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submissions in the slush, the tens of thousands of words of discussion and feedback,
the missed opportunities yet endless potential—there’s a slow build of anxiety, and
at-times overwhelming fear: “How will this ever come together?”

Yet it does: Sinews of words and art painstakingly assembled into something that
feels vibrant and alive: Volume VIII.

The more we engage with the final product, the more we realize how much our
theme “Lines” emphasizes one of the most vital aspects of Exposition Review: connection.
What started as a kinship among fellow grad students and friends has since extended to
readers, interns, editors, and writers across genres, platforms, and the globe.

We spent a lot of time talking about longevity this year. From our annual editors’
retreat at the start of the season to our panel at the AWP Conference this spring, we
considered what Expo’s lifeline is, and the state of the literary landscape in general. After
eight years, the lines we’ve drawn have created something that binds us all together: a
community lovingly built.

Expo is a body that wouldn’t exist without the marvelous writers and artists inside
these pages, the readers and editors who pored over their work, and the donors who
believed in our story. They are all reminders that even in an ever-evolving endeavor, it’s
one we don’t have to navigate alone. For that, we continue to be grateful.

The lines that compose Volume VIII span generations of mothers and daughters
and are cast for fish by a father and son. They examine borders in both words and
imagery, and explore lyrics in earnest and satire. They’re crossed out on legal documents
and drawn onto photographs. They’re physical and metaphorical, and on our cover—
designed especially for us by Kwasi Boyd-Bouldin—they illustrate the moments when art
intersects reality, when we scrawl over the way the world appears and redesign what is
into what could be.

As we put this issue out into the world, we extend the line that is Expo to you,
reader. We hope that you intersect with these pieces, that you run parallel alongside them,
that you draw your own conclusions—and perhaps even find your new favorite writer or
artist. We hope that when you look ahead with us into Expo’s future, when you squint
down the line, you see the same thing we do: an arrow.

E very year when we consider the bones of our annual issue—the hundreds of

Annlee Ellingson
Mellinda Hensley
EDITORS-IN-CHIEF
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Theseus
ISHAN DYLAN

FICTION

March 16th, 2018.

You think about what you once told Emma: People with the same first initials
shouldn’t date. Imagine the wedding invite: E&E. Does that sound like God’s plan to you?

Now you’re sitting cross-legged on her dorm room floor playing video games.
You're supposed to be pregaming for Stephanie’s party, but then it came up that neither of
you know any of Stephanie’s other friends. Emma has never been big on meeting new
people.

Emma howls as her kart gets hit with a green shell and veers off into the abyss. You
laugh at her and—oh fuck—your kart follows suit. You lose your hard-fought third place.
The blush from the Bacardi is starting to flirt with Emma’s ears.

The two of you have been spending a lot more time together since she broke up
with Eric.

You look up. Emma must have scooted across the grungy carpet because she’s
right there. Her hands grip your legs. Her face hovers a foot away from yours.

“Drink up, loser.” You pour her a shot.

“We both lost,” she objects.

“You lost first.”

Her eyes light up. “Wait. Shut up. Jenny. You need to listen to me right now.”

You can’t think straight. You look away—why?

You look back. Emma’s eyes are misty-serious. “I'm in the sweet spot, Jenny. I
have to say it before this kicks in.” She brandishes the shot glass.

“Fine. I'm listening.”

“Can you make a promise, Jenny?”

Ah. Emma has arrived at the stage of drunkenness when heartfelt promises get
made. Why do people ask things like, Can you make a promise? Or worse, Can you do me
a favor? How are you supposed to answer without knowing what it is? But it’s Emma, so

“Of course, dummy.”

“I need you to be my crush patrol, Jenny.”

“Crush patrol?”

“Remember when I started dating Eric? He liked soccer, so I watched FIFA. I only
started wearing ponytails after he said Ariana Grande looked hot. I was playing Halo,
Jenny. Halo.”

“Wow. If only someone had warned you.”
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“Hey! You can’t bully me until I'm done being vulnerable.”

That’s true. That’s the rule.

“Just promise ... if I start pulling that shit with a new guy, you’ll call me out.
Seriously. Break into my house and slap me out of it. I give you permission.” Then Emma
falls quiet.

Good luck getting a word out of her in that state. It'll just scurry back down the
hidey-hole in her brain where it came from. You need to wait it out. Emma sways and
stares into the middle distance of the dorm room. A siren wails outside.

“I'mean ...” she mumbles, “if it even is a guy. Next time.”

“What are you saying?”

“Maybe I'm tired of guys’ bullshit, you know? Maybe I want to date a girl.”

You swallow the stone in your throat. “Totally. Totally. What are boyfriends even
good for? Opening doors? Opening ... jars?” You shrug. “I could do that shit.”

You’d be good at it, too. You’d be better than Eric.

Emma stares at you again.

“What else?”

The next morning, you wake up to a wall of text messages from Emma. Last night was a
mistake, she says—a mistake you don’t even get to remember in full. You're my best friend
ever, but I'm totally, 100% straight.

You aren’t mad. You're mortified. You're just glad that she isn’t mad at you.

August 21st, 2021.

You're in the passenger seat, driving to Harrisburg International with your father.
He can’t seem to pick a speed, caught between every dad’s intrinsic need to get to the
terminal three hours early and his desire to savor the last father-daughter car ride that
he’ll get before you disappear off to grad school at the University of Oregon.

You're listening to “Red” by Taylor Swift, from your “compromise playlist.” She
first earned a spot there by landing smack between his country taste and your pop music,
but now he knows the words better than you.

In your hands is a yellow envelope with Emma written on it. Right now, she’s on
an Amtrak train to NYU, holding your letter. You traded them when you said goodbye,
trying to stay a tangible part of one another’s lives for just a few extra days.

“I'm gonna miss you so much.”

“We’ll call all the time. Every week.”

“I'm still gonna miss you.”

You’re going to miss her so much.
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August 23rd, 2021.
Your new apartment smells like a hotel lobby. Emma’s letter is the only thing
pinned up on your ten-dollar corkboard. You call her every week.

September 27th, 2021.

Dirty laundry piles on the floor. Textbooks splay on the dinner table. Your
apartment smells like coffee and basil and ... well, dirty laundry. You look up. The brick of
a results section that you've been rereading for the last hour is burned into your corneas.
Three missed calls from Emma.

October 4th, 2021.

You start meeting people in your classes. You don’t even want to think about how
hard this would have been last semester, over Zoom. Nobody gets you like Emma does.
You confine your existential crises to the shower. Is this all that adulthood is? Nice to meet
you and what’s your major and oh, Pennsylvania, I have a cousin there!

Peter from Woody Plants 500 invites you to a group study session at what he
describes as the only good coffee shop in Eugene. You drink coffee and talk for hours. They
don’t talk about their feelings or anything, not like you and Emma do. But they give solid
tips for propagating plants, and the best hikes near campus. Hey, if we take one car to the
trailhead, gas won't be nearly so bad!

You feel guilty when you don’t call Emma. But then, inexplicably, you feel guilty
when you do.

October 17th, 2021.

You and your friends have a group chat.

Nicole sends new playlists every week. You used to make fun of forestry majors for
all listening to the same music, but now you've been indoctrinated. Kacey Musgraves plays
in your living room. You and your friends sit there and argue about the relative fuckability
of oak species. Something isn’t right, but you don’t know what it is. All you know is that
Quercus ilex is the most fuckable oak.

You still haven’t called Emma. You’ll catch her next weekend. Brandon’s going to
Lassen on Saturday, and he’s the only one with a car.
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February 11th, 2022.

In the hospital. Mirror shards in your fist. Nicole is on the phone using her
emergency voice, that perfect cadence of a fighter pilot who needs to be clearly understood
even as they spiral in and out of terror.

Your eyes are red and puffy. You let the doctor assume the tears started after your
hand was cut up.

“I was just horsing around in the bathroom. I was being stupid.”

Thankfully, no jokes about seven years of bad luck.

July 8th, 2022.

You pick up your prescription at the pharmacy back in Pennsylvania.

Your father has taken down most of the photos that you hate, but you let him keep
the one of you and him at Lake Michigan. You're seven, brandishing a tiny sunfish at the
end of your line and smiling maniacally.

Your name is now Liam.

Two months later, Emma comes out as a lesbian on Instagram. You try not to take
it personally.

September 17th, 2022.

Your friends swore you’d love this new club. An arm pulls on your sleeve. Between
the pulse of colored lights, all you see is polo shirt and beard hair.

“Hey, beautiful. What’s your name?”

“Fuck off, I'm a guy.”

“Uh, yeah. I can see that.”

His friends are staring at you. Everyone is staring at you.

“What, you got a problem with another dude hitting on you?”

“What—? No! No, I mean ...”

You're stuck going back to the same dive bars from then on. Your friends don’t
complain.

September 30th, 2022.

You're in the Philosophy 203 class that you took to balance out your fall schedule,
and you're riding high atop the Dunning-Kruger curve when Ms. Freeman says something
that makes you look up from your doodling.

“Theseus’ Ship. Who can tell me what Theseus’ Ship is?”
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No answers. You can tell that Brandon knows from the way that his head perks up,
but he doesn’t raise his hand. What’s the reward for being right—getting to talk in front of
all your peers at 8 a.m.?

“Theseus’ Ship is a metaphysical thought experiment.” Ms. Freeman taps the
words Unit 1 on the blackboard. “Metaphysics, people! Do this for me—imagine that
Theseus has a boat. Theseus travels for many years. Over time, parts of the boat break off
and need to be replaced. Now let’s imagine that, by the time he returns to Athens, every
single piece of his boat has been replaced at least once. So, my question for you is—did
Theseus return on the same boat that he left on?”

No answers again.

“Liam? What do you think?”

You aren’t expecting that. Your mouth is suddenly dry, but you stammer
something out. “I mean ... aren’t they just different definitions? Like, any ship he owns is
his ship. So, it’s still Theseus’ ship, even if it’s not the same one. Right ...?”

Not your best showing, but Ms. Freeman smiles and finds a way to work your
response into her next point. Everyone scribbles in their notes.

You bury your head in your notebook until the redness in your cheeks goes down.

November 3rd, 2022.

You used to be terrible about interrupting Emma on the phone. Now you've
learned to talk less and listen more. She calls you for the first time in weeks to tell you
about her new girlfriend: Melody. She and Melody went to a real fashion show together.
Melody taught her how to make biscotti. Melody drives a 1969 Camaro.

“Wow!” You pause. “Actually, I don’t know why I said wow. I just assumed that’s
impressive.”

“It is impressive.”

“Then ... wow!”

Later, you go on Wikipedia during class and look up some of the terms that you
remember her saying.

Maybe Emma is like Theseus’ Ship. Bits and pieces of her—her likes, her dislikes, her
hobbies—are being eroded and replaced.

You're walking on the quad at night. Your hand plays along the outline of a Swiss
Army knife in your pocket. You relive the phone call. None of it sits right. You start to
remember a conversation on a dorm room floor, but you shake your head.

People change. Who are you to say that it’s the fault of some girl?

Her best friend. That’s who. The only person who knows every nanometer of her
being, who would notice a single molecule out of place.

You pull headphones over your ears and walk faster.
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November 20th, 2024.

Professor Anderson says something that makes you stop taking notes.

“We can think of all organisms as constantly renewing systems,” she explains.
“Within seven years, every cell in a human body will be replaced. Isn’t that amazing?”

September 5th, 2025.

You do not want to wake up one morning and realize that there is not a part of you
left that Emma has touched.

You call her in New York.

“This is so exciting!”

Emma throws her arms around you. She’s wearing a fur-lined hood to protect her
from the Manhattan winter. It tickles your nose.

Soon, she’ll be starting at the law firm in Boston.

“Oh my god, you look so different. Liam—your voice!”

The Emma you remember would react this dramatically to a new haircut. That
doesn’t make it any less of a compliment.

You duck into Witch’s Brews, a nerdy board-game café. Emma picked it out for the
two of you. You still love tabletop games.

The famous Melody is saving a booth. She beams and greets you with a hug, which
you aren’t used to. You stand rigid while her embrace surrounds you. Melody has laid out
a game of Scrabble, which isn’t what you had in mind when Emma said game night.

You find out that Melody doesn’t play D&D. She prefers real improv.

“Oh my gosh, have you been to the PIT?”

You haven’t.

In undergrad, Emma’s boyfriends would greet you like they were walking into a job
interview. They understood the importance of the best friend test. But Melody sails
through introductions with immaculate confidence. She squeezes Emma’s hand and tells a
story about both of them in the first person. We did this; we did that. She pauses to
explain the inside jokes.

You're in the middle of a high school anecdote. You catch Emma glancing at
Melody—watching her girlfriend react to you—hoping that you make a good impression on
her.

You forget the punchline. You order a whiskey sour. On the rocks.

Emma takes the conversational wheel. We just redecorated the office. She leans
across the booth to show you pictures on her phone. The idea for the floating cabinets
came from a television program.

“Since when do you watch those shows?”

“Oh, Melody got me hooked! It’s our Friday night tradition.”
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Another rotting board, pried out and replaced. Friday night used to be for rum and
Mario Kart.

You're standing at the 50th Street subway entrance when Emma asks you what you think
of Melody.

You smile warmly and pull her into a hug. “I'm glad you found someone who
makes you so happy,” you tell her. “I'm proud of you.”

You aren’t a liar.

You don’t say that you would never date Melody. If your girlfriend made you watch
HGTV more than one Friday in a row, you would set yourself on fire.

Emma beams as you wave from the train window. She’d swiped her MetroCard just
to say goodbye.

You stare into the dark of a subway tunnel, feeling guilty. It’s pointless, but you can’t help
it. Why so unfair to Melody? Of course, you wouldn’t date her. You like lumberjanes, and
indie musicians, and Winona Ryder in Stranger Things.

What matters is that Emma likes Melody.

You and Emma used to fight over all the same boys.

February 7th, 2026.

You're gripping the edge of a marble cutting board. Williams Sonoma, like
everything else in Melody's kitchen. Your heart is pounding. “You have to be fucking
kidding me.”

“Is swearing really necessary, Liam?”

Jesus Christ. When did New England turn Emma into a Puritan?

You're clutching two pieces of printer paper. Two tickets to Massive Magnet
Freakout. You and Emma swore that you’d see them live when school calmed down. Then
March 2020 came, and their fifteen minutes in the mainstream didn’t last until the venues
opened back up.

“They’re in Boston for one night. We have to go!”

“I would, Liam, if you hadn’t just sprung it on me! How was I supposed to know
not to make other plans?”

Her tone sends you back to middle school—to teachers who assumed that you
couldn’t be thinking logically just because they didn’t follow your logic.

“It was supposed to be a nice surprise! Who plans a date night for the middle of a
friend’s visit, anyway?”

“It isn’t a date night. It’s the Boston Fashion Showcase, and it only happens once a
year. You can come if you don’t want to be left out!”

“This isn’t about being left out. It’s about Massive Magnet Freakout!”

“Liam, I've had these plans for a month.”
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“So what? We made these plans six years ago! Don’t tell me Melody won'’t
understand. Besides, she’s the one who cares about the show. Why can’t she just take her
work friends?”

“I've been looking forward to this!” Emma gives a curt exhale that makes you feel
years younger than her. “I'm sorry, Liam, but—actually, no. 'm not going to apologize for
your mistakes. You just ... can’t be my number-one priority this time. Okay?”

Your chest tightens. “Right. No, of course. This time. I get it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

You don’t know how to fight with Emma. You stammer, and it makes you sound
petty and unprepared. It isn’t fair. Why would you be rewarded for preparing arguments
against your best friend? What kind of maniac does that?

“Don’t act like this is a one-off thing, Emma! You’re always busy with her events,
her friends, her cabinets and TV shows and cars and ... when was the last time you did
something just for you?”

Emma doesn’t say anything.

“I'm invoking the pact. You need to break up with her.”

“What pact? What are you talking about?”

“The crush patrol. Your dorm room. 2018.”

“2018 ...? Liam, we were teenagers.”

“I'm only saying this because you wanted me to!”

“And what about 2026 Emma? Not 2018 Emma. I'm happy, okay? Doing things
with Melody makes me happy. So yes, she’s my priority. And that’s normal. That’s what
normal people do when they date someone.”

Normal. Middle school again.

“I'm normal.”

“I won’t apologize for growing up, Liam. You're allowed to have feelings about who
you fooled around with in college. But we can’t all spend our twenties chasing the high of a
one-night stand!”

You didn’t know that Emma shoots to kill when she gets defensive. You've never
actually fought with her before.

Her face falls. Maybe she didn’t know that either.

“Liam ...”

“Why the fuck would I, of all people, want to date a ... a lesbian?” Not your most
verbose response, but it gets the point across. You hate how your voice cracks when you
cry. It makes you sound like a teenager again.

“Liam, I didn’t say that. Liam, wait ...”

Her voice falters as you turn to leave. The door slams behind you.

You ugly cry in the back of a taxi. You don’t care what the driver thinks. Actually, you do
care. But there’s nothing you can do. You're furious.
Her accusation doesn’t come close to the truth.

You've been broken up with before. You've even been cheated on before. None of it
felt like this.
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Being pulled out of your best friend’s life one piece at a time and replaced with
shiny fresh new wood. Scraped off like used-up skin cells. Apoptosis.

You lie on the floor of a hotel room, re-reading a letter on yellow cardstock, and wonder
when the person behind those words stopped existing.

March 23rd, 2026.

You take a seasonal position in the Forest Service, manning an old fire lookout at
Sequoia National Forest. You spend three months reading paperbacks and watching the
conifers. No smoke here.

You come back with stacks of handwritten poetry, zero epiphanies, and a taste for
discount beer. You tell your friends the experience was “meditative.”

December 24th, 2026.

Christmas Eve in Pennsylvania.

You're standing on the front porch of your parents’ house in a red sweater. Your
mother gasps when she opens the door.

“Oh my—Liam! You're so tall, honey!”

You tell her that you're still five-foot-five, the same as when you finished puberty
the first time.

She gives you an I don’t think so look. “You look taller. It’s because you finally
stopped slouching—see, what I always said about the slouching? And so handsome!”

“Thank those endocrinology wizards at Jefferson.”

“No, no, honey. It’s all in my genes.”

December 24th, 2026. 4:28 p.m.

You're sitting on the kitchen counter. That’s where the sous-chef sits. You hand
your mother cubed butternut squash, bouillon, and pureed pumpkin.

Your mother looks up from the stock. She doesn’t say anything. She just scans you
from your REI boots up to your oversized flannel and your curly almost-mullet.

“What ...?” you say defensively, like you're thirteen and walking out of a
department store changing room.

“Nothing. I just ... I remember when you came down the stairs wrapped in that
ratty old pink boa and said you were going to be a pop singer when you grew up. You're
just ... so different, Liam.”

Your heart sinks a little.
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“I'm just so proud of you.” She frowns. “Pass me the ... the thingy. You know, the
thing.”

You hand her the immersion blender. “Thanks, Mom.”

“No, thank you.”

You're in the living room with your father, drinking one of his weird microbrew IPAs that
taste like a pine tree. Pinus banksiana. You're swapping stories that are finally fair game
now that you’re old enough to hear them. The statute of limitations is up for most of your
teenage misadventures.

He’s laughing about how your prom date (Ethan Buckley, you remind him) had
looked ready to piss himself on the doorstep.

Then you ask him a question. “Dad, do you ever ... miss having a daughter?”

Your father wrinkles his brow for a long time.

“No,” he replies, “what do you mean?”

“You were just ... so bummed about boxing those old photos.” You point to the
mantle. “Sometimes I wonder ... I guess I feel a little bad, even if I shouldn’t.”

Your father looks confused. For some reason, though, you feel like you're the one
who’s out of the loop.

“Because ... they were photos of you, Liam.”

December 24th, 2026. 9:52 p.m.

Washing your hands in the guest bathroom, you try not to make eye contact with
yourself in the mirror. You sigh.

You've been a fucking idiot.

December 24th, 2026. 10:06 p.m.
“I'm running out to take care of something. I'll be back before midnight.”
You slide into the driver’s seat and pull out your phone. You know it’s a long shot.
At my parents’ place for Xmas. You in town?
Emma doesn’t reply. The word Read appears beneath your message in tiny print.
You send her a second text.
I'll be at the park in 15.

When you pull into the parking lot of St. Mary’s Presbyterian Church, your truck is the
only vehicle there. Your heart only sinks for a second. Emma’s parents still live walking-
distance from the church.

You find her sitting at the bottom of the metal slide. Emma looks up as your boots
crunch in the wood chips. She wears a white sweater with the word JOY written in golden
loopy font across the front.
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“Hey. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas, Liam.”

You sit cross-legged on the ground. “Where’s Melody?”

“I told her I wanted to do the holidays with my parents this year. We ... usually do
hers.” Emma kicks her feet. “You were right. But we’re working on it.”

“Good.”

Emma cocks her head. “I said you were right, Liam.”

“No. I wasn’t. You never needed to break up over it.”

“But ... you wanted us to.” She raises an eyebrow.

“I was being selfish.” You sigh. “Back in undergrad, you just dated this parade of
guys who weren'’t right for you.”

“Because they were guys.”

“Exactly. They never stood a chance. I'm your best friend.”

Emma snorts. “Pretty self-absorbed to assume it was because you wanted to screw
me, wasn’t it.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. You are smoking. Like, for real. If you ever come back to
the hetero side ...”

“Absolutely not. Never.”

“Fair enough. Things aren’t going great over here.”

Emma unscrews a bottle of mulled wine and offers it. It tastes like artificial
oranges. The words come so easy now. You only needed to find them first.

“So, you're like a total lumberjack now, huh?”

You gesture at her sweater. “So, you're like a total craft YouTuber, huh?”

“Shut up. My stepmom bought me this. It’s a show of good faith.” Emma takes a
swig of wine. “I'm a public defender now.”

“I thought you were working at that firm with Melody?”

“Oh, it sucked. I quit. I thought you were working with starflowers?”

“I was. But ... turns out, chainsaws are way more fun than tweezers.”

Emma talks about things that you don’t understand, but you understand her. It’s
the same laugh, the same habit of leaning forward and grabbing your arms when she’s
approaching the climax of a story because she needs to physically seize your attention. You
pass the bottle of mulled wine. You forget the promise to your parents. The clock slips past
midnight.

December 25th, 2026. 12 a.m.
You’re meeting your best friend all over again.
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Kristen Huizar, “Habits and/or Vices,” 2022. Ink on paper, 45 x 36 inches
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Sidewalks

SASHA HOM

FICTION

I missed my sixth-grade graduation because I had to go with my parents to Seoul to stay in
a multistory hotel. The mission was to scoop up a child we had never seen before, sign
some papers, and call her ours. Their rationale for flying all the way to Korea to pick her
up, versus having her flown to the States with a planeload of other adoptable children the
way I had arrived, was that this way, they could kill two birds with one stone. They would
get to show me my country of birth and, at the same time, bring me back a sister. Because
more than anything, my parents loved a bargain—Dad at Double Luck Liquors whenever
they were having a two-for-one sale, me in the bucket of the cart, knees tucked under my
skirt, while he stacked jugs of wine with twist-off caps around my sparkly shoes, singing
gleefully, “This is chee-eap wine.”

Our room was on the twenty-third floor of the Seoul Plaza Hotel. There were
demonstrations in the plaza. Across from City Hall, a gathering of protesters pushed
against a wall of police. Back and forth they ran, crossing some invisible line. It reminded
me of these shorebirds two-stepping with the waves on Naksan Beach where I saw an old
woman jump playfully on the back of another, both laughing with their mouths so open
you could see down the long dark hole of their throats.

“Anyone here could be related to you,” Ma said.

From behind the double-pane glass of our hotel room, our eyes did not water from the tear
gas. The crackling of gunshots mixed with the sound of decaf percolating in the
bathroom—what Dad drank when there was no wine.

He sat by the window in an armchair, and I did not ask whether they were shooting
real bullets down there, or rubber ones. I was preoccupied with other things—like what
would junior high be like next year? Or rather, what would junior high be like now that I
was a big sister?

Ever since kindergarten, which is when my parents first mentioned the possibility
of adopting again, I'd fantasized about bringing a little sister to school with me for nap
time, or show-and-tell, or recess. We received snapshots from the adoption agency of
lumpy newborns, preteen boys—two who were disabled and one who was a month older
than myself—even though my parents had specifically requested a little girl “of sound body
and mind,” as the Steiner schools put it. Oh, and already potty-trained because Ma was so
over diapers.

My parents took a break in their search for a while. Then one day they received a
Polaroid of a girl in a too-small sweater, leaning against a statue of the Virgin Mary. Ma
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jumped around as if she had just won the Lotto. She carried that photo everywhere. In her
cupped palms, as if she was carrying butterfly wings, she held the picture out for anyone
who was willing to look. “This is our new adopted daughter,” she’d say. “We're gonna call
her Jenny. You know, like the Thompsons. Do you know their daughter? She’s so sweet.
You hardly even know she’s there.”

Dad thought the kid looked cute. But to me, she looked like a cross between an
insect and a turtle, with a beetle-like abdomen, cricket legs, a bowl cut, and a top lip
clamped beakishly over the bottom.

Outside, the pink-streaked sky was sinking into the city. New department stores
and skyscraper shadows fell across the emperor’s old home-—still standing in a city
descending into vapor. The antique and revitalized, side by side.

Dad sat with his back to the TV. The Korean news played loudly, even though none
of us could understand what was spoken. Images of tear gas explosions and overturned
cars in miniature danced on the lenses of Dad’s glasses. From time to time, he’d take them
off, turn around to the window, and snap pictures of the same riots, but from a bird’s-eye
view. Demonstrators moved about in changing shapes and formations: a line of blue, a
hive of black, morphing.

“Don’t use up so much film,” Ma yelled from the bathroom.

In the vanity, surrounded by a soft glow of bulbs, her eyebrows arched and then
straightened, looking like caterpillars crawling across her face. The thin black line of them
slowly faded, as she rubbed a Kleenex drenched in Johnson’s Baby Oil across her lids,
discarding the stained black tissue in the trash.

She caught me watching and smiled at me without turning around, so that it
looked like she might have been just smiling at herself. Or that her reflection had smiled at
my reflection, both of us stuck in the glass. This was a game that we played in a mirror.

Ma enlarged her eyes with the beak of her fingers, making her look scared. She
rubbed miniscule drops of cream into her skin, starting at the top, working her way down
each side methodically in a never-altering pattern. These were her rituals. She had many
and I studied them all: how she tucked her hair behind her ears right before speaking with
a stranger; the way she jiggled the knob to make sure the door was locked, peering back
into our house to see if she had set the alarm; how she licked her pencil tip before
drawing; that certain smile she had for others not in our family—more teeth, head tilted,
as if offering her face to a different god.

“What are they protesting?” I asked.

“They want democracy,” Dad said, zooming in for another action shot. He once
dreamed of becoming a photographer of long-legged women or wars. But instead he
became an engineer, a practical profession for the first in his eight-person family to go to
college.

“They’re protesting the Olympics,” Ma said, working a thin line of floss through her
teeth.

I could see City Hall right across the plaza beside the subway station. On its roof, a
digital display of the number of days, hours, and minutes ticked backward toward the
moment when the Olympics would finally reach Seoul and an American reporter would
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declare that Korea’s number-one export was its children, myself just one of those
hundreds of thousands sent overseas.

“Because in Korea, if you're pregnant and you aren’t married, your family disowns
you,” Ma said.

“It’s what happens when you industrialize too quickly,” Dad said.

“You have to let some things go,” Ma said.

I imagined spokes of left-behind babies trailing from the villages to the hub of
Seoul. I looked down but all I saw was fighting. If I had looked closer, through the
telescopic lens of my father’s camera, for example, I would have seen a single speck of
gray, a woman holding her baby on her back, regardless.

Like a ghost, her clothes were indistinguishable from the concrete, as if they too
were woven from rock and sand, dust and water, pressed and scored in lines. She
panhandled before the mouth of the subway, camouflaged. Day and night, eternally she
knelt on a thin slice of cardboard, head bowed above a Styrofoam cup set on a layer of
sidewalk hovering above other layers of sidewalks that snaked underground for miles and
miles, along the subway lines all color-coded according to their destination. Her face could
not be seen. Over her gray hanbok, she wore a podaegi, a cloth used to tie a baby to a back,
binding one generation to the back of the other, and to another. Turtles all the way down,
as they say, holding the world on their shells.

The woman was eclipsed by the shadows of many tall buildings, so that even when
I was standing right beside her, I might not have noticed her if Ma hadn’t pointed her out.

When we left the hotel the next morning, to meet my new sister for the very first time, the
demonstrations were in full force. Ma plunged through the revolving glass door and shot
out into tear gas. Then Dad followed suit, and then me. But I couldn’t eject myself, and got
stuck between the glass like a bug in a microscope slide. My parents passed by me in
cycles. Finally, Ma extracted me by the arm and we followed Dad, pushing through the
screaming crowd. I stepped on someone’s spectacles. They bent beneath my shoe,
crunching, staring up at me among the shattered glass.

Dad waited at the entrance to the station where a little boy stood alone crying, his
mouth opened in a bright red square. Everyone ignored him. Perhaps it was a common
scene. A child abandoned in a public place, left while the child is absorbed in the detail of
some small thing: A boy on his knees looking into a crack in the sidewalk, watching the
tops of commuters’ heads marching by on the sidewalks that run along the subways below,
debating whether or not to spit into the hole. A young girl standing before a cardboard box
overflowing with puppies, mesmerized, as the mothers fall into a crowd that carries them
away like an ocean, and the children are left afloat on their own lonely raft.

In the 1980s, it is said, an average of ten children were abandoned on the streets
every day.

“That’s the price of becoming a first-world country,” Dad said.

“It’s the culture,” Ma said.

She paused in front of the woman bent over a sign asking for spare change whom I
could not see from our hotel room. Even while standing right beside her, I still did not see
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her, or the baby on her back, as if they were camouflaged, blending right into the sidewalk.
The rounded peak of the baby’s gray egg-head poked out of the cloth.

Ma pointed and said, “See. See what would have happened to you if your mother
hadn't given you up? Aren’t you glad we adopted you? Aren’t you glad you didn’t end up
like that?”

She wagged her finger back and forth, making it unclear to me which one I was
supposed to be looking at, which one I might have become—the woman begging or the
child on her back? Then Ma dropped a coin into the beggar’s cup, and towed me away to
the train.

I remember the night Ma wanted to tell Dad she was serious about adopting. He was three
hours late coming home. Every time she thought she heard his car in the driveway, she
leaped up and hit “Start” on the microwave again, so that by the time the garage door
actually peeled itself away from the concrete, I was sure Dad’s rice had turned to gravel.

“I have something to tell you,” Ma had wanted to say. But he passed through the
kitchen too quickly. The brass clasps flipped open on his briefcase as he hummed along to
some new country hit, the kind of music Ma could not stand. He returned from his den
with a glass of cheap wine. The TV was on. Ma clattered the dishes into the sink. The hard
running water splattered grease onto the wall.

Practically yelling over toy commercials, Ma said, “I just cleaned the living room,
so don’t leave anything lying around.” Rub-a-dub doggie. Sweet little doggie. “I have to
pick up all day after you guys. My back is starting to hurt from bending over all the time.
And so much driving. Rich, can’t you take her to the dentist tomorrow?”

No one bothered to turn the volume down, so accustomed were we to taking in
everything at once. Dad hummed along to the commercial. Love to take a bath with you.
With his bowl held up to his chin, he shoveled his food in lightning fast with chopsticks,
dropping crumbs on a photo of the Raiderettes on the paper beneath his elbow on the
table. He swiped the rice to the floor.

“T'll be away next week. Business. What am I supposed to do?