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Hi there! Glad you’re here – it takes a lot to crack open a new book, so I really appreciate you putting in that effort. Go ahead and give yourself a pat on the back. (Or don’t. I won’t know either way, so it’s really up to you.)

The story you’re about to read is inspired by a very famous Korean folktale called Shimcheong, sometimes spelled Simcheong, or Shim Jung, or 심청 …

However, one thing you should know is that THIS book, Shim Jung Takes the Dive, isn’t set in Korea. It isn’t set in America either. “New Samhan” is a fictional land that lives somewhere between the two, culturally – just like me, and many other Korean Americans! I wrote the story this way because I wanted to create a cast of characters and a magical world that represented the blend of cultures that I grew up with as a Midwestern American kid whose family came from Korea. For example, although the Hae Women of Haemin Island are partially inspired by the Haenyeo of Jeju Island (look them up!), many of the specific traditions depicted in this book, such as “the Dive”, are my invention. I’ve put my own spin on the mythical creatures that appear throughout Jung’s journey, too.

In terms of what else to expect from this story, get ready to encounter some magic, monsters, mayhem, sad stuff, happy stuff, and in-between stuff … Wait, what am I doing here? I should just let you read the thing and find out for yourself, shouldn’t I?

Without further ado, let’s dive (hehe) in! I hope you enjoy Shim Jung Takes the Dive.

With love, 
Julia
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If you had pulled me aside on the first day of my twelfth summer and told me I’d soon be known as the hero who saved my people from total destruction, I probably would’ve laughed in your face.

Well, not literally. I would never laugh in someone’s face, because that’s very rude.

But I probably would’ve chuckled lightly behind your back, and then maybe cried a bit on second thoughts, because I would’ve assumed you were making fun of me.

Especially because the first day of my twelfth summer happened to be the most humiliating day of my life.

It all started as a deceptively peaceful Saturday morning. It was 10.17 a.m., and I was sitting cross-legged on the floor by my bed, hunched over today’s self-assigned reading: a textbook on horticulture (which is a fancy word for gardening).

And okay, before you say that I’m some kind of traitor to kids around the world for cracking open a textbook over the summer, just hear me out. See, I had this plan I’d been cooking up since I was in the single digits:


JUNG’S SUPER FOOLPROOF FIVE-PRONG PLAN


	Earn top grades (check!).

	Score yearly positions on student council and other extracurriculars (check!).

	Secure excellent teacher recommendations (check!).

	Submit application and get accepted into the Overseas and Abroad Programme at my dream school, New Samhan High – the OA Programme at NSH, for short.

	Leave Haemin Island for the first time, become a globetrotter, and live a worldwide life of awesomeness.





I’d seen every student vlog, followed all of NSH’s online profiles, and saved every brochure for the programme. The students who made it in were smart. They were adventurous. And they were worldly, which was why I’d spent every morning for the last several months educating myself on worldly topics, such as horticulture. And pasta making. And hula-hooping.

And although I loved Haemin Island – who wouldn’t, what with our delicious seafood and stunning mountain views?! – I couldn’t wait to see the world outside my hometown. The world that, until now, I’d only ever seen in picture books and movies and videos online.

“Jung-ah!” Appa’s voice rang out by the door. “Are you ready? Big day.”

I jolted up from my seat and glanced at the clock, suddenly racked with nerves.

Today was the day of the Dive.

What was the Dive, you ask? Well, according to the elders, it was the most meaningful tradition of our rich culture, a testament to our island’s dedication to its history, a critical rite of passage, yadda yadda, et cetera. Important stuff. Here’s what it actually entailed: on the first day of summer each year, every twelve-year-old girl on the island would gather at the edge of the cliffside and leap off into the depths below in search of a treasure. Whatever she emerged with would supposedly determine her fate for the rest of her life. No big deal. No pressure at all.

Per my extensive research (aka a YouTube video I’d stumbled upon two weeks ago), there existed many exciting rites of passage that folks spent their lives looking forward to: 100 days ceremonies, bat mitzvahs, quinceañeras, sweet sixteens. And, hey, if the Dive were like the rest of those – a fancy dress, a huge themed party with all your loved ones, cake and/or other sweet treats – I probably would have been pretty stoked, too.

Unfortunately, Haemin Island’s traditions didn’t include any fun desserts.

As you can see, I was less than enthused. I, like every girl on the island, had been spoon-fed lessons and fables about the Dive since birth: how every woman looked back on the day of the Dive as one of the most meaningful days of her life, how they’d always think fondly of the thrill of gliding through the water …

Ugh. It gave me the shivers just thinking about it.

“AWOOOOO!” sang the conch shell, the whalelike sound ringing out all over town. In conch-shell language, AWOOOOO translates roughly to: “Everybody, get your booty down to shore.”

“Jung-ah, ppali wa,” Appa called from the street outside, “let’s go.”

“Coming,” I hollered back, shutting the book. I hopped over to the closet and slid into my swimsuit, throwing a T-shirt and skirt over it.

At the door, a few pairs of shoes awaited on the brown floor mat, arranged in a neat little line by yours truly.

Hm. White flip-flops, or red sneakers? I glanced back and forth between the two, stewing over my options.

Red means good luck, I recalled the aunties in my town saying. I supposed I could use some luck today. I reached down, then hesitated. The colour was pretty bright. I didn’t want everyone to think I was superstitious.

“Jung?”

“I’m putting on my shoes,” I told my father, still debating between the colours.

“Wear the flip-flops,” he said knowingly, as though he could hear the inner workings of my mind. He knew me too well. That’s what happened when two people lived alone together in a little apartment on a littler island. “You won’t need shoes in the water anyway, uri ddal.”

Miru, Appa’s guide dog, sat patiently on the curb beside him. She cocked her head at me, then tapped a paw on the ground as if to say, Get a move on, girl.

My stomach flipped as the conch rang out again, “AWOOOOO!” If we left now, we’d be right on time, which, by my usual clock, meant late.

I detested being late. Even for events that I wasn’t looking forward to.

“All set,” I said, sliding on the white shoes and bounding out the door.

Miru led as we made our way down the winding gravel path, passing by Appa’s fishery, Shim’s Fishery. I know, very creative name. We Shims – my appa and me – were known for getting things done efficiently and getting them done well, but not necessarily for our creativity. Umma had been the one who had pushed us to think outside the box.

It was a twelve-minute walk to the cliffside, and with the sun beating down overhead, it took about 0.05 seconds before the sweat beads spawned on my forehead. This summer had been hotter than hot, shattering heat records from the last few decades. Monsoon season hadn’t begun yet, but the air already seemed determined to turn as thick as bean paste. It felt particularly heavy that morning, but maybe it was just my nerves making it hard to breathe.

“How are you feeling?” Appa asked me. He had taken up a new habit of constantly checking in on my emotions ever since he started listening to this podcast on parenting.

“Fine,” I lied.

“Just fine?” he asked.

“Yep.”

A couple of tourists with safari hats and sunglasses gawked at me and Appa as we walked by. One of them cooed at Miru and I could tell she wanted to pet her. I moved myself, accidentally-on-purposefully blocking their way as we passed. FYI, people: you’re not supposed to pet service dogs while they’re on the job. How would you like it if you were in the middle of clearing tables or filing taxes when some rando tried to come up and brush your hair with their grubby fingers?

We strolled  past  my  favourite  sundubu  jjigae restaurant, the local bookstore, and a new McDonald’s McCafé,  then  took  a  right  at  the  Haemin  Island Preschool parking lot until we could hear the rushing roar of waves and smell the briny scent of the ocean.

The plateau was already packed with girls and their mothers, chattering loudly in excitement. The sight made my throat go dry. Many of them were sporting matching outfits. Fathers and siblings clustered off to the side.

Appa gave my arm a squeeze. I swallowed the feeling down and focused on the road ahead.

As the ocean came into view, I shielded my eyes. The sunlight made the waves shine like blinding glitter, and my stomach did another gymnastics trick.

On an island like mine, it was pretty impossible to avoid the sea. But this was the closest that I’d gotten to the open water since …

… since I was eight.

Five metres below, the deep blue waves pushed lazily against the rocky cliffside. It was a beautiful day and the sky couldn’t have been clearer, but that didn’t mean a sudden storm couldn’t break out, forcing us to cancel the Dive due to weather constraints. It had happened before, and more than once in the last few years.

If you asked me, those freak storms seemed to be getting more and more frequent. Last time monsoon season rolled around, we experienced two hurricanes, and one instance where the tide got so out of control that it ended up washing an entire chunk of the boardwalk away, just snapping it clean off the chains that were holding it to the port. Now, most of the adults in my town reassured us that this was all perfectly normal, and we were just having a particularly wacky weather year. But personally, I didn’t buy it. I couldn’t help but feel that there was something seriously wrong – something dangerous – lurking just beneath the surface of the water.

I tightened my grip around Appa’s hand and averted my gaze from the ocean, scanning the crowd.

“Jung! Mr Shim!” a familiar set of voices called out, and I turned to see Yoona and Mie waving at me as they skipped beside each of their families, who greeted Appa warmly. While our parents made small talk, we huddled together, exchanging the handshake that we’d made up a few years back.

The three of us met in PE in third grade and bonded over our mutual distaste for Chul, this kid in our class who took dodgeball way too seriously. We’d been best friends ever since.

Today, Yoona was wearing a bright yellow one-piece swimsuit with frills on the edges and a long jean skirt. Her silky brown hair was done up in pigtails. Mie was wearing a blue swimsuit and track pants, her dark hair cropped short and messy, as usual.

“Sooo,” Yoona said, pushing her glasses up on her nose, “there’s a JJ concert on the mainland tonight. And I was thinking …” She glanced at Mie, who was bouncing back and forth on the balls of her feet, as if she were warming up for a basketball game. As the tallest and most energetic of our trio, Mie probably would’ve made a great basketball player, if we’d had a team on the island.

“We were thinking,” Mie continued, “that we could go together. After, y’know. We do the thing today.”

“The thing” was how we’d been referring to the Dive for the past few weeks. As if using the name would jinx our results somehow. Or maybe they’d been avoiding calling it by name because when Yoona had brought up the Dive at our sleepover the previous month, I’d suddenly remembered that I had to go home and help Appa do the dishes.

“A concert?” I asked, hesitating. I’d never been to the mainland before – in order to get there, you had to take a ferry. And boats weren’t exactly my thing.

“Yep!” Yoona exclaimed. “My mom and I may have woken up last week at four a.m. and stood in line for three hours to get these!” She reached into her pocket, then whipped out three shiny, freshly printed tickets to the auditorium at Kang Arts Centre. “JJ” was printed in bold letters on top. In case it wasn’t clear, Yoona was a HUGE JJ fangirl. And a general fangirl of anything related to SPOP (Samhan Pop Music). “Sorry for not telling you earlier. I wanted to keep it a surprise!”

For a second, I wondered if she really hadn’t told me because she wanted to keep it a surprise, or because she wanted to give me less time to think of an excuse not to go. See, I wasn’t as obsessed with SPOP and concerts as Yoona was, but she and Mie looked so excited, and I didn’t want to disappoint them. So although the thought of riding over bumpy waters in order to get there made my heart flip-flop, I tried to ignore it. Besides, after I managed to take the Dive today, I was pretty certain that I’d be able to handle a little ferry ride without breaking a sweat.

“Let’s do it!” I said.

My best friends cheered.

“What do you think you’re going to catch today?” Mie asked.

“Hopefully not what my sister got,” Yoona said. “Anything but a sea urchin, please!”

She and Mie laughed, and I forced myself to join in.

We all knew the code:

During the Dive, if you caught a sea urchin, it supposedly meant that you would face a great hardship, but you’d be rewarded for your strife. It was considered to be a very valuable and highly respected find, but who wants to be told that they’re going to suffer?

Oysters, on the other hand, were seen as signs of wealth.

If you found a mollusc that came with a pearl, it meant you’d have extraordinarily good luck.

Conches meant that you’d succeed in the arts.

Crabs meant that you’d be cunning and headstrong.

Shells meant that you’d build strong foundations, whether that be in your relationships or your work.

And as for abalones? That meant that you’d make an excellent diver. Pretty much every girl who found abalone on the first day of her twelfth summer grew up to become one of the great Hae Women, the divers for which our island was named.

Those were the most common ones. Of course, there was always a chance that someone would catch something unique, and it’d be up to the Hae Women to interpret the meaning (ahem, make something up on the spot). I heard that one year, some poor kid came back with nothing but a handful of sand, and the sweet old Hae Woman told her that it meant she’d live a peaceful life. Sure, lady. Whatever.

I wasn’t sure what I was hoping to find that day. While a lot of my peers totally bought into that prophesying, all-knowing clamshell business, I personally didn’t subscribe to leaving my destiny up to sea creatures. The thought that one day, one choice, could send my whole life careening off in some uncontrollable direction … that gave me major heebie-jeebies.

Besides, I didn’t have the time to worry about meaningless traditions. Between helping out at the fishery, doing chores, and studying to get into the OA Programme, I had plenty on my plate.

At least, that’s what I told myself.

So while my classmates spent years practising holding their breath and jumping off cliffs and hunting on the seafloor, I did not.

Because I was busy. Yep. That’s why.

BONGGGG!

The sound of the kkwaenggwari ricocheted through the air, calling us all to attention. An old woman with a toothy smile held the gong high in the air, her impressively toned arms raised in a triumphant power pose.

Oh boy.

In kkwaenggwari language, “BONGGGG” meant: “Let’s get this party started.”

It was time to take the Dive.
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The sun was shining, the seagulls were singing, the ocean was oceaning, and I was thinking I might be sick. I tugged absentmindedly on my braided hair, winding it around in my hands.

“Look!” Yoona nudged me and Mie, pointing back towards the street.

The crowd murmured in wonder, parting as a group of women ranging in age from teens to aunties emerged from the alleyway: the Hae Women. They were decked head to toe in scuba gear, each of them sporting huge circular goggles and slinging a net over their shoulders.

They were the ones responsible for this silly tradition.

They were also the ones responsible for the tasty seafood that our island is famous for, so I couldn’t stay bitter towards them. I shuddered to imagine a life with no steamy, hot ojingeo bokkeum or fresh hwe-dup-bap.

Umma had been a Hae Woman. So had her mother. If things had been different, I probably would’ve eventually become one, too. But as I watched the group approach, I couldn’t seem to find a sense of kinship.

Maybe that was due to the fact that they slightly resembled aliens from another world beneath all those rubber get-ups.

BONGGGG!

Several people cheered as the old woman rang the kkwaenggwari again, flashed us another gleeful smile, then lowered the gong to the ground.

“My sisters, my sisters,” she crooned. “My name is Lee Sunhee. And it is my esteemed honour to welcome each of you … to the day of the Dive.”

Mie gasped, practically quaking with excitement. I clapped politely with the rest of the audience.

“Divers! Please step forward.”

Nobody moved. We all stared at the Hae Women, waiting for them to do something.

“I said,” Sunhee repeated, her eyes passing over the crowd, “divers! Please step forward!”

“I think she means us,” Yoona muttered out of the side of her mouth, and slowly, one by one, the girls my age began to step out to form a series of rows.

Appa squeezed my shoulder. I patted his hand, then hustled forward to stand with my friends.

There were about a hundred of us. With the rainbow array of brightly coloured swimsuits, we looked more like a school of fish than a group of anxious twelve-year-olds. Well, I guess only some of us were anxious. A lot of my classmates, like Mie, had purchased special swimwear just for the day – goggles, swim caps, tankinis – and couldn’t be more thrilled to go hurtling off that cliff.

“You will look back on this moment warmly for the rest of your lives,” the Hae Woman said wistfully. “In a matter of moments, you will each stand upon the precipice … and, one by one, you will take the Dive. But before we begin, it’s time for a brief history lesson.”

At that, I finally perked up. I did enjoy a good historical review. Looking at the past can tell us a lot about the present, and the future. To me, history was a type of science, and I loved science, therefore I loved history.

“Let us begin,” Lee Sunhee proclaimed, “with the story of the Dragon Queen.”

Mythology, I thought grimly. As in fake history, of which I was less fond, compared to its much more logical and much less plot-hole-ridden counterpart.
 
“It would be impossible to appreciate the true vigour and courage of the Hae Women without knowing the truth behind how our island lost control of its magic …” As Sunhee droned on, I began to search the sky for signs of clouds forming in the distance.

We’d all heard the story. Now, there were parts of this fable that I believed, and many parts of this story that struck me as – how would I say this politely? – total mumbo jumbo. As the lady told her tale, I began to categorise each of the various segments in my head:


	COULD BE TRUE

	Once, long ago, there were enormous scaled creatures called dragons that flew through the air and swam in the sea.




	MUMBO JUMBO

	Those creatures had the power to manipulate the weather, creating storms and bringing sunshine at a whim.



I figured, there used to be dinosaurs, so who could say the dragons weren’t related to them? Or those giant dragonflies that I once read about in a book on evolutionary biology?

But controlling the weather? No way. Air pressure, tectonic plates, geographical location – that’s what I believed controlled the weather.


	COULD BE TRUE

	In those days, there was an evil, power-hungry queen, who was determined to take control over the dragons.




	MUMBO JUMBO

	One day, the Dragon Queen figured out how to harness the dragons and their weather powers for herself.



Sure. Humans have had a long history of trying to make some of the strangest animals into pets. So I wasn’t surprised by that first part.

It was the whole taking-over-dragons-and-weather-with-magic thing that I just couldn’t buy.


	COULD BE TRUE

	Soon, a war over the dragons began …




	MUMBO JUMBO

	Until the queen used her powers to flee into the ocean with all of her followers. Her descendants still live, to this day, within a secret ocean queendom, where they control every storm.



I think my reasoning was pretty self-explanatory on that last one. Below the ocean? How did they breathe? How did they live without their skin pruning? Major plot holes!

“And that,” Lee Sunhee said, “is why we must always remain vigilant.” Her voice darkened as she gestured out towards the sea behind her. “You see, the Dragon Queen has not been pleased with us lately.”

This lady had one thing right: the climate had been pretty weird, to the point that one of our local meteorologists called this past year “the wonkiest weather of the century”. From the freak boardwalk incident to the day last summer when thousands of dead fish floated up with no explanation onto the shore … I swore that I could feel it in the air – even the calm days seemed like they were just time-outs before another big storm hit.

“The Dragon Queen could choose to strike us with a vengeful storm at any second,” Sunhee said. “But our yearly tradition of the Dive demonstrates our respect for the ocean and appeases Her Majesty, allowing us peaceful weather and prosperity for another year.”

I repressed the urge to roll my eyes.

Blaming a fictional queen for the storms wouldn’t make them any less severe.

Nor would it bring Umma back.

“We pray that the Dragon Queen blesses this day,” the elderly woman said, clasping her palms. The rest of the Hae Women followed suit, and soon after, everyone on the cliffside was doing the same.

Except me.

“Now!” she said, gesturing towards us. “Let’s begin! Please line up, one by one.”

My classmates clamoured to get into line. Mie flashed a grin at me and Yoona, then darted to the very front. I lingered by the back. Yoona stuck with me.

Two Hae Women leapt gracefully into the water first. They would be stationed down there to cheer us on as we completed our search, and to help out just in case. A second set of Hae Women marched forward and stood at the edge of the precipice.

“First up?” Lee Sunhee asked.

“Kim Mie,” Mie proudly introduced herself, bowing deeply. Yoona and I cheered along with the crowd. Mie’s parents were beaming, and her toddler brother, Mimo, was squealing and clapping along.

Without a moment of hesitation, Mie whipped round, ran to the edge of the cliff, and dove straight over the ledge. Her body made a dolphin-like curvy shape through the air, then disappeared. Everyone in the audience rushed over to watch by the side, where the ledge had been barred off with a railing.

The rest of us nervously stuck to our places in line.

The two curly-haired Hae Women leaned over, looking down at the water. For a moment, everyone went quiet, and I found myself holding my breath, terrified that something had gone wrong.

And then, in an instant, everyone burst back into applause.

“She must’ve done it! She must’ve found something!” Yoona squealed in my ear, clutching my arm from behind. Her hands were cold and sweaty, but I didn’t shrug her off even though I kind of wanted to.

A minute later, as the next girl prepared to take her Dive, Mie raced up the staircase winding along the side of the precipice, proudly clutching a bright orange crab leg. She grinned at us, waved – we each shot her a thumbs-up – then she rushed towards her family, who immediately scooped her into their arms, even though she was dripping wet and getting sea salt all over their dry clothes.

I immediately wished that I had stood at the front of the line, so I could be done already.

As the hour ticked by, my classmates dove into the water one by one, each emerging with a special treasure.

Next up in line was Jisoo, this soft-spoken girl from my language arts class. Shaking, she took one step out of line – then burst into tears. The rest of us froze, watching through wide eyes as she whipped round to face the sidelines.

Jisoo’s mother parted from the crowd, striding confidently towards her daughter. I caught a glimpse of a little gem made of sea glass glinting in the sunlight, hanging from her neck on a plain silver chain. By the end of the day, we’d all receive necklaces just like it, each sporting charms made from whatever we managed to catch during the Dive.

Jisoo’s mom stepped towards Jisoo and put her hands on her shoulders, then bent down and whispered something in her ear.

I found myself leaning forward, wishing I could hear what she was saying, too.

Jisoo nodded, still brushing the tears away. Jisoo’s mom pulled her in for a hug, and she clung tightly on to her.

I glanced at Appa. He was squatting down beside Miru, but I could tell he was listening carefully to hear what would happen next. I turned back to Jisoo and her mother, who were still hugging.

Jisoo stepped back, took a deep breath. Then she turned, marched to the edge, and jumped right into the water.

Jisoo’s mother watched her proudly. After a few moments, she clapped and waved her arms, and I knew that Jisoo had completed her catch.

“Are  you  nervous?”  whispered  Yoona  from behind me.

I shook my head.

“Really?”

“Just ready to go home and get to work. I have to look over my OA application.”

“Uh-huh,” Yoona said slowly, as if she didn’t believe me. “Y’know, I would understand,” she added softly, “if you were nervous.”

I guess I must’ve made some kind of face, because her eyes went wide and she immediately rushed to say, “I mean – not – not because of what happened with your mom – I just meant that I’m nervous. We all are. So I would totally get it if you’re nervous, too.”

She gave me this look that I knew all too well – it was this smile that was supposed to give me confidence or make me feel better, I guess, but her eyebrows were all pinched together so it was giving this effect where the bottom half of her face looked happy and the top half looked sad.

It was the same face the people had been wearing when they sent the search boats after Umma and they told me, “I’m sure we’ll find her soon. She’ll be back before sundown!” And it was the same face they had made at the funeral when they told me, “Everything will be okay. You’ve got a great head on those shoulders, Jung.”

People had kept telling me I had a great head on my shoulders. As if my head would be anywhere else. And they’d kept up that ridiculous half-smile face until I turned and left the funeral before it was over, because how could we have a funeral without Umma’s body? How could we have a funeral without knowing if she was gone for sure?

A few girls in line turned round to look at us.

Great. This was the last thing I wanted: for everyone to be gawking at me and wondering whether I was thinking about the thing that I had been trying hard all morning not to think about.

I looked at the ground. “Well, I’m not nervous,” I snapped. I didn’t mean for it to come out sounding so angry. I just wanted this conversation to be over.

“Okay.”
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