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Four forty-five in the morning, and the alley behind the station hadn’t yet folded away the night. Fluorescent light from the convenience store streaked across wet asphalt. Wind threaded between shuttered storefronts. Each time it passed, the terminal’s blue glow slid as far as the alley’s mouth, then vanished.

At the far end, a sign flickered on.

Two Bowls.

The sign was new. The frame was old, left untouched. When the light caught it, the metal gave a faint tremor. A small bell hung above the door. A brass wind chime hung at the window’s edge. The bell rang when a hand touched it. The chime spoke only when the wind brushed past. The two sounds never mixed. They took turns opening the shop’s dawn.

Junho set a pot of water on the burner. He tossed in a handful of dried anchovies and a strip of kelp, and dark shadows bloomed across the water’s surface. He lit the flame. The water began its quiet murmur almost at once. The sound settled something in him. Boiling water was steady, and steadiness made a person shake a little less.

An ironing board stood beside the kitchen. It occupied the space where a wall had once divided the noodle shop from the laundry next door. The laundry owner had collapsed one winter. The shop went dark. Junho walked past the closed shutter for months. One day his feet stopped. The silence inside bothered him more than it should have. Eventually he knocked the wall down and took on the pressing as well. Ever since the ironing board appeared beside the broth pot, two kinds of heat lived in the shop side by side.

Junho filled the iron’s tank and switched it on. A hiss. The first plume of steam rose, unspooled toward the ceiling, tangled with the anchovy broth. Hot metal and detergent layered over it. The shop breathed as one space—kitchen and workshop fused.

The radio sat where it always sat. Junho kept it tuned to a dead spot between stations. Static was good because it wasn’t music. No lyrics, no faces. Just sound, trailing his hands as they worked.

He spread a shirt across the board. His fingertips smoothed the collar, hesitated at the edge, moved on.

Once, twice, three times.

At three, his fingertips found their place. Nothing to do with the collar lying flat. It was the direction his mind scattered less.

He cracked the lid of the broth pot. The smell of anchovy and kelp hit him. That smell always brought his father back. Hands in an apron, lifting noodles, breaking a strand between the fingers to test. Hold the noodles too long and they go soft. Junho tried to keep that rule for noodles only. Apply it to people, and the list of things he’d let go would be too long.

Then.

Ting.

The doorbell rang.

Junho got as far as “Wel—” and stopped. No one there. The door was shut, the alley empty. Wind slipped through the gap and out again. Cold air came and went, disturbing the broth smell once.

The wind chime gave a single note. Thinner than the bell, and clearer.

Junho stood facing the door. The bell didn’t move again. Only the radio static held its ground, hissing.

His phone rang. The care home’s name glowed on the screen. Junho wiped his palm on his apron and picked up.

“Is this Kang Jun-ho? You’re listed as next of kin.” The nurse’s voice was low. “Your mother’s condition... we think you should come in today.”

Junho glanced at the pot. The water was at that pitch just before a boil-over. He dropped the flame one notch.

“If I come now... will that be in time?”

“This morning, if you can. The doctor needs to speak with you.”

Junho said “All right” and hung up. His mouth was dry. He hadn’t noticed until after he put the phone down.

He boiled the noodles and fished them out. Broke a strand between his fingers.

Snap.

Still springy. He dressed a single bowl, shoveled in a few mouthfuls. The broth was hot but his insides stayed cold. He shut the dish cabinet. Locked the door. Outside, the air was cold.

Before leaving, he glanced up at the wind chime. It hung perfectly still. As if nothing had happened at all.

The first bus growled to life near the stop. Junho followed the sound toward the hospital.
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The hospital corridor wore its disinfectant smell like a second skin. The elevator doors opened and the smell hit him first, sharp at the tip of his nose. Cart wheels scraped tile. Nurses’ shoes squeaked behind thin curtains. Some doors were shut; others were cracked open. Television murmur and coughing leaked through the gaps.

Yun Yeon-hwa lay facing the window. When Junho walked in, his mother spoke without opening her eyes.

“You’re here.”

“Mm.”

A pause to gather breath. Then:

“Did you... make the noodles?”

Junho said “I did” with a face caught between smiling and not. His mother let out a long breath that filled the room, then held it still. Junho waited for it to finish before he sat down.

A small wooden box sat on the bedside table. The one she’d insisted on bringing to the hospital. Junho knew it was there. He’d never opened it. His mother had never been a woman of many words. A quiet woman’s things were quieter still.

The door opened. A man wearing a social-worker badge came in.

“Kang Jun-ho? I’m Cha Min-woo, Hanol Welfare Foundation.”

Min-woo set a manila envelope on the table. The word Donation was printed on the flap. Junho had heard that word from his mother before. She always started with If I can find my firstborn... and swallowed the rest. The swallowed words stayed lodged inside her. She’d been repeating the same unfinished sentence for years.

Min-woo spoke.

“Your mother signed a pledge some time back. It’s conditional. If the first child is found, it’s revoked. If not, the donation goes through.”

Junho glanced at his mother. Her eyes were closed, the lids paper-thin.

Min-woo lowered his voice.

“And there was someone your mother... kept trying to reach. Even lately, she’s been asking for the number. The laundry factory behind the terminal.”

“The laundry factory?” Junho said.

“Yes. Hospital linens, group uniforms—that sort of thing. We’d need to confirm the details when your mother is lucid, but right now...” Min-woo chose his words, then extended a business card. “Call if anything comes to mind. Lately your mother only speaks of one thing: ‘the smell of steam.’”

Junho pocketed the card. The smell of steam stayed on his fingertips.

After Min-woo left and the room went quiet, his mother opened her eyes. Her gaze hung somewhere between the ceiling and Junho. Eyes open, seeing nothing he could name.

“Su-yeong...”

Junho had never heard that name. “Mom, it’s me. Jun-ho.” His mother moved her lips a few times, then turned back to the window. A single name slipped out between the curtains and was gone.

While she slept, Junho slid the box lid open. He barely touched it, afraid of the sound.

Inside: half a jade hairpin. The color of jade whose light had died long ago, the broken face worn smooth and round. Beside it, a small notebook and a single photograph.

In the photograph, a young mother held a baby wrapped in a blanket, face hidden. Around the mother’s neck hung a silver pendant shaped like a fine-toothed comb. Junho had never seen it. The woman resembled his mother but the eyes were different. Sharper. Younger.

On the notebook’s first page, a date and two words.

August 3, 1976  

First child

The sentences on the next pages were short, broken.

Sent away.  

If I can find...  

Jun-ho doesn’t know....

Junho closed the notebook. The jade’s cold stayed on his palm. He covered it with his other hand, then pulled back.

That night he fell asleep at home with the radio still on. Static flowed. Somewhere inside the hissing, he thought he heard a bell.

In the dream he was in the shop. No pot, no iron. Just the ironing board standing alone in the center. A damp shirt on it, and a single empty noodle bowl.

A woman sat by the window. Steam rose from her wet hair. She opened her palm without speaking.

Half a jade hairpin lay in it.

“Match them,” she said, “and you cry less.”

“Match what?” Junho asked, and the dream broke.

Three a.m. He drank water and lay back down. The static thinned, then swelled. His fingers moved on top of the blanket—searching for a shirt collar that wasn’t there. Fingertips sweeping empty air.
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The alley went damp before the rains came. No rain fell, but the
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