they wouldn’t be on the daily lashing line if they didn’t make quota. A minor reprieve
            for sun rashes and scraped hands. His muscles shook as if he were swimming in bone marrow soup. He knew Youngchul must have
            felt even worse. Yet he joked with Jae and Taeho about Cow’s noxious farts, boosting their spirits. Sangchul sucked his teeth.
            What they should have been doing was strategizing: Youngchul would turn seventeen at the end of June. Less than two months,
            and the path forward remained hazy.
         

         
         As Teacher headed to the front gates, Cow and Crow divided the field. Their group had only four boys to Crow’s six, but they
            would be responsible for the same loads. “We’ll be at the trucks timing you.” Crow pointed to his watch.
         

         
         “You’ll have to work faster to catch up,” Cow said.

         
         Crow slung an arm around Cow’s shoulders, his muscled weight toppling his slighter partner. “That’s right, now let’s go.” He jeered about the new additions as they left, wondering if anyone had seen the mother, if she was pretty or strange or both. 

         
         Jae and Sangchul hefted five logs each, moving slowly to give the others time. Jae was sinewy, sturdy like Sangchul, while
            Taeho was scrawny, not grown into himself, and Youngchul, well, athletics didn’t suit him. Cutting through the heart of the
            field, the dirt path and trees, they rounded Big House to the front. Despite the weight, Sangchul jolted at the view. Two
            trucks, parked at the mouth of a paved road that curved downhill. The glass-topped wall. Beyond, the swaying gold-green barley.
         

         
         Teacher sat to the side, reading a newspaper. His spring-loaded baton flat across his lap. Rumor had it Teacher had stolen
            the baton from a Japanese officer as a youth, though no one dared ask if that was true. Cow whistled from his truck.
         

         
         “Come on.” Youngchul dumped his logs onto the flatbed and helped Taeho unload.

         
         “Do you think she could be from my hometown?” Taeho asked Youngchul.

         
         “Who, the new ones?” Cow asked.

         
         “You think they’re from your hometown?” Crow’s voice veered high. He jumped from his truck into Cow’s. “Maybe Warden will
            open the gates and she’ll take you with her.” He grabbed Taeho’s hand. “Say it: I’m so dumb.”
         

         
         Taeho winced as he smacked himself across the face. “I’m so dumb.”

         
         “Again.”

         
         “I’m so dumb.”

         
         Crow laughed, releasing the grating squawk that gave him his name, his voice a contrast to his thick, muscled form. Teacher
            rustled his paper. Sangchul swallowed his spit. The Keepers were pathetic, sucking satisfaction from these small acts of power.
         

         
         “All right, they’re my boys,” Cow protested.

         
         Crow landed one more cuff across Taeho’s ear. Cow shrugged. He was the dumbest of them, a lumbering dope with a chin dimple
            and round eyes. Sangchul didn’t understand how he had become Keeper.
         

         
         “They’re the idiots,” Jae said, when they were at a safe-enough distance, returning to the field. “I’ll find out where the
            new ones are from, Taeho.”
         

         
         “There’s a chance,” Youngchul said, stoking a hope that would have been better extinguished. He wrapped his arm around Taeho.
            “You were right to ask.”
         

         
         “Probably not.” Sangchul moved between them. Taeho was naive, a sheltered only son who had grown up well off, unlike the rest
            of them. While visiting extended family, he had been teased into drinking soju until he was frayed, wandering the streets,
            easy prey. It irked Sangchul, how simply he saw the world. “Even if they were from your hometown, what would that change?”
         

         
         Taeho sucked his cheek. “I was only wondering.”

         
         “We all were,” Youngchul said softly.

         
         “Do you think they’ve figured this place out?” Taeho asked.

         
         Everyone had their stories. On their first night, Sangchul, Youngchul, and drunken Taeho had slid their hands across the walls
            of their room
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