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THE RASCALS OF CHERRY HILL
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It all happened in an instant. Sanghun gave the football a good kick towards Pierre, the small neighbourhood bus rounded the corner, Old Man Jang came out of his shop, and Kang stepped off the path leading to the top of Cherry Hill. He paused to view the scene.

A thwack, a screech, an ‘Oh, no!’

The world stood still for a moment. The football was the only thing that kept moving. It had bounced off a bus window, hit the shop sign, and was now spinning on the ground. Everything came alive at once, erupting into chaos.

‘Go! Run!’

‘My window!’

‘Stop, you rascals!’

The boys in question fled past Kang, who stepped aside, gripping the railing. His legs were tired from climbing the steep hill and now the boys were whirling past him like a tempest. Their feet pounded down the steps, the way Kang had come, clattering like hooves. Old Man Jang ran after them but only managed to nab two, Sanghun and Pierre.

Luckily the bus window wasn’t damaged. As Cherry Hill was the last stop on the route, there was only one passenger on board – and she wasn’t even startled. The young girl blithely got off the bus and skipped into the shop. ‘I’m home!’ she cried out in greeting.

Her grandfather, Old Man Jang, flushed in anger as he held the two boys by the scruff of their necks. ‘Do you boys listen to your elders? Didn’t I tell you not to play football here? Look, you’ve ruined my sign!’

‘Let go!’ Sanghun said, squirming. ‘Where are we supposed to play? There’s nowhere else to go. And that sign was already broken!’

‘How dare you? I may not forgive you even if you beg, and here you are, talking back.’

‘I know it got smashed yesterday by a truck. And you were paid for the damage, too!’

Jang let go of the boys, looking around for a stick to threaten them with. But anyone could see he was mostly just irritated and confused about what to do.

The real reason he was annoyed was because of the bus driver. The bus drove up to this stop several times a day but the driver never even bought a pack of chewing gum. He just hung out on the old man’s low, wide wooden bench stationed outside the shop, helping himself to any food that was laid out, and sometimes even emptying the waste basket from the bus into Jang’s bin. Now, with this football, the old man had a chance to vent his frustrations.

‘Did your grandmother teach you to be that rude?’ Jang snapped at the boy.

‘What does my grandma have to do with anything?’ Sanghun complained.

‘Okay then, let’s see how this makes you feel!’ Jang glared at the boys and kicked the ball, which shot up and over the thicket of forsythia. It cleared the tall privet trees that surrounded the large house and its private land just a little further up on Cherry Hill.

‘My ball!’ Sanghun wailed.

Unsatisfied, Jang ordered the boys to kneel and raise their hands above their heads as punishment. Sanghun glared at the old man and Pierre looked yearningly at the privet trees.

The bus driver bought a cup of coffee from the vending machine outside the shop and settled on the bench. ‘You wouldn’t have lost your ball if you’d just apologised,’ he told the kids.

Sanghun glared at the driver. ‘It’s your fault, too. Why did you have to drive up right then?’

‘You’re really something, aren’t you?’ the driver exclaimed. ‘Do you always talk back to adults like that? You need to be more respectful to your elders.’

‘Adults always say that,’ the boy grumbled. ‘If you say something true they always say you’re talking back.’

‘What are they teaching kids in school these days?’ The driver crumpled the paper cup and stood up. ‘You boys deserve to lose that ball.’

‘We didn’t lose it,’ Pierre murmured.

‘Hey, look at you! How do you speak Korean so well?’ marvelled the driver as he studied Pierre, whose complexion was darker than everyone else’s.

‘Because I’m Korean,’ Pierre grumbled, glaring at the driver, who cleared his throat and tossed his cup in the bin.

‘I have to pay for those bin bags, you know,’ Jang complained. ‘Coffee from the vending machine? At the very least you could buy a case of drinks or something.’

The driver ignored Jang and got back on the bus. He drove off even faster than usual, leaving behind a puff of exhaust fumes.

‘What a day!’ Jang spat on the ground as the bus turned the corner and vanished from sight.

This was a stop in name only; it was really just a small open space on Cherry Hill: a flat, wide-open area in the otherwise hilly neighbourhood. It was the last stop because slightly further up the hill was an old house on private property. The bus stop and the house were roughly at the same level, and further up was the peak of Cherry Hill, which was technically owned by whoever owned the house. There was an old fence around the property, but it rarely kept anything out.

It was here, near the top of the hill where the bus stopped, that Old Man Jang placed his bench and piles of wares, and the kids played. Incidents like this inevitably sprang up from time to time, but it was unusual for so much drama to happen at once.

Kang, who had been watching silently the whole time, came up slowly and put his bag on the bench. He sat down and wiped his forehead. He was of a similar age to Old Man Jang, old enough to be a grandfather. He felt a strange familiarity and discomfort towards this man.

‘Would you like something cold?’ Jang asked, looking curiously at the stranger.

Kang stared at Jang for a while before finally nodding. Jang grabbed an ice-cream cone from the freezer. He didn’t see the small smile flit across Kang’s face.

The ice-cream cone was dented in the middle. Kang’s expression crumpled, too – he had spotted the date of manufacture stamped on the wrapper. It had been made a year and nine months earlier.

Jang noticed. ‘Oh, that’s no big deal! It’s kept frozen, so it doesn’t go bad. And it’s only dented a little because they were piled on top of one another. Nobody in this neighbourhood buys these high-end ice creams, you see.’

Kang reluctantly handed over some money. He looked carefully at the man’s face and considered the fact it wasn’t the first time he’d seen it.

‘A brand-new note! Look, I’m no crook. It’s two thousand won but I’ll give you a five-hundred-won discount. How’s that?’ Jang magnanimously handed over the change, but Kang gave the extra five-hundred-won coin back. With a wide grin, Jang tossed it into the money jar, not realising he’d missed and the coin had fallen to the ground. It rolled towards the boys, who were still on their knees. Kang saw Sanghun grab and pocket it. Their eyes met briefly. Sanghun looked away nonchalantly.

‘Did you walk all the way up here?’ Jang continued solicitously. ‘You could have taken the bus, you know. I guess your knees aren’t creaky yet.’

Kang’s eyebrows furrowed.

Jang quickly changed the subject. ‘So those concrete steps – there are one thousand eight hundred and seventy-seven of them. I think it’s better to take the bus, no matter how many detours it makes.’ He smiled in a friendly way as he looked Kang over.

Kang took off his hat, wiped his head with a handkerchief, and put his hat back on.

‘Anyway, you’re not from around here,’ Jang said. ‘There’s nothing to see, so you must have come to see someone. As a community leader, I know everything there is to know about everyone, down to what they have for breakfast every day.’

Kang stared back at Jang. Maybe Kang had changed a lot, or he hadn’t been that memorable as a child.

Jang wasn’t all that pleased with the look on this stranger’s face, but a shopkeeper couldn’t afford to turn away customers.

‘A community leader . . .’ Kang murmured.

‘That I am! Who else has stayed all these years in this neighbourhood? I’m still here, operating this shop. So, tell me: who are you here to see?’

‘It’s not that.’ Kang’s voice was dignified.

That short rebuke chastened and annoyed Jang; this was his home turf and the rascals were watching. ‘Ah, then you must be here about property. Large corporations have bought up the land in the surrounding areas, turning everything into a forest of apartment buildings. Things in Cherry Hill are the same as they have always been – for now – but a company called Mirae Construction has purchased everything. It’ll all become apartment buildings, too. If they can manage to push us out, that is.’

Kang stared at Jang, who became animated, thinking that he had finally kindled the stranger’s curiosity. Jang said, ‘See that banner over there on the terraced houses? “Guarantee Our Right to Live! Stop Thievery!” That was all me. It’s good, isn’t it?’ He laughed triumphantly.

While Jang was distracted Sanghun and Pierre slowly got up and stood to the side.

‘Or maybe you’re moving here?’ Jang continued to dig.

‘Yes,’ Kang said.

‘So you need a place to live! Oh, we have a lot of vacancies because everyone’s leaving. Hey, Changsik!’

A pale man emerged from the estate agent’s office next to the shop. He looked distracted and dazed, as if he’d been interrupted midway through a task.

The two boys were still waiting nearby. Sanghun was standing still and glaring at the adults, his hands balled into fists. Kang glanced at the boy and the pale man. They looked quite alike. If this was the boy’s father, why hadn’t he looked out when the football hit the bus? It had made quite a racket and the glass door couldn’t be soundproofed.

‘I assure you, Changsik is very sharp. He can show you some places and he’ll be very thorough with the lease,’ Jang explained.

‘Yes, I can show you some very nice places,’ Changsik said, his tone as mild as his expression.

‘No need.’ Kang began walking away.

Jang was taken aback. This stranger was trampling on his pride. He was even more annoyed when he discovered that the ice cream had been left behind, unopened. ‘Who does he think he is, that rude old man?’

‘Did he ask you for help in finding a place to live?’ Changsik asked.

‘Hmm?’

‘Was he looking for a place?’

Jang blinked a few times before shaking his head. Changsik stepped back into his office and Jang glared at the retreating stranger and shook his fist, his nostrils flaring. He shoved the melted ice-cream cone back in the freezer.

Kang walked down the street and came across Sanghun and Pierre now peeping through the privet trees from under the forsythia thicket. The trees were covered in fragrant white flowers like late-season snow.

‘Ugh, I can’t see it. It can’t have gone far, can it?’ Sanghun grumbled.

‘Wait – someone’s coming.’

When Kang’s feet didn’t continue along the path, the two boys crawled out. They knew this was the Giant’s property. They knew they weren’t allowed here. A barbed-wire fence was slung around the hill, festooned with signs:


PRIVATE PROPERTY: NO TRESPASSING
TRESPASSERS WILL BE SEVERELY PUNISHED.
PROPERTY OWNER



Cherry Hill was an outdated name. New apartment buildings had uprooted nearly every last cherry tree around it, like insects gnawing through greenery. Only one original old house remained in this neighbourhood, near the bus stop, because the woods surrounded it and the owner was stubborn. He also owned all the land surrounding the house. At least, that’s what they said – nobody had ever laid eyes on the owner.

Pierre’s mobile phone rang. ‘It’s my mum. I have to go. Sorry, Sanghun.’

Sanghun shot his friend a look and glanced at Kang, but quickly averted his eyes when they met the old man’s sharp, inquisitive look. ‘Yes . . . ?’ he mumbled, glancing up at Kang again. He was intimidated but wasn’t admitting defeat yet.

Kang kept staring down at the tough little boy.

‘Oh, the coin? Well, it isn’t yours . . . and it isn’t Grandpa Jang’s either, is it?’ Sanghun was beginning to squirm. ‘Because Grandpa Jang gave you a discount and you didn’t take it. So it’s not anyone’s, really, and then it rolled over to me.’ Sanghun fished the coin out of his pocket and held it out. He was dressed shabbily but his fingernails were clean. ‘Still, if you really want it, I’ll just give it to you.’ He cocked his head daringly.

‘Aren’t you something?’ Kang’s dry voice was stern, as if he had never smiled in his life. He continued up the road.

Sanghun watched the old man walk away. He turned around and let out a sigh of relief. He slid the coin back in his pocket. ‘That was weird.’ He darted off down the hill like a chipmunk.

Kang stopped where the privet trees met a brick wall. He looked back down the hill as darkness descended and the windows lit up, one by one. He stood there for a long time. Then he ambled along slowly, keeping a steadying hand on the vine-covered wall. New vines climbed over dead branches and spread out, sprouting leaves, making the tall wall even spookier, the dried leaves hanging darkly between the fresh green ones.

Kang stopped in front of a gate, secured firmly with an old-fashioned padlock, nearly buried in the vines. He unlatched the lock and was surprised when the gate glided open smoothly. He had made the right decision to come here. A childlike thought flashed through his head: this gate recognised its owner.

Nobody saw him go into the house. The gate closed quietly behind him.
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