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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my mom and dad

and all the survivors of the Korean War.

May it no longer be the Forgotten War.
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Book I

    Junie
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AUGUST IS STILL THE SUMMERTIME. So why do we have to go back to school? Shouldn’t school start in September, when the summer is actually over? I don’t get it. It’s literally only a week away.

“Junie, hurry up or you’ll miss the bus!”

The first day of school and I’m already filled with that horrible empty-stomach crampy feeling of dread.

“Junie!”

I can hear the slight annoyance in my mom’s voice and yet I’m still frozen in place in my room, staring at my schoolbag. It’s a brand-new messenger bag, dark gray with bright red straps, just like I wanted. But it also means going back to the terrible place.

Middle school.

“Junie Kim!”

“I’m coming!”

Grabbing my bag, I force myself to walk downstairs to the kitchen, where my mom is waiting. On the table is a peanut-butter-and-jelly waffle sandwich and a tall glass of milk. It’s what I call my power breakfast, and it’s my favorite. But today the thought of eating it makes my throat close up.

“You’re gonna have to wolf that down fast, honey.”

I shake my head. “I’m not hungry.”

“Eat a little anyway,” she says, pushing me into my seat. “You need to eat breakfast to get through the day.”

She packs my lunch sack into my schoolbag and picks up a big stack of files. My mom is a lawyer with the Department of Justice. It sounds really cool, but it keeps her really busy. That’s not as cool.

“Mom, can’t you drive me to school today? I don’t mind if I’m there early.”

She shakes her head regretfully. “I’m sorry, honey, but I have a meeting and I have to run now. Otherwise I’ll be late.”

There will be no escaping hell this morning.

It’s the worst thing in the world that my best friends don’t live near me, and therefore I have no one to ride the bus with. It would make the trip bearable. At least last year my older brother was on the bus with me. But now he’s going to high school. I’ll be all alone with the current worst person of Livingston Middle School.

The walk to the bus stop is only a few blocks from my house, but it reminds me of a nightmare I always have. It starts with a scary chase sequence and ends with me falling off a building, where the fall feels like an intense forever as I scream and scream and then I finally jerk awake. The problem with the falling nightmare is that even after waking up, I’m still scared, as if there’s more to come. That’s what it feels like reaching the bus stop. I don’t know what else is coming, but I know it will be bad.

“Hey, it’s the North Korean commie!”

Taking the middle-school bus every morning means listening to Tobias Rodney Thornton, the resident bully, spew racist hate at the only Asian student on the bus. That would be me. Junie Kim. I’m not the only nonwhite kid on the bus. But Tobias doesn’t mess with the Black or Latino boys, at least on the bus. Because there are more than one of them.

Tobias is nothing but a bully and a coward, just like his older brother, Satan. Actually, his real name is Samuel Austin Thornton, but Satan suits him better.

Nobody likes either of the Thornton brothers. They’re both big and mean and don’t care about what other people think of them. And Tobias is five foot ten and probably like two hundred pounds, so he could pummel anyone’s opinions into the sidewalk.

As long as I’ve had to deal with him, I’ve only ever seen him show two emotions: angry and more angry.

This morning he looks like he’s his normal mean.

“Commie!” he spits out as I scurry as far away from him as I can. The bus stop is on the corner of the local park, so there’s a lot of space for all of us to spread out. It’s one of the biggest stops, with anywhere from fifteen to twenty kids waiting every day. Since Tobias has planted himself on the grassy corner of the park, I rush over to the end of the sidewalk and stand next to a No Parking sign. I pray under my breath that he stays on the park side, but today is not my lucky day.

“Can’t you hear me talking to you, dog eater?”

I hunch up like a sad turtle and try to ignore him, but he’s now throwing sticks and dirt at me.

I look around, hoping something else will grab his attention.

Megan and her little clique huddle together, as far away from me as possible. We haven’t gotten along since I won first place for the sixth-grade essay contest and she got second. She’s never forgiven me for doing better in an English class when I was “foreign,” and she was American. Truth is, even though I was born and raised here, I’ll never be truly American to her.

I’m friendlier with some of the boys, but right now everyone is just trying to avoid Tobias’s attention, and since he’s focused on me, they’re all earnestly avoiding my eyes.

Everyone’s too afraid of him to stick up for me. I am overwhelmed with this weird feeling that is sadness, but in a way I’ve never felt before. It feels like hopelessness. It feels like this is the rest of my life.

The bus pulls up and I rush over to it. Since we’re the first stop, it’s completely empty. Even though it isn’t cool to sit in the front, I make sure to sit near the bus driver. Tobias is mean but not stupid. Our bus driver is not the friendliest man. He is no-nonsense and does not like troublemakers. He keeps the rowdier kids in line by standing up and glaring. Since he looks like he wrestles alligators for fun, it’s very effective.

The bus has a hierarchy to it. All the sixth graders have to sit in the front of the bus, while all the eighth graders lord it over everyone else in the back. Seventh graders sit in the middle or as close to the back as the eighth graders will allow. Since Tobias has claimed the back of the bus as his domain, I stay as far away from him as I can. In fact, I’d sit on top of the bus if I could, to avoid breathing the same air as him. While there’s only a few stops after ours, it always feels like the longest ride.

Livingston Middle School is a big, boxy red building that looks like a prison. We pull into the school parking lot and immediately notice that there are several police cars in front of the building. Usually there’s at least one police car every morning. But four of them? Something must be up.

Inside, everyone is speaking in hushed tones. The teachers don’t say good morning. They all look so serious.

The pale-yellow hallways are crowded with students, which is unusual. Sixth graders head straight to the cafeteria and seventh and eighth graders are supposed to line up in the gym before first period. But it looks like no one is in the gym. In the crowd I spot my best friends, Patrice and Amy. I weave over to them and see that Amy is crying and Patrice looks ready to hit something or someone. This is not surprising, because they are usually opposites in almost all ways. Patrice is model beautiful and always wears her thick black hair slicked back and pulled tight into a low ponytail. Her dark brown skin is absolutely flawless. Meanwhile, Amy has bushy, curly blond hair that springs out everywhere and a ghostly-white complexion that shows her multitude of freckles.

“What’s wrong?”

“Junie! Someone sprayed swastikas and racist graffiti all over the gym walls!” Patrice says angrily.

My mouth drops open in shock. “Did you see it?”

Patrice shakes her head. “They won’t let any of us in since the police are here. But everyone’s talking about it. It was targeting Blacks, Jews, and Asians.”

“That’s literally the three of us!” Amy suddenly looks really scared. “Do you think it was meant for us?”

Patrice bites her lip. “It’s not like we’re the only ones . . .”

“Does anyone know what it actually said?” I ask.

“I think only the teachers know for sure,” Patrice says. “And they’re taking it really seriously.”

“I don’t want to see it,” Amy replies. “Just hearing about it is awful. Who would hate us that much?”

We glance down the hallway where we see all the head administrators hovering around the gym doors. The morning bell rings, and the hallway fills with moving bodies. It’s loud, but not the normal boisterousness of a middle-school morning.

Patrice and I walk to English together while Amy leaves for her math class. None of us talk; we just wave. I feel lethargic and tired and I’m not even in first period yet. I look over at Patrice, who is walking quietly next to me, her eyebrows furrowed. I can feel the intensity of her emotions radiating from her. I rub her shoulder, and she gives me the saddest smile. In class we sit at our seats and are immediately surrounded by classmates.

“Did you hear what it said?”

“Who could it be?”

“Was it someone from our school?”

I don’t know how to respond, so I stay quiet, but I can see Patrice trying to hold back her temper.

Second bell rings, and Ms. Simon tells everyone to take their seats.

Suddenly, the PA system crackles, and we hear the principal’s voice over the loudspeaker.

“Good morning. This is Principal Sumner, and I am very sorry to have to start this day, our first day back to school, with such terrible news. Hateful racist and anti-Semitic graffiti was found in our gym. Hate has no place in this school, and we denounce this terrible criminal act. Our school is a place where all must feel free to learn, free of fear and hate. We must remind ourselves that our community stands for welcoming everyone, and it is our responsibility to provide a safe and welcoming environment. There is much work that we need to do, and there is healing that our community will need. An email has been sent to all parents this morning, and counselors will be available to speak with any student who needs their services.

“Due to this criminal act, our beautiful gym has been defaced. Therefore, all gym activities will be held outside today. Rest assured that we are taking this incident very seriously and will investigate this matter thoroughly with the Montgomery County police, and appropriate action will be taken against the perpetrators. We encourage anyone with information to come and talk to staff. This horrible act is not representative of our school and our student body and will not be tolerated.”

When he signs off, the classroom erupts in conversation.

Ms. Simon claps her hands several times to get our attention. “I know it’s hard to concentrate right now, but we do have a lesson to get through.”

Roland Mathers, who is kind of a know-it-all and talks like he’s forty, raises his hand and starts to speak even before she calls on him. “Ms. Simon, can you at least tell us exactly what was written on the walls? I think we should know what the vandals said about our community and if any of us might be in danger.”

Ms. Simon purses her lips. “I can’t tell you the exact nature of what was said, but I can tell you there were no direct threats. Just hateful words specifically aimed at the Black, Jewish, and Asian communities.”

Patrice’s hand shoots up in the air. “But Ms. Simon, doesn’t the very fact that racist and anti-Semitic words were used make it a threat?”

I tense up at her question. This is our first day with Ms. Simon, who is a middle-aged white lady, and I worry that she might be the type who doesn’t get it.

Ms. Simon nods. “You’re absolutely right, and I apologize. While no specific threats of harm were written, the very nature of the words themselves was meant to cause fear and intimidation. It is in fact a hate crime, which is why the police are involved. I know it’s frightening, but I assure you that the administration and the police are going to make sure that these perpetrators, whoever they are, are caught and punished.”

I can see Patrice is as relieved as I am to hear Ms. Simon speak so forcefully and call it a hate crime. She seems like a good teacher, one who really cares.

It’s hard to focus on classes after that. I keep wondering what exactly was written on the walls. How bad was it? In the hallways, nobody can talk about anything else, and rumors are all over the place. I hear bits and pieces as I walk by groups of students. Some are clearly shocked and afraid, while others are excited by the most interesting thing to happen in Livingston in a long time.

“I heard there were KKK symbols and that it said to deport all immigrants.”

“They said the handwriting looked like it had to be a student.”

“Well, it can’t be someone who goes here because they broke in late at night, and who would want to come back to school if they didn’t have to?”

“I don’t believe it. It’s all fake news. . . .”

Ugh, I really hate the term fake news. I whip my head around to see who made the last comment and am not surprised to see it’s one of the obnoxious boys wearing a red Make America Great Again hat. It was my mom who explained to me that the slogan was about exclusion and not inclusion. Who they didn’t want in this country, in order to make it a world they wanted. It’s why it hurts so much to see those hats. It makes me feel unwelcome in my own birthplace, and the country of my parents. The hats remind me of all the people who will never accept me as a real American.

Patrice grabs my hand, and I turn to see the anger tightening her lips into a straight line.

The boy knows we’ve heard him, and he starts following us and chanting “Fake news! Fake news!” and his friends laugh like hyenas. I’m clenching my teeth so hard I can feel my jaw hurt.

Patrice spins around and looks the boy dead in the eye.

“Piss off,” she says without raising her voice, but her eyes shoot lasers. The boy raises his hands in surrender, smirks, and turns away.

I wish I was more like Patrice. She’s not afraid to confront people, and she never looks foolish doing so.

“I hate the fake newsers,” Patrice says. “They do it deliberately. By denying it, they can pretend it doesn’t exist. No racism. No global warming. No refugees dying. It’s all about denying the truth.”

I look at Patrice in awe. Sometimes she sounds so much older than she really is.

She catches me looking and gives me a small smile. “I’m repeating what my parents say.”

“I know,” I reply. “But it still sounds right when you say it.”

Our cafeteria is on the second floor and always feels way overcrowded and noisy. It has an unusual L shape, making it hard to navigate due to the crush of students. We head for our usual table in the far right corner, but have to pass the annoying popular kids’ table. They’re mostly white except for Esther Song, the only other Korean girl at our school, who never acknowledges my existence. She’s one of those Asians who ignores all other Asians because they remind them that they aren’t actually white. My mom says it’s internalized racism: when racism messes with you so much you hate who you are and wish you were white.

“Hey, Patrice, I bet you did all that vandalism just so you could say racism is still real. Help! I’m Black and a girl and I’m being oppressed!”

Stu Papadopolis is a smirky, two-faced weasel. But he’s also popular because he’s rich, and some girls think he’s good-looking, which I personally don’t get. He reminds me of a beady-eyed rat. And he wears so much cologne I literally gag whenever I’m near him. I want to arrest him for air pollution.

Patrice is glaring at him so hard her nostrils are flaring. “Stu, you are such a racist.”

He rolls his eyes dramatically, sending his idiot goons into hysterics. “See what I mean? She’s always screaming racism! News flash, Patrice, not everything is about race.”

“Only a privileged white guy would say that,” Patrice snaps at him.

“Now that’s racist and sexist!” Stu howls loudly. “I’m gonna report you to the administration. Oh, wait a minute. Nobody cares about white males anymore. Because we have ‘privilege.’” He uses finger quotes. “Right. We’re the ones that are really being discriminated against.”

Patrice is shaking with rage, and I’m so angry I just want to rip Stu’s head bald.

“You’re a horrible, nasty troll,” I shout at him.

“Shut up, Kim Jong Un. Why don’t you go back to your own Communist country?”

“This is my country! I was born here!” I’m so angry I can’t help but stumble over my words.

“Says who?”

“Says my birth certificate!”

“Pffft, fake news! You can get fake birth certificates from China.”

Before I can say another word, Patrice is pulling me away. “Come on, Junie, don’t talk to him. You’ll just get frustrated by his stupidness.”

I glare at Esther as I leave, but she avoids my eyes even as she laughs with the others. What a traitor. I can’t believe she doesn’t see how racist all her friends are. Or maybe she does and just doesn’t care. None of them do. I see it in the faces of kids who are rolling their eyes and laughing about the vandalism. What Patrice and I find so horrifying is just a big joke to them.

Patrice and I cling to each other as we speed over to our table. There’s not a lot of students of color at Livingston Middle School, but it’s true that we tend to stick together. Patrice says we need to be our own support group because of how openly racist a lot of kids have been ever since the presidential election.

As we sit down next to Amy, I’m reminded again how she is the only white girl at our table.

“Stu Papadopolis is such a jerk!” Patrice says as she plops down on the bench.

“Him and his goon squad are jerks,” Hena replies. “Every time they walk by me, they whisper ‘terrorist.’ I hate them.” Hena is Pakistani American, with the most gorgeous set of long black curls that I’ve ever seen on a human.

Lila and Marisol nod fiercely. “Ugh, they think they’re so hilarious. Like calling us burrito and taco and telling us to go back to Mexico,” Lila says. “They’re so brainless they think that South America means Mexico.” Lila is Peruvian American and Marisol is Cuban American, and they are literally the best of friends. They do everything together and are as close as sisters and as opposite as sugar is to salt. Lila is short and brown, a bubbly fast-talker who always has a bright smile for everyone. Marisol is blond and fair and moody. But somehow their differences don’t matter when they can unite in their shared hatred of Stu Papadopolis and his gang of evil trolls.

“And they’re getting worse. They love standing in front of doors to block us and calling themselves the wall,” Marisol chimes in. “And if we get mad, they tell us to chill out and take a joke. It’s not funny.”

“Ugh, they’re horrible,” Patrice says.

Then Lila and Marisol call them a bad word in Spanish that sends everyone into giggles. Even I can’t help but smile. I love the way curse words sound in different languages, but Spanish is my favorite. It is so emphatic.

“I want to put some dog pee in his fancy Hydro Flask.” Marisol smirks.

They all laugh again, but it reminds me of my morning. “He and Tobias Thornton are the worst,” I say.

“Isn’t he that eighth grader who looks like he’s thirty?”

I nod morosely while the others laugh. Tobias is so awful I don’t even find jokes about him funny.

“Is he still picking on you?” Amy asks. “His brother used to make my brother Aaron’s life a living hell. That’s why Aaron went to a private high school.”

“Does he like it there?”

“Yeah,” Amy replies. “My parents asked if I want to go there after middle school. After today, I wonder if I should.”

If only I could run away from Tobias too. But my mom always says that running away never solves anything. You have to confront your problems head-on. But what if you’re really scared that your problem is going to physically hurt you?

“Guys, what are we gonna do about this school?” Patrice asks in a serious tone.

“What do you mean?” Amy asks. We all look at Patrice in confusion.

“The graffiti and the everyday racism. We have to do something.”

“But what can we do?” We all end up bombarding Patrice with the same question.

She gnaws on her lower lip, something she does when she is thinking hard. “We need to protest! Make people take notice of us,” she says.

I’m shaking my head. “What will that do? What will it change? They’ll just laugh at us.”

Patrice bangs her hand on the table, making all of us jump. “So?!” she says loudly. “They laugh at us anyway. Let’s do something to make them realize how wrong they are!”

Amy, Hena, and Lila are nodding their heads.

“Instead of a protest, why don’t we organize an event? Something that makes people think and talk and learn,” Hena says.

“And force them to listen to us!” Lila says as she claps her hands enthusiastically. I don’t know what it is about Lila and clapping. If she ever wants to play an instrument, I would vote for cymbals. She’d be a natural.

I can’t help but roll my eyes over their excitement. I definitely don’t want any part of this.

Patrice slaps my arm lightly. “I saw that, Junie. Stop being so negative.”

“I’m not being negative; I’m being realistic. Nothing we do is ever going to change their minds, so why even bother?”

Marisol is the only one who agrees with me. “Yeah. It’s not like we have any power. We can’t make them listen to us. They already treat us like trash. It would probably just make everything worse.”

I’m about to agree with Marisol, but I see the look in Patrice’s eyes and I stop. I can feel a headache beginning in my left temple.

“That’s not a reason not to do anything! What happened today is really bad. Aren’t you scared? This is how some of the students here think! We have to change that. Let’s get the administration to make them listen to us!” Patrice is really fired up.

Amy agrees, but that’s no surprise. Amy always agrees with Patrice. “Patrice is right! We can’t do nothing! I’m in!”

“Me too!” Hena and Lila both say.

Lila stares at Marisol, who rolls her eyes but then nods in agreement.

My head is beginning to pound, and my insides are rolling like I’m a can of soda that’s been all shook up. All the stress of the day is starting to get to me, and I’m suddenly so irritated with the world.

“Junie, stop shaking your head! We can do this!” Patrice snaps at me.

I should shut up—in my gut I know I should. But I don’t seem to have any control over my mouth. “It’s a whole lot of work for what’s going to be the biggest waste of time,” I say.

Patrice gives me a look that makes my heart wither. There’s something so adult about it, as if I am some terrible disappointment to her.

“Then don’t do anything, Junie,” she says. “We’ll do it without you. We don’t need your negativity dragging us down.”

Her words cut deep, leaving me bleeding internally. But instead of addressing the pain, I get angry.

“Fine, go ahead and do your stupid protest that nobody gives a crap about!”

I grab my lunch bag, stuff all my wrappers in it, and head out of the cafeteria. The others are calling my name and asking me to stay, but I ignore them. I can feel angry tears burning the backs of my eyes, and I don’t want anyone to see me cry. I just want to go home and crawl into my bed and never see anyone again.
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NOT HAVING ANY HOMEWORK MEANS I can do whatever I want. For me, that means drawing. I do little doodles all over any paper I can get my hands on, sometimes even on my arms. A lot of times, I let my feelings out in my doodles. I’ve been doodling all the bad things that happened today. My favorite drawing is of the morning. I drew myself as a sad turtle with its head pulled halfway into its shell as it stood waiting for the bus. Behind the turtle, I drew Tobias as a big ugly pig in clothing that’s too tight, with a mean expression on his piggy face.

When my parents come home, they rush my brother and me to get ready to go to dinner at my grandparents’ house. My grandparents live fifteen minutes away in Rockville, which is the city right next to us. I always thought that was weird. If they were so close, why weren’t they in the same town? But that’s Maryland for you. If you drive for a little while in any direction you hit another city. My parents don’t even work in Maryland; they have to commute to Washington, DC. But they ride the Metro train into the city. Although I don’t get why they have to drive to the Metro, instead of just driving to work. Adults are weird.

When we arrive, the house is full of guests. It’s a mix of my grandparents’ old friends and some new members of Grandma’s church group. I just bow my head and smile. The Korean words flow right over me, familiar and yet incomprehensible. Only bits and pieces make any sense to me. Like the words I’ve heard enough to understand.

Mostly just “How’ve you been?” “How was school?” “You got so big!” and “Did you eat?”

Since there are no other kids, my brother and I are stuck eating with all the adults in the dining room. We’re crammed in between my parents and my grandparents on one side of the table. It’s really boring, because they speak mostly in Korean. But at least the food is delicious. My grandma is the best cook. My mom always says that if Grandma opened a restaurant, it would be crowded every single day. But instead she’s a real estate broker and is always busy driving clients all over the place. Grandpa used to work at a small import/export company until he retired a few years ago. Now he spends most of his time gardening, reading, and writing articles that he submits to the Korean newspapers. He’s also disabled due to arthritis in his spine. So he has to use a cane when he goes outside, and he can’t walk for too long. My mom says it must be so frustrating because my grandfather used to be such an active man, but he never lets it bother him. He is always happy and positive.

The dining table is covered with dumplings, and all types of meat and vegetable jeon, which is basically fried yummy stuff, and then all sorts of noodles and side dishes and the absolute staple of every Korean household, kimchee. But the highlight is the huge platter of galbi jjim, which is my favorite. It is braised short ribs that have been stewed in a delicious marinade until the meat falls off the bones. I am drooling. Grandma fills my plate up with all my favorite foods and a big dollop of white rice, and I dive right in.

Grandpa nudges me and asks, “How was school today?”

I make a sour face as I shovel a large bite of rice and meat into my mouth.

Grandpa chuckles and lightly pinches my cheek before turning back to the conversation.

My dad starts telling a story in English, and everyone is laughing. This really bugs me because for nearly an hour the conversation was all in Korean. Why can’t they talk in English all the time so I can understand everything?

“That reminds me of when I was living in Korea and I’d been playing basketball. So I’m in sweats and a T-shirt and I stop by this little grocery store to buy rice, and I ask the ahjumma for bap. And she starts yelling at me! I’m so confused. I think maybe she’s low on rice or something. So then I say, ‘No, just a little bit,’ and she grabs a broom and chases me out.”

Everyone is really laughing, and I don’t get it.

“Why did she get so mad?” I ask.

“Because ‘bap’ means cooked rice. And it also means food,” my grandfather tells me. “She thought your dad was a beggar asking for free food. What he should have said was ‘sal,’ which is the word for uncooked rice.”

I shake my head. “Korean is hard.”

My grandfather ruffles my hair. “But you should learn it anyway.”

After a while, the talk turns to politics, which always happens with adult conversations these days. It’s like they can’t help themselves.

One of the adults I don’t know is commenting on how much he likes the president because of his tax cuts. He and his wife are probably in their late twenties or early thirties. They have that I like money look. They’re also second-generation Korean American, like my parents, because their English is definitely better than their Korean.

I glance over at my mom and I see that my dad has a tight grip on her hand, as if to say Chama. It’s a Korean word that they use a lot. It means to endure and suffer through it. My grandfather says that it’s something Koreans have had to do historically, because Korea was invaded so many times. I think that’s so sad.

The guy is still going on about how much he likes the new government, and his wife agrees and says, “It’s nice to keep more of our money instead of giving it all out in welfare and handouts to illegal immigrants. We work really hard for everything we earn. Why should we have to support people who are too lazy to work themselves, or who come here illegally to take advantage of our economy?”

I can’t help it—I let out a loud gasp.

Oh, no she didn’t.

My brother, who is usually oblivious to everything, coughs and wheezes, as if he is choking on something. I can feel myself gawking at them like they’ve sprung horns and tails. I don’t have to look at my parents to know that they’re angry; I can literally feel it in the air. This electric energy of discomfort. But before anyone can say anything, my grandfather clears his throat, folds his hands together on top of the table, and leans forward to speak.

“Oh, what a terrible thing it would be if all Christians thought like that,” he says in his serious voice. “How sad Jesus would be to hear such an un-Christian sentiment.”

I can see the smug, self-righteous expressions on their faces change to shock and bewilderment.

“Let’s not forget Acts 20:35. ‘In all things I have shown you that by working hard in this way we must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he himself said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.”’”

The couple looks very uncomfortable now as all the others around them are nodding their heads. I’m biting my lip to keep from smiling at how nicely my grandfather is reprimanding them.

“You say that you admire our new president, but I can’t help but wonder what Jesus would think of him? After all, Jesus believed in helping the poor, the weak, the sick, the downtrodden, the hungry, whoever they were. He never said, ‘I shall help those in need, but only if they are legal immigrants.’ He loved everyone.”

I nod my head vigorously. Even though my mom is Christian, my father grew up Buddhist, and so my parents didn’t force religion on either me or my brother. But we know a lot about Christianity from our grandparents. And what I’ve learned from them is that Jesus loved and believed in helping everyone.

“However, he was Jesus and we are not. We are not perfect. We are all human with flaws. But what we can hope for is to better ourselves, be the best Christians that we can be, and always ask ourselves, what would Jesus do?”

Glancing over at my parents, I can see my dad’s dimple twitching, which means he’s trying not to laugh, and my mom is smiling widely.

The couple are now bowing and apologizing. Grandpa smiles at them. “No need to apologize. It is a good reminder to all of us that we must strive to better ourselves always.”

Since it’s a school night, we end up leaving before the others. In the car, my brother starts to snicker.

“Oh man, Grandpa really humiliated those people!” Justin crows.

Mom makes a disapproving sound. “Your grandpa would never do that.”

My dad laughs. “But you have to admit that your father is the master of putting people in their place in the nicest possible manner.”

“True, but it only works when the people have a conscience,” my mom says.

I sit back in my seat and wonder if Grandpa would be able to put the bullies at school in their place also. Would his way work on them? Should I mention this to Patrice and the others?

I don’t think so. Grandpa’s way works because he is able to subtly shame people with their own words. The bullies have no shame. And besides, Patrice is mad at me. For some reason, I’m mad also. But I can’t explain why. I feel betrayed and alone and so angry. Yes, the graffiti is a terrible way to start the year, but I have to deal with Tobias every single day on the bus by myself. Last year, Justin would at least take the bus with me whenever he didn’t have practice or workouts. And he had to deal with Satan, who really hates my brother.

It was a tough time last year. Satan would antagonize Justin, Justin would ignore him, Tobias would come after me, Justin would defend me, Satan would come after Justin, and around we would go again. This year both Justin and Satan go to high school together. But Justin is a jock and pretty popular. So Satan leaves him alone now. Lucky him.

By the time we get home, I’m feeling depressed about taking the bus again. Inside, my parents call us into the living room and ask how our day was. My brother replies by asking them for money. They go back and forth as they try to get more than nods and grunts from him. Justin was never one for talking in detail.

When they’re finally too frustrated to ask him any more questions, they turn to me.

“It was okay,” I respond. “I like most of my teachers. They all seem nice.”

My mom looks relieved and smiles happily.

I don’t think my parents have seen the email yet, because they haven’t said anything to me about the graffiti. And I’m glad. I don’t really want to talk about it. But I don’t want to ride the bus in the morning.

“Mom, Dad, can one of you give me a ride to school in the morning? I really hate taking the bus.”

I see Justin look up from his cell phone and give me the once-over.

Dad pats my back. “I can’t because I have to be at work real early the next few weeks.”

My dad is an auditor for a big accounting firm. To be honest, I don’t know what he actually does, but it all sounds complicated and boring.

“Oh, honey, it really is so much more convenient if you take the bus,” Mom replies. “The bus stop is so close, and drop-off is such a pain at your school. And just that extra fifteen minutes to drop you off means traffic gets so much worse.”

“Okay, Mom.” I sigh. “I’m going to bed, then.”

Justin gets up and pats me on the shoulder before brushing past me up the stairs. I guess that’s his way of sympathizing with me. We’ve never told our parents about the bullying. I know that for my brother, it’s because he hates when Mom comes to school. As a lawyer, Mom is a bit overprotective and aggressive. In third grade, Justin brought in a plane to school for career day and said he wanted to be a pilot when he grew up. One of the kids at his table made slanted eyes at Justin and told him Asians couldn’t fly planes because their eyes were too small to see well. When Mom found out, she made the administration call the other parents in and apologize. Justin hated it, because she caused such a huge scene. Ever since then, he’s never told her about any of his problems. I guess he rubbed off on me too. Even after an entire year of bullying by the Thornton brothers, we never told our parents. We just dealt with it. We did that Korean thing. Chama. Endure. Suffer. But now I have to do it alone. And I don’t know if I can.
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MY MOM WAKES ME UP earlier than usual the next morning with a serious expression on her face.

“Junie, why didn’t you tell me about the racist graffiti?”

She must have finally read the email from school.

I rub my eyes. “They said they were sending all parents a letter about it,” I reply. “I figured you’d read it.”

She’s stroking my hair and leans down to give me a hug. “That must have been awful to hear about it,” she says. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really.” I don’t want to talk about it because I’ll have to talk about Patrice and the fight, and I’m not ready. It hurts too much.

Mom is looking at me with that gaze that makes me squirm with guilt. But she doesn’t push it. Instead, she nods and gets up.

“Okay then, why don’t you get up now and I’ll drop you off at school. If you don’t mind being a little early.”

I bolt out of bed. “I don’t mind at all!” Anything to avoid Tobias.

When I come down for breakfast, I marvel at the spread of food on the table. Mom must have been really upset about the email. Breakfast is the only meal she can actually cook. She admits that it’s because everything but the eggs comes premade, so it’s hard for her to mess it up. Justin is polishing off a plate of eggs, sausage, and hash browns. As I sit down, he grabs two large biscuits and starts slathering jam on them. There’s only two left.

“Don’t you have to leave for the bus now?” I ask pointedly.

He looks at his phone. “I still got time.” His bus comes twenty minutes before mine.

I hurriedly grab the last two biscuits and put them on my place mat. They’re the buttery kind with lots of layers. I open one up and peel off thin slices to eat. The biscuits are still hot and so soft. My mom brings me a plate of food, and I am content.

“Justin, you really need to go now,” Mom says.

He shoves one biscuit into his mouth, wraps the other one in a napkin, grabs his bag, and waves goodbye.

I’m dipping my biscuit in the gooey center of my sunny-side-up egg when Mom sits down with her cup of tea.

“How are Patrice and Amy doing? They must have been pretty upset about the graffiti.”

Thinking of them and the graffiti brings the fight back into my mind. The eggs no longer look as appetizing as they did a second ago. I force myself to eat them anyway.

“Yeah, they were really upset.”

“The principal says they are going to have a parents’ meeting Friday night with updates from the police,” she says. “I’ll be pressuring them to have some kind of schoolwide discussion on diversity and the dangers of hate speech like this.”

My stomach is now gurgling, and I’ve completely lost my appetite. I smile weakly at my mom and tell her my stomach is a bit upset and I have to go to the bathroom. She looks troubled, but she lets me go.

Mom drops me off at school but doesn’t push me on anything else. It’s early and the buses haven’t arrived yet. They must have painted over the gym fast because it’s open again and I’m one of only a handful of students in there. I sit on the bleachers near our normal meeting place. Amy arrives first.

“Junie! You’re here early. You okay?”

I shrug.

“You know, I wish your dad would let you get a smartphone. We were texting last night, and it would’ve been good for you to have been on it. We were talking about Patrice’s idea.”

This past summer was when most of my friends got smartphones. They’ve been texting and using social media apps. Meanwhile the only way I can talk with them is to actually call them from my home phone or use email. But let’s be real, no middle schooler uses email. However, my dad doesn’t believe middle schoolers should have phones. Justin got one only because he was starting high school. But knowing they were texting all night makes me feel more isolated than ever. There are five of them. Couldn’t one of them have called me last night? Was I not worth talking to?

“I have a phone at home,” I respond in a low voice. “You could have called me.”

“Oh, it’s much easier to text, Junie.” Amy isn’t really listening to me. “You’ve just got to convince your parents to get one for you.”

My lack of a cell phone makes me an inconvenience. Too much of a pain to call me. That’s all my friendship means to them.

“Well, it’s good I can’t text. It’s a stupid idea anyway.” I can feel how petty I’m being, and I know it isn’t right to be like that, but I just can’t help it.

“Don’t say that, Junie,” Amy says gently. “You don’t know how upset Patrice was. It was really scary to think that we go to school with people who hate us all so much they’re willing to vandalize the school. She’s right. We can’t just do nothing.”

I am the nothing they couldn’t bother to call.

“As if anything we do would make any difference at all,” I say abruptly. I really don’t want to talk about this anymore.

“That’s a terrible attitude to have.”

“You know it’s the truth.”

“No, it’s not true!”

I look up in surprise to see Patrice and the others have arrived. Patrice stands in front of me, her arms folded
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