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Sickness

		

		
			She’s starved for ages.

			No longer can she remember chewing food and feeling it travel down her throat. Spit pools in the corners of her lips without going over the rise of her tongue. Her dry throat itches whenever she tries to swallow saliva.

			Trees. If she could put her hand down her throat, it would squeeze through the esophagus like it were pushing through a hole in a dead tree, and her guts would crumble like dried leaves. If she could reach all the way down, shoving a shoulder into her mouth, then her head, then the other arm…

			I’d feel full. I’d be flipped inside out.

			These thoughts bring a faint smile to Juryong’s face.

			But then my flipped stomach would feel empty, too.

			Juryong, lying on her side, hugs her legs as if she truly is inside someone’s belly. She longs for sleep, the only thing she has left, but starvation keeps her alert. Blood hardly seems to circulate in her brain, blurring the borders between dreams and reality. Eyes closed, she feels every tremor, and slowly begins to forget herself. Knowing, at the same time, that this feeling was proof she was still alive. She keeps hearing someone say: Kang girl, hey, Kang girl. It’s hunger that makes her hear it, and hunger that prevents her from answering. Then the cicadas… the cicadas… the sound of the cicadas tear through the air. She’s no longer sure if she’s hallucinating.

			Is it summer?

			Her eyes close on her blurry vision. The cicada cries grate on her psyche and scatter patterns of light behind her eyelids. This light spreads like the veins of leaves before crumpling, again and again, never the same shape.

			Footsteps.

			The sound of footsteps used to make her sit upright. Greeting this sound with her back straight is the smallest, latest bit of resistance a starved person can offer. 

			But not today, I won’t today. 

			Juryong rolls to her other side. Who is this that keeps saying they won’t, instead of they can’t?

			“Kang girl. Hey, Kang girl.”

			With a shaky arm, Juryong pushes away the floor. The retreating floor swims in her vision. When she forces her unmoving legs toward her torso, a grunt overflows from her throat. Like an animal. An animal, but not a wild animal. Didn’t the rabbits they raised at home make the same sound when they were harvested?

			The footsteps pause. She raises her head.

		

	
		

		
			
Part I: Gando

		

	
		

		
			
1

		

		
			“What do you think is the prettiest thing in Tonghwahyeon?”

			“I think the rabbits.”

			Rabbits when they’re born are ugly and wrinkly, but once their fur dries and they get fleshier, nothing in the world is prettier to Juryong. The white ones have red eyes that look like beads of jade, the black or spotted ones have dark eyes that look human. The yellow ones are usually cute all over, and it’s impossible to pick out one feature. But rabbits aren’t just cute when they are babies. They grow big and fluffy, into creatures Juryong thankful to have. Few beasts are as deserving of gratitude as rabbits. Without their fur, the winters of West Gando would be impossible to survive. The luckiest thing is how they have a new litter in a blink of an eye. Who could possibly starve in a world with rabbits?

			Juryong never considered the gathering of rabbit food as difficult work. Come to think of it, winter is near, they must harvest some rabbits soon.

			“Not things like that, not useful things, tell me about pretty things.”

			“I said rabbits because they’re pretty, they’re not pretty because they’re useful.”

			Juryong’s mother is amused at her daughter’s rejoinder. “What else is as pretty as a rabbit in Tonghwahyeon?”

			

			“Mama’s hands.”

			Juyrong stares into the mirror as she answers. The hands in question are busily working Juryong’s hair.

			“Oh please, nothing pretty about my hands. Forget rabbits, they are uglier than rabbit’s feet.”

			“No, they’re pretty. Nothing in this world is as pretty as Mama’s hands.”

			The hands smoothly applying camellia oil into Juryong’s hair are, as their owner claims, not pretty. Even with the oil, Juryong can feel the calluses scraping at her hair and scalp.

			“Mama, don’t you feel like you want to cry when you see a pretty thing?”

			“A ridiculous daughter you are.” Her mother ties Juryong’s braid into a neat bun and fixes it in place with a long hairpin. “Have you yet to figure out what the prettiest thing in Tonghwahyeon is?” 

			“You won’t tell me the answer, so how would I know? I still think everything I said is true, but Mama doesn’t think so. It’s you who doesn’t know yet.”

			Her mother has nothing to say. Her warm hands massage sleep into Juryong’s mind. But if she drops her head her mother might grab her by the hair, which means she has to make an effort not to fall asleep. It’s hard.

			Her mother adjusts the angle of the mirror so Juryong can get a better look.

			“Kang girl, open your eyes. Here’s the prettiest thing in Tonghwahyeon, sitting right in front of me. Our Kang girl.”

			Blushing, Juryong covers up her embarrassment with belligerence. “Why do you keep asking me things if you’re not going to listen to the answer?”

			Wordlessly, her mother places a borrowed bridal headpiece on her daughter’s head. 

			

			Juryong can’t stop herself haranguing her mother in the mirror. “Prettiest in the world is one thing, what’s the use of being prettiest in Tonghwahyeon?”

			Her mother says nothing. Juryong fills the silence with her grumbling. “Being prettiest in Tonghwahyeon means little in West Gando, and you’ve got to be the prettiest in West Gando to have a chance at being a great beauty of Korea.”

			Like she’s someone else, Juryong observes the young woman in the mirror as she looks this way and that, studying her bridal headpiece from every angle. Hardly a face that’s the prettiest in her village, let alone all of Tonghwahyeon, but not exceptionally ugly either, and that’s just fine. The thought makes Juryong smile. She turns to her mother.

			“And are you really going to continue calling me Kang girl?”

			“A Kang girl is a Kang girl, what else would I call you?”

			“I’ve got to act like an adult from today onward. What would happen if you called me Kang girl in front of my husband’s family, like calling your pet dog? Think of the shame it’ll bring on both of us.”

			Her mother’s eyes well up with tears. “I call my Kang girl Kang girl, what else do I call her?”

			With that, they leap into each other’s embrace, clinging to each other in silent sobs. Women must not cry out loud on a festive day. Her mother’s hot breath travels from her ear down her clothes before cooling. Footsteps from the wedding party ring in the courtyard. The two separate as they quickly wipe away their tears and smooth down their clothes, avoiding each other’s eyes.

			Juryong’s father slides open the door a little and pokes his head in.

			“You need to come on out, it’s all too much, they brought a palanquin and a pair of wooden geese and everything.”

			

			Her mother sighs. Juryong cranes her neck, trying to catch a peek of the bustle in the courtyard. There’s a crowd gathered in their tiny courtyard and outside the narrow gate.

			“Say goodbye and cover your face when you come out.” That’s all her father has to say as he slams the sliding door shut.

			Her mother gets up, hesitates as she looks back at Juryong several times, and finally drags herself out of the room.

			Alone, Juryong tries to calm her feelings but she can’t keep her fingers from shaking. She wants time to stop, but she’s also curious about what life would be like in a new village.

			Her marriage age is later than most of her friends, due mostly to her family’s lack of money, but it’s hard for her not to blame her looks just a little. 

			Old as I am, it wouldn’t have been too bad, these days, to stay unmarried and take care of my parents through their old age. My little brother is only nine after all, who will help Mama and look after my brother when I’m gone?

			Having thought so little of marriage herself, the speed in which the arrangements were made surprised her and everyone else. Perhaps this is normal, but the groom’s family was in a rush themselves, putting on this ceremony in just a month. Twenty is a shamefully old age to get married, and the groom himself only fifteen. Surely the in-laws had some hidden intent of their own in tolerating such an aged bride for their son, a thought that makes Juryong hesitate even more about setting out on this course.

			How awful of Father to be so cruel, acting like he’s putting out the trash, and how infuriating that Mama must bow in penitence every time the in-laws visit, embarrassed about having kept a daughter unmarried for so long.

			The thought of this bridal headpiece crowning every girl in the neighborhood before landing on her own head makes her want to toss it away.

			

			But what is a stupid little girl like me to do, I till the fields when they need tilling and get married when I need to get married.

			The sound of the crowd outside makes the inside of the room feel quieter, and Juryong mutters “Damn” under her breath as she flops to the floor.

			“Ready? Opening the door.”

			Her mother’s voice. Juryong flails, and getting back up with her wide sleeves is like trying to stay afloat in the ocean. She manages to sit up and look in the mirror to see a strand of hair hanging down unbecomingly on her forehead like a rat’s tail. Outside the door, a throat clears emphatically.

			“Coming, I’m coming.”

			Juryong quickly slips her hands in either sleeve and raises them to cover her face. The door slides open, and she could just about see the courtyard with her half-covered vision.

			No one better laugh at me, I’ll kick them in the leg, wedding or no wedding. 

			And yet, as embarrassing as she is to herself, not a single person is laughing at her. No one else to help her with her dress, her mother takes the role of bridesmaid as she grabs Juryong’s right arm to help her balance and whispers in her ear.

			“Hold your arms higher, raise your elbows to your eyebrows.”

			Before she does as her mother says, Juryong sneaks a peak at the groom’s side. A boy, solemnly wearing the groom’s hat, stands stiffly by the ceremonial table.

			“I thought he was fifteen, he looks as old as me.”

			Her mother pinches her arm slightly, making Juryong flinch over the step down to the courtyard. “Who said you can look at your groom before the rites?”

			Juryong purses her lips behind the cover of her wide, raised sleeves.

			

			Look how Mama acts all strict in front of the villagers when she was crying over me in the room. 

			“And your hair. Couldn’t you keep it neat for even a moment?”

			“Is that all you got to say to your daughter going off to get married?”

			Juryong stuffs her feet into her new shoes on the step. Everything else is borrowed for the day except these shoes. Their perfect fit convinces Juryong her mother had picked them out.

			Her mother grips more firmly than ever above Juryong’s much-descended elbow. “Whatever I say,” she mumbles, “you’ll resent me anyway…”

			They make brides cover their faces at weddings because the tears may come at any time. Juryong is sure of it, and raises her sleeves to veil her face again. Her mother, guiding her down the path Juryong cannot see, whispers again.

			“Live well. All right?”

			You live well, you old woman… But Juryong swallows the words.

			Finally, she is standing across from her groom by the ceremonial table. Having quickly mastered the art of peeking over her sleeves, she could just about assess her husband to be taller than her, requiring a considerably upward glance to even approach that face over his shoulders.

			Five years younger but this tall? What have I done while he did all that growing?

			The thought amuses her so much her shoulders shake in suppressed giggles. Well, at least no one will make fun of him for being a boy groom.

			From the house of Choi, they told her, and named Jeonbin.

			What should I call him? Jeonbin-ah, and my in-laws would murder me. Husband, and I’ll never stop myself from laughing. Why hadn’t Mama told me what to do in this case? What does Mama call Father again? Your father? What does she call him when she calls him directly?

			She realizes her mother has never addressed her father in her life. What a disaster.

			Juryong’s father and a member of the groom’s family pour a drink for Juryong and the groom. Their ceremony was to be simple, the groom’s patriarch reading his congratulations and then exchanging bows and then shared shots of rice wine. This moment where she takes her cup is to be the first time she looks upon the groom’s face. Her hands unclasp from each other as she accepts the cup from her father. The ache in her arms, which she had been too nervous to notice, registers for the first time. Afraid she’ll drop the cup, she hastens it to her lips, but not before she quickly glances upward. Gulp. Her eyes widen.

			“Ya, drink only half, weren’t you just told?”

			Juryong can’t hear her father’s scold. The sight of her groom’s face made her down the whole shot without noticing. A face still retaining its boyish charm but with the clear lines of a man.

			He might make a prettier girl than me should we switch clothes.

			Her father refills her cup in a hurry because he needs her to leave half for her groom. The guests laugh. The groom suppresses his laughter as well and isn’t wholly successful. Juryong should feel embarrassed, but the sight of her groom’s beautiful face has filled her with warmth.

			“Ya, don’t smile! If the bride smiles on her wedding day, her first child will be a girl.”

			But Juryong can’t help it, no matter what the guests say. They drink from each other’s cups, Juryong unhesitatingly gulping down from where her groom’s lips had touched, despite the disconcertion of her father.

			

			*

			It’s late fall and the days are short, but the guests show no signs of going home.

			The sound of her father dragging two drunkards out of the courtyard makes Juryong realize the wedding is over. For two hours she’d been sitting in this room with her groom with nothing but awkward silence between them. The neighborhood women who had sat on the porch right outside their door pretending to chat as they snuck glances at their room had irritated her, but now she wishes they were back just to break the tension.

			All they had with them were their newlywed bedding and a little bit to eat and drink. Only two rooms in this house and they were given the better room for this occasion, but to think that it’s her parents’ room.

			Burning with frustration, she fills her cup and glances at her groom as she takes a sip. He doesn’t seem to know what to say.

			Does he know what needs to be done? He looks petrified, like a child.

			Sighing, Juryong takes off her own bridal headpiece. Better put that oil lamp out, the oil is precious. They used too much fuel in honor of her new groom and now the room is too hot. Jeonbin, taking his cue from her, begins undressing himself.

			Huh.

			Juryong loosens the front knot of her jeogori. Just as she’s about to cast off her inner jeogori as well, Jeonbin covers his eyes with one hand and turns his head.

			So he knows to look away from a woman’s body, does he? Not a child, then.

			This makes her want to tease him. In her underwear, she crawls underneath the covers of their bedding. Propping up her head with one arm, she speaks to Jeonbin.

			“What can you be doing? It’s cold, come here.”

			

			“I’m not cold.”

			“Going to sit there all night?”

			Jeonbin reluctantly—or not so reluctantly—drags himself closer to her.

			“Come inside.”

			Juryong gives the empty space next to her two firm pats. Jeonbin hesitates despite how close he is now. It irks Juryong.

			“Does your bride displease you so?”

			He vigorously shakes his head. “Not at all, at all.”

			The sight of him jumping back as he emphatically waves his hand No in the air makes Juryong suppress a smile.

			“Then why would a pleased man wear such a face?”

			He looks about to cry at her words.

			His struggle to form his own makes her want to tease him again. “Soon you’ll be kicking me out of your home and looking for a new wife.”

			It doesn’t escape her notice how scandalized he looks. She hadn’t cared too much about being deserted by her husband before meeting Jeonbin, but now that she’s seen his face, she concludes that it would hurt a great deal. She wants to slap her own mouth for even joking about it. What to say to dispel the awkwardness? Cursing her fate, she is about to turn around to face away from him when Jeonbin speaks.

			“There is a thing I swore with my night school friends. That I shall join the Liberation Army…”

			Juryong sits right up and stares at Jeonbin. The bedcovers flung from her chest create a gust of wind that sways the flame of the oil lamp. Jeonbin stares right back into Juryong’s eyes that have become as wide as rabbits’eyes.

			“I’m a man who can’t keep a sworn oath with his peers, ashamed I did what the elders ordered me to do, and now I’m sorry for my wife. I don’t know what to do with myself.”

			Finally, the reason behind their quick betrothal.

			

			So, they saw their baby boy wanting to join the liberation movement and decided to tie him down through marriage, did they? His desire and their fears battled against each other, and I’m the result.

			A calm comes over her at this thought.

			“That’s no trouble at all. Don’t worry, lie down.”

			Jeonbin rubs his eyes and stares at her. 

			Look how damningly handsome he is, even when he’s sad. Lamenting inwardly, Juryong chooses her next words carefully.

			“I understand how your elders feel and I understand my, what is it, husband also. Your mother and father aren’t trying to stop you from doing big deeds. They just want to give you a little more time to grow, that’s all.”

			He pouts. He already knows this.

			“But I’m the same. Look at me. No schooling, no cleverness, just an ordinary woman. But I’m not stupid enough to stop my husband from pursuing big deeds. I would want him to pursue even bigger deeds, if anything.” She drags the oil lamp nearer to their pillows. “The night is late so sleep for now, and I want to say, if you hate me so and don’t think you can live with me, leave while I sleep. I won’t hold you back.”

			Jeonbin doesn’t move.

			Well, if he won’t join me under the covers after that, there’s nothing I can do. 

			Juryong blows out the oil lamp and is about to pull the blanket up to her chin when she feels Jeonbin slipping in beside her. And a cold hand, gently tapping at her face.

			“Your hand is cold.”

			“Sorry.”

			Why is he apologizing—and did I really say all that to him just now?

			

			A delayed embarrassment overwhelms her as she turns away from him. But his creeping closer to her stokes her pity, making it impossible to keep her back to him. She turns and hugs him. He’s taller than she is, but there’s something still vulnerable about his body.

			If I open my eyes in the morning and he’s not there, I better not cry, or act upset.

			With that thought, she dozes off. A tiring day for her young groom to be sure, but the wedding had been exhausting for her as well. They sleep through the night until the sunrays break the horizon.

			Juryong is the first to wake. The sight of her husband’s face as he sleeps with an arm around her confounds her. It is odd to have slept in the arms of a man she had only met the day before, ridiculous that such a man is her husband, adorable that his face even in repose is beautiful, and marvelous that she had truly gone through with getting married. But most of all, it’s reassuring that Jeonbin had not left her in the long night.

			Perhaps having a tense dream, his eyelids twitch from time to time. She notices there are six holes poked into the paper screening of the sliding door, with one of the fingers of light falling directly on his eye. Juryong stretches out a hand and blocks the light with her palm. She stares down at his sleeping, breathing face for a long time. Her mother’s question from the day before suddenly comes to mind.

			I know what’s the prettiest thing in Tonghwahyeon. It’s my husband.

			The thought fills her with pride. There really is nothing like her husband.
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			“Wife, what does your name mean?”

			“Ju for everywhere, Ryong for dragon.”

			“Ah, so you’re meant to embrace the world with your long body.”

			“Do you think so? I don’t even know how to write it in Chinese characters.”

			“The Ju in your name and the Jeon in mine mean similar things. My name, Jeonbin, means shine everywhere.”

			“What a pretty name.”

			“Don’t call a man pretty!”

			Juryong bursts out laughing at Jeonbin’s retort. He always gets in a mood when he’s not treated like a man or an adult. He doesn’t realize that’s exactly what makes him so childish.

			“So, how long have you lived in Gando?”

			“I came to Tonghwahyeon when I was fourteen.”

			“Before that, where? Where do you come from?”

			“Born in Ganggye and raised in Pyongyang. It’s not far from Ganggye. Lots of beautiful women are from Ganggye.”

			“That’s why you’re so pretty.”

			“Are your eyes on the bottom of your feet?”

			Juryong covers her mouth—she didn’t mean to speak so roughly. Jeonbin laughs softly. Sleep weighs on his voice. His questions continue.

			

			“Why did you have to come to Tonghwahyeon?”

			“That’s what I want to know.”

			Unable to answer the question, Juryong falls deep into thought. They could’ve gone back to Ganggye or headed to northern Manchuria. Or Daemado Island or Russia. Only fourteen when she clung to her mother’s skirts as they got on the train to Gando, she still doesn’t know why they have to be in this strange land. They might have been running from something, the train being a night train—that is as far as she could guess. Mother and Father do not seem like people who would be on the run from something, but it’s romantic to think so and Juryong had decided this was the story she would tell herself.

			“You asleep?” Jeonbin asks. 

			Juryong thought he’d fallen asleep in her arms. She shakes her head on the pillow. The hair from her temples rustle and curl.

			“What are you thinking about so hard?”

			“That I came to Tonghwaheyon to find me a husband, why?”

			She thrusts a hand in his armpit to tickle him and his giggles tickle her ears back so lovably that she embraces him tight. Still strangers to each other, the night doesn’t feel long to either of them. When Jeonbin asks Juryong answers, and when Juryong asks Jeonbin answers. The two find no end to their conversation. Like they had waited their whole lives storing stories to tell each other and only to each other. They didn’t know that the winter they’d held their wedding was coming to an end.

			 “When I was little, I was the eldest daughter of the owner of a big shop, we had respect. Now I’m a field hand, the best at gathering weeds to feed cows, the best at hoeing rows. Even the manliest of men sing praises at the mention of the girl Kang of the House Kang. Who’d believe I’d never so much as held a handful of dirt when I was a child.”

			“My darling had a harsh life.”

			

			“Yes, I had to grow up harshly.”

			“What’re you going to do now that your groom is so young and weak?”

			“Smash whoever says my groom is young and weak with these bare hands.”

			Juryong’s joking leads Jeonbin into a slow smile. Despite the dark, she can feel his face move against her hand cradling his jaw.

			So this is what marriage means, what being a couple means—it’s gaining a friend. A friend who will never push me away or abandon me.

			The thought swells her heart.

			“No, my darling, I will grow up as quickly as I can and protect you.”

			Juryong grins in the dark. She doesn’t hate what she hears but still finds it silly. This young boy is barely a year older than she was when she came over from Pyongyang to Tonghwahyeon.

			Wait, since it’s the new year, does that make him a year older now? The honest truth is that her soul is in constant conflict between wondering when he will grow into the man she needs him to be and wishing he would be this young and lovely forever.

			“Where did you learn to talk like that? Do they teach it in your night classes?”

			Her teasing elicits no reply. He must’ve fallen asleep.

			*

			The cock crows before the dawn. Juryong, cautiously as to not wake Jeonbin, slips out of the bed and puts on her clothes. Quietly she slides the door to leave the bedroom, closes it without a sound behind her, and goes directly to the jeongjugan big room. The first task she needs to do at every dawn is to check the furnace. Her grand aunt and nieces had slept there on winter nights, but now that they were back to sleeping in their rooms, it’s easier to move about. She feeds the furnace with the pine kindling that had been hung dry, and soon the dying flames jump up once more. The water jar is about half full. She smashes the sheen of ice that had formed overnight and dips a gourd into it for water to pour into the iron cauldron. As she mixes in some rice with potatoes and barley, her sister-in-law rubs her eyes and yawns as she enters the room. Juryong leaves the cooking to her and goes off with the water bucket into the morning.

			“The littlest of the Choi family is here!”

			As early as Juryong is, there’s already a line of women waiting before her. Their faces are still swollen from sleep but not a trace of slumber remains in their alert eyes. Only the young girls keep yawning and rubbing their eyes as they keep a wobbly grip on their buckets.

			Juryong scoffs. “Me, the littlest? I’m older than my husband!”

			“And being a newlywed?” teases one of the mischievous women. “Lots of fun?”

			Juryong suppresses the urge to break into a smile and gives her answer in solemn modesty. “My husband is far too busy with his studies to be having fun.”

			“Your husband? Your play husband, more like.”

			Juryong glares at the woman who said this. The others giggle, and she wants to push them all into the well.

			But I have to forgive them, I’m the one with the good husband. These other hen’s roosters, they’re no good against the Japanese, they’re already called heroes if they don’t beat their wives or children. Binnie, though, will save our country.

			Feeling smug, Juryong busies herself with the water. She will need to make at least four trips to fill the water jar, she’ll have to make it quick if she wants any breakfast.

			

			The Choi household is, rare enough for a Gando home, an extended family. Generations of merchants mean they hadn’t known hunger for a long time, but their family had fallen on hard times after some bad business. Jeonbin told Juryong his grandmother was pregnant with his father, and Juryong teared up despite her husband’s restrained, emotionless retelling. This grandmother was like a tiger and especially mean to Juryong, but the thought of her as a pregnant young widow in tears as she entered exile in Gando made Juryong’s eyes well up. They hadn’t had railroads back then, so the journey must’ve been even more arduous.

			“How does this household look to you, my wife?”

			As Juryong hesitated to answer his careful question, Jeonbin continued the story of their family.

			“As you can see, we haven’t fixed our habit of silly pride in our lofty past. We’re still ignoring the new world where there’s no high or low in how you’re born.”

			Juryong knew very well why his grandmother treated her harsher than her sister-in-law, Juryong’s older brother’s wife. The wife of her brother-in-law had been chosen with great care, as he’s the eldest, and her family lived nearby, which made her husband’s family more careful about mistreating her. But of course Jeonbin’s family would be out for blood when it comes to the hastily procured wife of the second child. Every time she wants to shout that her family has roots as well, she bites back her words because she doesn’t want to shame her husband, or her parents, who would be castigated for raising a bad daughter.

			Roots, why are they even important? Was Lee Wanyong born a bastard before he sold out his country? No—he was the highest of the highborn, roots going down deeper than anyone else. A yangban, an aristocrat, a traitor to his country.

			That’s what she thought to herself whenever the grandmother clucked her tongue at her. Roots, huh. The dead grandfather would mix Chinese and Japanese words together whenever he got giddy from drink. Damn roots… Do they think her own family never had a time when their voices carried above everyone else’s?

			Her mother-in-law’s nastiness is also more than normal, even if it pales in comparison to the grandmother’s. This mother-in-law is quicker with her fists than her words, something Juryong’s sister-in-law tipped her off to when she first moved into the house. Any little mistake of Juryong’s is answered with a slap on her back, and while such mistakes are rare for Juryong as she’s quick to learn and clever with her hands, her mother-in-law once chased her sister-in-law with an iron poker while the young woman was pregnant with her first child. When Juryong asked why her sister-in-law endured such treatment when she’d been raised under gentler circumstances and her family lived nearby, she said it was because she didn’t want to bring shame on her mother.

			After the family is fed and the dishes cleaned, Juryong puts on her jige carrying rack and heads for the mountains. They would need kindling throughout the night until May or June, and soon things will get too busy for her to go to the mountains, so she has to gather as much as she can now. A woman who carries around a jige on her back—another thing that grandmother harangued her about. But what was she to do when the last boy servant they had was let go years ago and no one else does the work? Juryong kicks a clump of dried grass on the side of the path as hard as she can.

			Damn roots!

			On the mountain, she sits on the trunk of a fallen tree to catch her breath and looks down on the village. At the well, the women gathered on the banks by the stream, there were people out and about, children who dart from place to place, the houses, walls, vegetable patches tucked in here and there, the shorn fields where some impatient folk had irrigated too early, the water then turned into ice like dull glass in the sun.

			Everything looks smaller than her smallest finger. Small and silly. At this distance, she couldn’t even remember what had irritated her so.

			But when I go down to that village again, I’ll become as small as well. And get angry at small things and cry and laugh at small things.

			Such thoughts even distract her from thinking about her handsome husband. Unaware that this was loneliness, Juryong wallows in it for a moment like it’s a patch of sunlight she’s found. It’s not a feeling she can indulge in for long.

			Once she fills up the jige and quickly makes her way back home, she has to make dinner for her husband. She goes down the mountain so fast she might as well have rolled down the slope, but not a single twig falls from her jige.

			She knows what she has to do next.

			Go out to the riverbank to do laundry and then come back to dry it, grind the barley, shred and dry the radish, redo the earthen paint on the big room with some spare time, make dinner for the family, see Jeonbin off to his night school, light the night fires, see if anyone from Jeonbin’s grandmother to her sister-in-law needs anything, then sit in her room, light a stove with pine fires and mend the family’s clothes.

			A good day of solid work.

			With that thought, she begins to nod off. The tip of her needle wanders and pierces her hand. She hears her mother-in-law in the other room. “Child, lie down now, aren’t you wasting fuel?” 

			“Yes, Mother, I am almost done.” She rubs her eyes and continues with her work. Jeonbin is late, she thinks as she looks up, and sees clumps of white in the wind outside. Spring snow.

			

			She takes out Jeonbin’s padded jacket to meet him outside on his way back. Carefully, she steps on the fresh snow. Someone has opened and closed the gate. There are footprints outside leading up to the gate that turn away. It’s obvious they are Jeonbin’s.

			Juryong senses abandonment. She runs back inside the room to get a lit pine branch to light her way through the snowy night.

			On the path, his footsteps mix with those of others. She takes a moment to discern which of them in the mess are Jeonbin’s. It looks like he went with a group of men toward the entrance of the village. She stops to take a breath. The night that descends on the vanishing footsteps ahead of her is as cold and dark as bottomless water. She spits out the snowflakes that fell on her mouth as she ran. Tears well. Just when her racing pulse finds its rhythm once more, Juryong manages to take a deep breath. Like a diving woman about to plunge into the depths of the ocean, she takes a step outside the village entrance.

			“Where are you going?”

			Startled by the voice, she drops her pine branch. It falls onto the snowy rice field by the path and the fire snuffs out. Jeonbin is right behind her. He must’ve been outside for a while, as his head and shoulders are piled with snow.

			Juryong tries to calm herself.

			“Never mind that, where has my husband been?”

			“Home, but my wife wasn’t there, so I looked for you outside.”

			Jeonbin sniffs. Juryong quickly dusts off the snowflakes from Jeonbin’s padded coat she had brought with her and hands it to him. He takes it and spreads it over her shoulders instead.

			“Dear Sir, it’s meant for my husband.”

			“Why such formality, My Lady?”

			Jeonbin, tickled at this unusual politeness, has a hint of laughter in his voice. Juryong doesn’t answer but shrugs herself out of the coat. The coat lingers in the shape of her shoulders for a moment before folding over Jeonbin’s arm. The coat folded by his side, Jeonbin looks back at Juryong without a word.

			Juryong speaks every syllable slowly and clearly, trying to hold back the sobs. 

			“Where were you going without telling me?”

			The clouds cover the moon, and the snow is in her face, making Jeonbin hard to see. 

			He is my one and only friend in the world.

			The thought pushes hot tears down her frozen cheeks. “Sorry that I am so pitiful. I know nothing is as important to my husband as liberation, but I didn’t know he would leave a bride he had lived with and shared affection with. Sorry that I am too weak a woman to let go of my husband who is destined to do great things.”

			“I…”

			Juryong wipes her tears and waits for Jeonbin to finish his sentence. Only a word, and she could already hear the tears in his voice. More than her own tears, the fact of her husband’s tears breaks her heart.

			“I, I like you…”

			She bursts into tears again. True they had lived together and shared the same bed for several months and were as affectionate as brother and sister, but this is the first time they had said words like “like” to each other.

			It’s unfair he says this to me now.

			Jeonbin holds back his tears. “I like you, and I want you to live in a liberated country. I want to give you that life, by my own hand. And it is what I promised my comrades.”
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