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1

The Holiday Is Almost Over

The cobalt-blue sea stretched out from the sandy beach and fluffy clouds hung high in the sky. Under the midday sun, the water sparkled.

‘I don’t want to go home.’ Jebi sighed, her mood as heavy as the backpack pressing on her shoulders. All around her tourists were posing for photos in colourful beachwear. The air hummed with their happiness. Jebi thought back to when she’d first arrived at Jeju Island: she’d enjoyed herself just the same, then.

Has it been a month already? It feels like yesterday. A surge of sadness welled up in her chest at the thought of bidding goodbye to the summer.

‘Come on, hurry up!’ a woman carrying a neon-yellow surfboard shouted, as she brushed past Jebi.

‘Hold on!’ her companion yelled back.

Grinning, the first woman, kitted out in a black wetsuit, headed towards the sea. Dropping the board flat on the water, she positioned herself stomach-down on it, beginning to paddle out over the swell.

Jebi shaded her eyes. As a wave approached, the woman stood up, spreading her arms and crouching a little to lower her centre of gravity.

Those swimming nearby turned to watch her. Someone whistled and, as if on cue, the water surged. The woman rode the curve gracefully and then, before Jebi could blink, she had twisted her body so that she was doing a handstand on the board.

As the wave broke, she fell and its white crest washed over her.

Loud cheers from the watchers on the beach echoed in Jebi’s ears.

‘So cool. I wish I could do that.’

Jebi looked down at her bare feet. They made a light depression in the wet sand as the clear water sloshed gently around her ankles.

The trainers dangling from her hand felt extra cumbersome that morning. Just then her phone buzzed. Who’s texting me? she wondered, fishing out the phone from her pocket with difficulty.

It was Bora, her colleague from the photo studio in Seoul.

— About staying at my place . . . I don’t think I can put you up anymore :( Sorry, Eonnie!

Like an anemone in shock, Jebi felt her insides shrivel. Wait, what? At least tell me why. Flustered by this sudden change in her plans, she felt heat rising to her face.

Her phone buzzed again.

— My boyfriend hates it when he can’t come over anytime he wants >_<

‘Since when did she have a boyfriend?’ Jebi murmured under her breath. Ah . . . The arrogant prick.

Right before the trip, she’d noticed something going on between Bora and the new photographer at their studio. Sensing that he was pretty full of himself, Jebi had warned her friend not to get too close to him, but it looked like she’d gone ahead anyway.

‘As usual, falling way too hard, way too fast.’ Jebi chuckled drily.

She was about to start grilling Bora about it by text when something hard slammed into her suddenly, hitting her right in the eye. ‘Ow!’ she cried out as, knocked off balance, the weight of her bag pulled her backwards in the shallow water.

Gasping with shock, Jebi half rolled, half crawled back onto the sand. She’d once almost drowned in kindergarten while playing in water. The incident left her traumatised and she had not swum in the sea since then. While she loved the beach, it had taken her a good few days on this trip even to work up the courage to paddle.

‘What the—!’ A man in swimming trunks was massaging his forehead angrily as he glared down at Jebi.

Dazed, she blinked. What was happening? The man, and everything else around her, was black and white. ‘Oh my god, my eyes!’ Slumped on the sand, Jebi pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. ‘What were you doing?’ she yelled at him.

‘Aren’t you going to apologise?’ snarled the man.

‘Me, apologise! What about you?’ Her vision was still monochrome. Beginning to panic now, Jebi continued rubbing her eyes with one hand as she felt for her phone in her pocket and pulled it out.

It wouldn’t switch on.

‘My cards! My plane ticket!’ She shook the phone desperately, praying that it would come back to life.

The black screen stared back at her.

‘Oh no, no, no. This can’t be happening!’

The man continued to stare down at her. ‘How about looking where you’re going? Bloody backpackers!’

‘Hey, your forehead’s all red!’ The man’s companion said to him. She looked to be the same age as him – in her mid-twenties – her pink ponytail swishing around her shoulders. She turned to Jebi: ‘We should sue you!’

Pink?

Phew, she could see colours again.

‘You should look where you’re going!’ Jebi retorted as she tried to stand up, the soaking-wet weight of her backpack making it nearly impossible.

‘It’s not like you did.’

Jebi couldn’t think of a retort.

The pink-haired woman tugged on the man’s arm. ‘Come on, babe. Let’s not spoil our day.’

‘You’re right.’ Turning angrily on his heel, the man stalked away, his girlfriend stumbling after him.

Jebi could feel several pairs of eyes watching her from under beach umbrellas. Mortified, she scrambled up. Seawater streamed from her backpack down her legs.

Keeping her head down, she walked a few paces before breaking into a run, her uneven breathing and pounding heart loud in her ears.

Wanting to put as much distance as she could between herself and the humiliating scene, she turned a corner flanked by tangled weeds, not looking back until she reached a deserted spot. She’d left the sand behind entirely.

After making sure no one was around, she slumped down on some large basalt rocks. Her waterlogged backpack was heavier than ever. She set it down, and finally let the tears burst out of her.





2

The Photo Studio on the Cliff

‘I’m starving.’

Jebi took out her phone to search for a café nearby, only to remember that it was dead. She wasn’t even sure if it could be repaired.

‘I should’ve insisted he pay to replace it,’ she murmured, touching the black screen.

Wondering what the time was, Jebi looked around, but there was not a soul in sight.

Sighing, she stood up. Her hair and shirt had dried in the wind, but she could feel the moisture from the backpack soaking through as soon as she slung it back on. Recalling that there was a bus stop in front of the guesthouse, she was about to head back the way she’d come when she stopped in her tracks. Those people at the beach would still remember her. And what if she ran into that man again?

Instead, Jebi turned and headed in a different direction, along a road leading inland. As she went, she reached an arm behind her, unzipping a pocket of her backpack and fishing out her wallet. Since her phone was dead, she’d need some cash for the bus fare.

Carefully, she peeled apart the wet notes. ‘No! Only seven thousand won—?’ Never mind. As long as she made it to the airport, things should work out. She could get her phone fixed there, and then pay the repair fees with her digital wallet and access her plane ticket.

Leaving the coastal area behind, she walked up the asphalt road, her wet shoes squeaking. She slowed down a little. Hmm . . . but where should I go back to? I don’t even have a place to stay in Seoul anymore.

The image of Bora’s face floated across her mind, all dewy-eyed over her new boyfriend.

‘Urgh, seriously? Putting a man before her friends!’ Jebi shook her head.

 

I’m sick of watching other people be happy.

On the day she’d written that in her diary, Jebi had quit her job at the photo studio.

Seeing young couples and their adorable babies depressed her, and she hated the way the photographers ordered her around.

When will I get to be the main character in my own life?

The thought had hung over Jebi on the train ride home every evening. Until one day, she had chanced upon a billboard featuring beautiful Jeju Island. Jebi had made up her mind in that moment. Life and work had been so draining; she deserved to pamper herself a bit. Jeju Island, here I come. And not just a weekend getaway – she would spend the summer there.

Jebi had gone ahead and cancelled the lease for her studio flat straight away. It had come fully furnished, so there wasn’t much packing to do. It was time to travel and explore all the exciting possibilities that the future held. She imagined returning to Seoul, refreshed and ready to find a new job and start a new chapter in life. And until her first pay cheque came in, she could sleep on Bora’s couch.

Initially, Bora had been reluctant, but after much wheedling from Jebi – who promised to bring lots of presents from Jeju and contribute generously to the daily expenses on top of rent – she had given in.

And that was how Jebi had come to spend a month in Jeju.

 

As she followed the winding path along the coastline, Jebi thought back over her time on the island.

Her trip had begun perfectly. She visited the local library religiously every day. Sitting in the reading room, overlooking the beautiful library’s gardens and the sea, she had pored over books like Welcome to Your Twenties or A Guide to Personal Finances for the Twenty-Something Woman, and 101 Habits to Boost Your Self-Esteem, diligently copying out lines of wisdom and nuggets of advice.

But the beauty of the island soon distracted her, and instead of reading, she found herself posing for selfies with the books against the gorgeous landscape and posting them on Instagram.

Her bucket list had included learning to swim and surf, but in the end, she had chickened out. She’d imagined herself trying all kinds of new things, but instead all she’d done was to watch from the beach as others took to the waves. Her grand plan of hiking up to the Baengnokdam Lake on Hallasan Mountain also fell through: she’d been overly confident, picking the notoriously difficult Gwaneumsa Trail. A third of the way into the hike she had given up, and the climb back down was so vertiginous that she had had to crawl on all fours. When she’d finally made it to the foot of the mountain, her legs had been shaking uncontrollably.

Neither did she complete the Olle Trail that circumnavigated the whole of Jeju Island. Her trainers hadn’t survived the rough hike on Hallasan, so she’d had to visit the city centre for a new pair. There, she’d been distracted by the beautiful shops and cafés. Jebi found herself going back again and again to enjoy afternoon teas and to sample mouth-watering local specialities at the famous restaurants.

Her posts on Instagram had got hundreds of likes, which spurred her on to keep up the café and restaurant hopping. Before she knew it, she’d blown her budget for the trip and even dipped into the living expenses that she’d set aside for the coming months.

 

Even if she could stay at Bora’s place, Jebi wouldn’t be able to keep her promise to share the expenses.

I suppose I can use my credit card. But whatever I earn will have to go straight to clearing the debt. I’ll be falling right into that vicious cycle that finance books warn of. But what choice do I have? The first thing I’ll have to do back in Seoul will be to rent a tiny room at the gosiwon and get a job. Work hard, scrimp for a couple of months, pay off the debt . . . But will anyone hire me?

Jebi felt a chill running down her spine. Her month on the island had passed by in a flash, and she was still the same old her. Nothing had changed for the better. She hadn’t improved her English, nor had she picked up any new skills.

I’m stuck in a rut.

No employer would ever count a month-long getaway as ‘career experience’. In the end, it would be back to kindergartens or studios specialising in baby photos for her.

Having studied early childhood education at a community college, the only thing Jebi was remotely good at was handling children.

If only I’d taken some classes from other faculties.

And getting a job wasn’t even the most pressing issue: she didn’t have a place to stay. There was no one she could depend on. Her parents had divorced when she was a child and that was the last that she’d seen of them. And last winter, her grandmother, who had brought her up, had passed away. Though she was never the most affectionate person, at least she had provided for Jebi. Jebi would have loved to stay on in her grandmother’s rented apartment but it had been subsidised housing, the kind that had to be given up once the original tenant died.

Thankfully, Jebi had been earning her own income by then, so she’d been able move into a small, one-room studio. But now she’d rashly cancelled the lease.

Maybe there’s a job somewhere that comes with bed and board . . . That way, she’d be able to save on some rent. But would she even qualify for that kind of job?

Lost in thought, Jebi had no idea how long she’d been walking. The asphalt road had petered out to concrete ground. She stopped in front of a banner.

 

WELCOME TO GIANT OCTOPUS VILLAGE!

 

Raising a hand to shade her eyes, Jebi squinted at the words. They were written in the island dialect. After a month in Jeju, Jebi was beginning to pick up some words and phrases. The sign must’ve been there for some time as it was torn in several places – likely weathered by the dry, gusty wind – the letters barely discernible.

Her gaze landed on the jangseung – a village guardian – next to it. The totem seemed to be carved out of the dark basalt common to the island. Staring back at her was a round head with fierce eyes, and hair that stuck out like a sea urchin’s prickles. It had a thick neck that was also long, like a giraffe’s, from which hung some kind of ornament – was it the fin of a cutlassfish? And instead of legs, eight thick arms were rooted in the ground.

Jebi read the sign next to it.

 

Mulkkureok is Jeju dialect for ‘octopus’. Daewang Mulkkureok village – Giant Octopus village – boasts of the best catches of octopuses on the entire island. Since the Joseon dynasty, we’ve been famed for producing the best quality gifts, fit for a king. According to Gyuhap Cheongseo – the encyclopaedia detailing advice and knowledge for women – the egg of the giant octopus is a rare and precious medicine. The octopus is known to be a highly intelligent animal. According to fables passed down for generations, a giant octopus once saved a haenyeo – the female divers of the island – from drowning, while the gaps in the coastal sand dunes are believed to be tracks left behind by the giant octopus. Every year, the village observes a closed season when the hunting of octopuses is forbidden. To pray for a bountiful harvest during open season, a mulkkureok festival is held . . .

 

‘Giant Octopus village?’ Jebi scanned the rest of the text, cocking her head at the last sentence.

Put your hand into the octopus’s mouth and make a wish. It’ll come true.

‘Mouth? This thing has a mouth?’ She studied the stone statue. Seeing nothing that remotely resembled a mouth, she shrugged and walked away. A few steps later, she paused and turned back. Running her hands over the jangseung, she found a narrow slit hidden among its arms. She slipped her hand into the crevice and closed her eyes.

The stone had been warmed by the sun and Jebi could feel the heat spread to her body. And in that instant, a curious feeling enveloped her, as if she were being lifted into the air.

Her eyes flew open. ‘Weird,’ she muttered to herself.

Even as she walked away, she couldn’t help but steal more glances at it.

Turning at a hairpin bend in the road, Jebi found herself at the foot of a slope that seemed to end at a sharp precipice. On the cliff edge sat a white, two-storey shop-house.

 

‘Hakuda Photo Studio? I was hoping for a café . . .’

Jebi had huffed and puffed her way up the hill to the building. Panting, she wiped the sweat off her forehead and looked around. Two palm trees stood tall in the garden. Climbing the stone wall were sky-blue hydrangeas in full bloom. In the distance, she could see the brilliant blue sea.

Jebi tugged at her sweaty shirt and fanned herself. Cautiously, she walked through the gate. Through the window, the interior looked like a typical café. A clock on the wall pointed to half past two.

If I set off soon, I should still make my 4 p.m. flight.

Written on the glass door was a drinks menu: coffee, craft beer, homemade tangerineade. Feeling even thirstier than before, Jebi grabbed the handle and pushed open the door.

Inside, the shop was completely deserted, yet there was music playing and she smelt coffee. Was she right that there was no one here?

Jebi walked towards a table with a view of the ocean. She’d wait for the owner to return; they must have simply stepped out for a while.

The moment she put down her backpack, she heard a baby crying. Jebi looked up, her back stiffening as she glanced around cautiously. Still no one.

But, as she began rooting around in her bag to find her wallet, she heard a voice.

‘Ooh, cutie-poo, peek-a-boo!’

Jebi turned her head sharply. For the first time, she noticed the stairs in the corner of the room. The voice had seemed to drift down them. Slinging her backpack over her shoulder, Jebi found herself walking towards the stairs if they were exerting a magnetic pull on her.

When she emerged onto the first floor, she saw a tall, broad-shouldered man. He was bending over, perspiration soaking through his blue shirt. A spotted puppy was sniffing around his feet.

The man was smiling awkwardly as he tried to soothe a crying baby cradled in a young couple’s arms.

At the sight of an intruder, the puppy barked. The man turned, his eyes widening in surprise.

Wow, he’s cute. Totally my type . . . No, Jebi. Now’s not the time.

‘I’m so sorry. We’re in the middle of a shoot. Could you give me a moment, please?’ The man nodded towards the couple and then, seeing she hadn’t moved, spoke again: ‘Ah, no, don’t wait here. Please go downstairs and enjoy a cold drink from the fridge. Take anything you want. Sorry, I’m a little understaffed right now. My apologies. I’ll be with you in a moment.’

‘Erm, I . . .’ Not knowing what to say, Jebi quietly went back down the stairs.

Anything I want? Jebi looked around the café. On a small corner table was a jug of iced water with slices of lemon floating in it. She poured herself a glass to quench her thirst before looking at the price list stuck to the drinks cooler. The tangerineade was the most expensive, and she was about to choose that when she hesitated. Pursing her lips, she ended up reaching for a can of coke.

With the cold drink in hand, she slowly walked around the café – or should she call it the photo studio? The shopfront boasted a large window facing the ocean. On the other side of the room was a much smaller window with a partial view of the palm trees and the hydrangeas. Photo frames decorated the walls of the café, so that even though it was small, the space didn’t feel stuffy at all.

Jebi took a closer look at the photos. Having worked for eleven months in a photography studio, she was quite proud of her artistic eye. Well, when it came to baby photos, at the very least. On the left of the door was a photo that appeared to have been taken at the village entrance: Jebi recognised the octopus totem statue. Her gaze slid over to the next photo, which was of a group of women in white looking out to sea. Against the dark coastline, the white sand dunes they were standing on looked like fresh snow; the scene was solemn, peaceful, as if the women were sending off someone – or something. In the next frame was a photo of a bunch of freshly dug peanuts. The dark soil was still damp, but from the carefully focused details of the image, Jebi could almost feel the heat radiating from the ground. She glanced next at a photo of freshly caught sea urchins, and a man with a big armful of carrots. Captured in the last frame was the spotted puppy she’d met upstairs, snuggling next to its mother. The photo looked like it had been taken some time back. Unlike her newborn, the older dog had a black glossy coat, and she was curled up protectively over the puppy, nuzzling it with her nose.

These are pretty good. Jebi could tell that the photos had barely been edited.

She sipped her coke. Upstairs, the baby was still crying.

Just as Jebi was getting worried, she heard a scampering of paws. The puppy had come downstairs and was now barking at her feet. ‘Woof!’

‘Would you like some too?’

Jebi crouched down and was about to dribble some drink onto the floor when a thought stopped her. Was it okay to be offering a carbonated drink to a dog?

‘Never do anything you are unsure of. Rule number one of surviving in society.’ Remembering the tone of the photographer she’d worked with when she first started out, a man who’d yelled at her whenever he felt like it, Jebi shuddered.

Pursing her lips, she poured some water into a paper cup instead and held it out to the puppy. ‘Woof!’ It came forward and lapped up the water noisily.

Looks like I’ve gained its trust, Jebi thought. ‘Good doggy. Growing up well, even without your mama.’ She stroked its fur.

The baby upstairs was now wailing at the top of her lungs.

‘For goodness’ sake!’ Jebi couldn’t stand it any longer. She headed towards the stairs, followed by the big-pawed puppy.

Upstairs, Jebi saw that the baby was turning purple in the face while the young couple hovered anxiously, unsure of what to do.

The photographer cast a quick glance at Jebi. The front of his shirt was soaked through, and beads of sweat ran down his cheeks.

Meanwhile, the young puppy, oblivious to what was going on, was zooming around the room.

‘Perhaps you could come back another—’

Jebi interrupted the photographer mid-sentence. ‘Do you have a muslin?’

‘If you need napkins, they’re on the counter,’ he replied. His tone was polite, but Jebi could tell that he was annoyed.

‘Nope, I mean a baby’s muslin cloth.’ Jebi turned to the baby’s mother. ‘You have one, right?’

Taken aback at being spoken to, the mother cast a quick glance at the photographer before rummaging in her bag.

Jebi took it. ‘May I?’ She held out her arms.

The young couple hesitated for a moment before passing their child to Jebi. With a bright smile, she gathered the baby to her and gently lay her down on the rug. The baby screamed and struggled. Jebi quickly checked her diaper before picking her up again to pat her back.

‘When was the last time she was fed?’

‘An hour ago. I breastfed her before coming here.’

‘So she’s not hungry.’ Jebi took a closer look at the baby’s clothes. She was dressed in beautiful summer knitwear, but the material was rather rough, and Jebi could see that the skin around her armpits was red.

Jebi folded the thin material of the muslin and slipped it through the armhole of the baby’s top. She did the same for the other armpit, and with the baby in her arms, she slowly crossed the studio to the standing air conditioner, lowered the temperature and increased the fan speed. ‘Ohhh, you must be hot,’ she cooed, rocking the baby gently. ‘Your armpits are hurting, right? Poor baby. Is that why you’re cross?’

Gradually, the baby’s cries subsided. Sensing that she was still upset, Jebi hugged her close, patting her gently. Then she looked up, nodding a smile at the young couple, who returned it.

The photographer was sitting down and mopping his sweat with a handkerchief, his eyes wide with gratitude.

When the baby had calmed down, Jebi returned her to her parents. Back in her mother’s arms, the baby didn’t cry, but her tiny features were still scrunched up.

Jebi turned to the photographer. ‘I think you can start now. She’s a little tired. Best to work quickly!’

The couple hugged the child and got into position as the photographer picked up his camera.

‘What’s her name?’ Jebi asked.

‘Yoona,’ said her mother.

‘Yoona! What a pretty little thing you are!’ Jebi tickled the baby’s cheeks with a corner of the muslin.

Yoona gave a gurgle of laughter and, immediately, her parents broke into wide smiles. Click, click. The photographer pressed the shutter.

 

‘I’ll deliver the images to the bakery when they’re ready,’ the photographer told the couple when the shoot ended. He bowed his head again, looking apologetic.

‘Thank you,’ the woman replied. Yoona was fast asleep in her dad’s arms.

The photographer went with the couple to the door and, when he returned, dipped his head in Jebi’s direction. ‘Thank you so much. You’ve done me a huge favour.’

‘If you’d like to return the favour,’ Jebi said, smiling, ‘you can tell me where to catch the airport bus from.’

His smile faltered. ‘Oh . . . you aren’t here for a photo?’

‘Ah, no . . . the thing is . . . I dropped my phone in the sea . . .’ Jebi replied vaguely.

‘What time is your flight?’

‘It’s—’

‘—wait! What time is it?’ The photographer frantically checked his watch. ‘No! I need to be somewhere, now!’

‘Oh, if you could just tell me how to get to the—’

‘We’ll sort that out. Let’s go!’ He threw open the door.

‘Wait! I have a flight to catch—’

‘I’ll book you on another one!’ With that, the man grabbed Jebi’s wrist and pulled her through the door.

The puppy wagged its tail and attempted to follow.

‘No. Bell, stay. Oppa will come back in a jiffy.’

Bell whined and tried to nudge her nose through the door crack, but the photographer pushed her back firmly, closed the door and turned the key.

Parked behind the palm trees was a motorcycle. Before Jebi knew what was happening, she had a helmet jammed on her head, the strap tightened, and then she was sitting behind the man, gripping his shoulders.

It was her first time riding pillion. The strong winds whipped her face as he sped down the road, and she screamed as the low stone walls, different-coloured rooftops, plants and trees flashed past in a blur. Villagers who were out tending to fields and gardens looked up as they zoomed by.

In no time, they were at the coast. The motorcycle screeched to a halt by a breakwater, and the photographer got down quickly. Jebi put a tentative foot on the ground and dismounted unsteadily.

In the distance, a group of haenyeos had just surfaced from their dives and were wading back to the shore.

The photographer made a beeline for one of them and tried to take the net from her hands. ‘Yanghee-ssi. That looks heavy, let me help,’ the photographer said, switching effortlessly to the Jeju dialect.

Is that his wife? I knew it. Of course he’s not single. Jebi felt ashamed for having felt butterflies.

The woman shoved him aside. ‘Don’t you use my dialect with me!’ she snapped, grabbing her net back and slinging it over her shoulder.

One of the older haenyeos piped up. ‘Yanghee-ya, don’t be like that. It’s okay to let a man help.’ She gratefully handed her full net to him.

‘Hear, hear! Don’t put him down just because he’s a mainlander,’ another one said, giggling.

‘You’re only saying that because it’s got nothing to do with you,’ Yanghee retorted as she walked away.

Pulling her rubber swimming cap off, she shook her head and her long, beautiful hair tumbled down. The wetsuit clung to her, showing off her curving figure.

She stopped abruptly in front of Jebi. ‘You’re in my way.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘You’re blocking the door.’

Jebi turned around, only to see that she was standing right in front of a changing room. She quickly moved to the side.

‘Thank you so much!’ the older haenyeos gushed as the man set their nets down gently. The fresh catch of urchins, abalones and octopuses glistened in the sunlight. In the hundred-metre walk from the shoreline to the changing room, his sky-blue shirt had become a dark ocean-blue from the nets’ drips.

The haenyeos thrust a few giant clams into his hands. ‘Take these. They’ll be delicious steamed.’

Grinning, the man walked back to his motorbike and put them into his top box before turning to Jebi. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

On the ride back, she gingerly held his waist. Now that he was going more slowly, she could appreciate the scenery: the colourful flowers on the trees, the glowing tangerines, the mix of yellow and blue rooftops, even the weeds in the cracks of the stone walls; everything was beautiful in her eyes. Whenever they passed someone on the street or in their front gardens, he’d nod in greeting. Some returned his gesture, while most ignored him. The wind blew, carrying the smell of the sea from his sweat-soaked shoulders.

Suddenly a thought hit her. We’ve only just met but that haenyeo dropped straight into speaking casually with me! Jebi frowned. By rights, Yanghee should have spoken to her in formal Korean. How rude, she thought, with a sniff.

 

‘Bell! Sorry we left you behind. Have you been a good girl?’ The moment he opened the door, the man scooped the puppy in his arms. He turned to Jebi. ‘I’m sorry. You must’ve missed your flight.’

Jebi’s thoughts jolted back to reality as she glanced at the wall clock. ‘Um. Not yet . . . but it’s too late to head to the airport now.’

‘Here, take my laptop and book the next flight. I’ll take you to the airport,’ he said, putting his laptop on the table by the window.

Jebi clicked into the airline website. Mulling over the options, she sighed. Her trip really was finally ending.

The man came back into the room, having changed into dry clothes.

Jebi watched him scribble something on a blank piece of paper and tape it to the glass door. Pretending to get a refill of water, Jebi glanced at the sign.

 

NOW HIRING:

ONE PHOTOGRAPHY AND CAFÉ ASSISTANT

 

Oh yeah. He said something about being understaffed earlier. Jebi’s heart suddenly raced, but she reminded herself sternly: You said no more photo studios!

She refilled her paper cup and returned to the table. Outside the window, the ocean stretched out to the horizon.

‘Um . . . do you do a lot of newborn photography here?’ Jebi ventured tentatively. Her heart was still pounding.

‘Nope, not really.’

From the fridge, he took out the bottle of tangerineade and poured some into a glass of filled with ice. He placed a peppermint leaf on top, stuck in a straw and held it out to Jebi. ‘Try it. I made this from tangerines grown in the village.’ She took the glass from him as he continued: ‘The couple you saw live nearby too. They just moved here and are in the process of opening a bakery. It’s been a whirlwind for them trying to settle down, especially with a newborn. They’re the only young family here.’

Jebi nodded. Then: ‘So . . . I saw your hiring notice.’

His eyes lit up. ‘Aren’t you here on holiday?’

‘Yes, but I’ve come to the end of my trip.’

He deflated a bit. ‘I’m not looking for short-term help, though. I need someone who can commit.’

Jebi shook her head. She liked Jeju, but she wasn’t sure how long she could stay. She’d never kept a job for more than a year.

‘But it’s proving to be next to impossible to hire someone here. So, if you can help out, even if it’s for a while, I’ll be grateful. How long do you think you could stay?’

Jebi tried to contain her excitement. ‘I haven’t decided. Maybe . . . three months?’

‘Alright, send me your resumé. You can create one on my laptop.’

Please, everyone has one on hand these days.

Jebi logged on to her email, clicked on one of the many job application threads there and printed out the attachment.

‘Your name is . . . Jebi?’ He looked surprised.

‘Mm-hmm.’ She scratched her cheek awkwardly. She wondered what had surprised him. Perhaps he had never heard the name before, which could also mean swallow.

‘And you were born in 1997 . . . a 97-liner?’

‘Yep, I turned twenty-five this year.’

For a moment, the photographer looked deep in thought.

Is he having doubts? Jebi felt a stab of fear. Was she now past the age of jumping from one casual job to another?

‘Where’s your hometown?’

‘Seoul.’

‘Have you ever lived in Jeju?’

Jebi shook her head.

‘Nor your parents?’

‘N0, not that I’m aware of.’

‘I see.’

For a moment, there was silence.

Guess I’m flying back to Seoul.

Just as she had convinced herself that the job was a no-go, he spoke. ‘I’m Lee Seokyeong.’ He gave his family name first, as was customary. ‘An 88-liner. I look forward to working with you.’ He paused. ‘You’ll need a place to stay, I presume?’

‘Yes . . .’ Jebi’s hands paused on the keyboard, and she averted her gaze. ‘I—I’m really sorry, but the thing is . . . Can I ask for an advance on my pay? This is embarrassing, but I’m broke right now. I’ve spent all my money during my trip. My only credit card is in my mobile wallet, and when I tripped at the beach earlier today, my phone fell into the water and it’s dead . . .’ Mortified, she buried her face in her hands. Why am I like this. He must think I’m pathetic.

‘I can cover the first month’s rent for you . . . but on one condition.’

Jebi gulped and waited for him to continue.

‘I know an old woman living nearby who has an extra room. I hope you can stay there. She may seem grumpy, but she’s a real softie at heart. Because her house is old, she barely gets any bookings for her annex room. Please do me this favour.’

Jebi nodded, but anxiety gnawed at her. Grumpy but a softie? The principal at a daycare centre she had worked at had described herself as having a ‘fiery temper but truly caring for her staff.’ Jebi had rarely got to experience the care; as for the fiery temper, she’d borne the brunt of it every day. Would this woman be just as bad, or even worse?

Recalling her grandmother’s sharp words and cold eyes, Jebi shivered. But beggars can’t be choosers.

It was at this point that Bell came trotting up to her, and, with a wag of her tail, settled down next to her feet.

Seeing the puppy looking quietly up at her was all Jebi needed to make her decision. ‘As you please.’ She reached out to pick Bell up. The little dog curled up docilely in her lap, pricking up her ears as she looked out of the window.

Over the green-blue sea, the sky was painted a pastel pink.
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