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IMPORTANT NOTE



Please read with care. This book touches on dark topics and sensitive subject matter as follows: domestic violence, grief and loss, sexual assault, physical abuse, rape, suicide/attempted suicide, death of a parent, paedophilia, emotional manipulation, self-harm.


This is a work of magical realism depicting the harsh reality of the society we unfortunately live in, and the consequences of using magic to avoid taking responsibility for one’s actions.









Prologue


[image: A line drawing of three baguettes in a paper bag]


I smell sugar caramelising over medium heat.


And with that, my senses turn keen: I feel the elasticity of dough freshly kneaded from high-gluten bread flour, hear a pat of yellow butter bubbling into a circle on a frying pan, see the ripples created by a dollop of whipped cream garnishing a cup of coffee. Whenever I stand in front of the bakery, I can feel the yeast at work in the resting dough and make out whether the subtle scent of the tart of the day was fig or apricot.


I am sick of bread.


The 24-hour bakery sat about a hundred yards away from my apartment complex, near the bus stop. I wondered if anyone actually craved a ham croissant or a bland-as-cardboard rosemary bagel at one in the morning, but the place was lit up twenty-four hours a day, ready for customers.


Through the window, I could see a girl around my age, maybe younger. She worked the register during the day. In the kitchen behind the counter, a man who looked somewhere between late twenties and early thirties baked things that smelled sweet and delicious. At night, the baker shuffled back and forth between the kitchen and the register. As with most small neighbourhood bakeries, the baker appeared to also be the owner.


For a small neighbourhood bakery, they sold an impressive range of baked goods. Each time I passed the place, flour hung in the air and tickled my nose, and I could taste sugar molecules melting on the tip of my tongue. A delivery van pulled up in front of the bakery, loaded a great number of boxes to be shipped out, and drove off.


But the late hours and absurdly large production relative to the size of the establishment were not the only things I found strange about the bakery. The true oddity of the place was the baker. I don’t know if that was just my personal opinion or other customers found him strange, too, but I imagine he would have gone out of business much sooner if word had got around the neighbourhood that he was objectively weird.


Provided he kept his mouth shut, the baker looked like any other artisan with a quiet focus on his work: man in a silly-looking paper hat with a ponytail peeking out below, face the colour of finely sifted baking powder. His movements meticulous, graceful and efficient, he looked the part of a skilled pastry chef capable of making a living from word-of-mouth alone, without having to join a franchise. I had always seen him that way as well, until one day when I pointed a pair of tongs at a pastry that sort of resembled a streusel-topped bun but with some questionable modifications, and asked what was in it.


The girl at the register started to say, ‘Oats and rye and—’


‘Liver. Dried,’ a voice interrupted.


I raised my head to see the baker standing in the kitchen doorway, just past the girl’s stiffening shoulders.


‘Finely ground human infant liver powder. Three parts liver mixed with seven parts flour.’


The tongs slipped out of my hand and hit the floor with a clank. I didn’t really believe he had put liver, dried or raw, in the bun. And even if it did contain liver, it would have to be from a pig, and not an infant. (Let’s not imagine that unsettling taste.)


But why was he joking about ingredients? It would only be a matter of time before the rumour spread that the neighbourhood baker was a little cuckoo and the Condo Complex Women’s Association, concerned about ‘harmful establishments’ affecting housing prices, would join forces to drive him out.


The girl swatted him on the stomach with the back of her hand and told him to stop joking around.


Of course he was joking. As I sighed and bent down to pick up the tongs, I spotted wafer cookies on the next shelf. He saw what I was looking at.


‘Shit of the titi bird,’ he said. ‘Spread ever so thinly between two wafers. Glazed with a syrup made from marinated raven eyeballs. They strike a delicate balance between sweet, bitter and sour, rather like Ethiopian coffee . . .’


‘Are you trying to drive all of our customers away?’ The girl jabbed him in the side.


Was he attempting to make a joke? Why? Just to see how far he would go, I pointed at something that looked like jelly sweets.


‘Three-pack of cat tongues. Persian, Siamese, Abyssinian.’


I slammed the tongs on the countertop. The girl took them in the back to wash them, while the baker adjusted his hat and laughed. ‘I’m not joking. I was telling you the truth because I thought a child like you would understand.’


Who are you calling a child? Besides, even children these days weren’t stupid enough to believe him. Most kids knew that Santa Claus was their parent, their social worker, or some college kid in a santa suit.


I looked around the bakery. The pink-and-yellow chequered wallpaper looked homey. Hanging crookedly on the wall was one of those crudely designed calendars they hand out for free at banks or churches every year. The display case, where the pastry lay in straight rows and columns, was so clean there wasn’t a single handprint in sight, and the handle gleamed gold in the light of the overhead lamps. Overall, there was nothing fancy about the place, but it wasn’t run-down – no cracks in the walls, and no streams of unidentifiable liquid trickling down the cracks, smelling up the place or giving it a creepy air. It was just your average clean and humble neighbourhood bakery. The baker looked normal, too. No matter how hard I searched, nothing about his appearance said he might be a creepy guy despite the things he said.


Stuttering, I asked him if there was anything he could recommend for a normal person to eat, and I grabbed a bag of plain rolls, no sausages or cheese, and set it on the counter. Surely there was nothing in them besides the basic ingredients, like flour, eggs and milk.


But then, as he passed the girl on his way into the kitchen, the baker offered, unsolicited, ‘I substituted Rapunzel’s dandruff for flour . . .’


I lifted my hand, stopping him before the girl could interject, and put 2,500 won in change on the counter. Assessment complete: the baker is nuts.


I opened the door and stepped outside. Suddenly, I felt as though the dingy neighbourhood bakery was in the middle of a dark forest, the kind that appeared in fairy tales: ‘Once upon a time, there was a wizard who lived in a deep, dark forest, and he made different pastries every day. Each time a breeze passed through the forest, the leaves would rustle against each other, passing the scent of those pastries far, far out to the edge of the woods.’


The moment I got home, I would have to tell someone about the place and ask if someone shouldn’t do something about the crazy man in the bakery located on the ground floor of the third building from the bus stop . . . but who on earth would I tell?


Returning home and opening the front door, I would confirm that no one was there to listen to me. Wasn’t that why I bought the rolls on my way home in the first place? So I could take a bite of bread and a sip of milk, chew on the sentiments of a day that was neither too dry nor too soggy, then store them in an airtight container and pack them away somewhere deep within?


Enough about other people. Who was I to judge whether someone was sane or not? In the eyes of the world, I was probably the loony one, not the man who owns and manages a shop, however small.


My stuttering started four years ago. Reading something out loud, I didn’t hesitate or mispronounce words. I could carefully draft my thoughts on paper and read them out loud without any difficulty, but I couldn’t produce even a simple yes or no if I didn’t have it written in front of me.


Some circuit in my body had to be damaged or infected. Without the medium of written words, my thoughts refused to come out through my mouth. To me, letters were neurotransmitters that stimulated my slow, bumbling synapses. Without putting it down on paper first, my thoughts were not only not my own, but something too trivial even to be called thought, an error message tossed in the recycling bin as soon as it came out of the printer.


If someone were to try to comfort me by saying that everyone finds it hard to think on their feet and string together a coherent sentence, I would agree. But for me, it was more than difficult. It was impossible. No matter how hard I tried, no matter how patiently the other person waited for the words to come, the result was always the same intermittent gasp of repeated consonants and vowels that formed no meaning at all.


The symptoms first appeared at the end of primary school. At first, I couldn’t figure out what was going on. Father standing over me and yelling to speak up worsened my fear to the extent that I couldn’t take a breath and figure out what was going on in my mouth or in my head. This was a time when people did not understand that stuttering was a mechanical problem that could not be overcome through willpower alone, and they treated stuttering as a symptom of low intelligence.


Not long after I entered middle school, my form teacher said to me one day, ‘Forget it. Just give me a yes or no.’


Despite the very simple options before me, I said yes, then no, then yes, and so on about nine times before he slapped me across the face.


‘Yes or no, dammit!’


After a few kicks and a sound whipping, I instinctively curled up into a ball to minimise surface area and potential injury. I was in Teachers’ Office 3, a small room occupied by only twelve teachers and no students around to record the brutality with their mobile phone cameras. To this day, I don’t recall what the teacher’s yes/no question was.


At the end of the year, when I was to be summoned once again by the same form teacher for the annual career counselling, I prepared a piece of paper and a pencil in hope of sparing myself at least one blow. The teacher read my thoughtful, eloquent, logical and, most importantly, scrupulous answer and said he was sorry he had misjudged me before but that I should really see a doctor before I started thinking about my future.


‘What’s going to happen to you once you go out into the world? You won’t even get into university, let alone find a job. No one’s going to accept you if you mumble through your interview like the cat’s got your tongue. You’re all grown up now. You have got to stop dwelling in the past.’


I nodded, while I scoffed to myself, You think you’re so smart, don’t you? Putting the pieces together based on what my father told you at parents’ evening? I didn’t have to be there to know what he must have said:


‘He is my child, but I haven’t been a good father to him. Poor thing. His mother abandoned him at Cheongnyangni Station when he was six. We found him a week later! I was so preoccupied with what happened to his mother that I didn’t think to look after him, so he had no one . . . I had to enrol him in school early so someone could at least watch him during the day. But now he has a stepmother who provides him with a stable home environment, so if you could just be patient with him . . .’


If the teacher had half a brain, he would have noticed the suspicious time lapse between the abandonment and when my stuttering began, and concluded that the connection between the two was close to nil. (More on this later.)


From then on until I left primary school, none of my teachers ever called on me in class. Even in maths lessons when the answer was just a number, no one, except for a select minority of teachers – some sadistic, others not in the mood to teach – wanted to call on a child who was sure to make the entire class fall behind in the curriculum.


When you have a problem that makes you stick out, you’ll be picked on for it. Being of average height with no experience of fighting, I defended myself using a technique I saw once in an illustrated self-defence manual. When someone’s beating you, crouch as far down as you can so the attacker’s arms are punching vertically. (Be careful not to get too close to the ground, for that’s when the kicking starts.) Then grab the attacker’s arm and pull straight down, then jump up, shoving their arm up hard. This will dislocate the attacker’s shoulder. (Warning: run away as fast as you can while the attacker is screaming in pain, or your joints won’t be safe either.)


Father paid for the kid’s treatment, and I was suspended for a week. When I returned, the story had snowballed in the absence of the involved parties, and kids started to avoid me. After that, school life was relatively painless. When I got to secondary school, I could publicly announce that I did not speak and not be harassed for it.


The bakery guy and I had something in common – as long as we kept our mouths shut, no one knew that we both had a screw loose somewhere. That was why I was so curious about him and identified with him.


They were coming after me.


The spiral cleats on the bottoms of my sneakers clawed at the ground, rapidly, savagely. The smell of rubber burning from the friction rushed at me. The shrieks, the cries and the fury that clung so tenaciously to my heels, I shook off in the wind.


As I raced down the street, I realised I had nowhere to go. I could spend the night at an internet café or something, but it all happened so quickly that I ran out without grabbing anything. The mobile phone I almost never used (since I don’t speak) was still in the bag next to my desk. Not that having the phone on me would have made any difference now. Did I have any ‘friends’ I could call for help? Would anyone invite me in with open arms and not be frustrated by my stuttering? There was my maternal aunt and grandmother, but I hadn’t heard from them in six years. I didn’t know if they were alive or dead, let alone where they lived. How long, and how far could I run like this? I was just about out of ideas when the bakery caught my eye.


I gasped for air. Past the display window dirty with handprints, I could see the baker inside. I had become a regular at the bakery for reasons beyond my control, but if it wasn’t for my speech impediment, I would have asked him: Why is your bakery open twenty-four hours? Does anyone ever come looking for bread this late at night?


He seemed busy all the time, but even he couldn’t be safe from the feelings creeping up in the quiet moments. Wasn’t he lonely working there day after day, all by himself? More importantly, when did he sleep?


But thanks to his 24-hour bakery, I now had a place to seek refuge.


I pushed the door open. The store was warm from the heat of the freshly baked goods. He looked at me with his bright, brown eyes. He didn’t have his chef’s hat on. He was wearing his regular clothes, not his usual white baker’s uniform. Was the bakery closed for the day? Hurried and desperate, the words rushed out all at once.


‘Hide me,’ I said without a hint of a stutter. They would never look for me in a bakery just a few hundred metres from the apartment complex.


He didn’t ask questions, or speak, or nod. He simply opened the door to the kitchen where the sweet smell of chocolate still hung in the air. He said nothing, but his wide shoulders seemed to usher me in.


The kitchen had the look of an ordinary bakery kitchen, not that I knew much about commercial kitchens. Inside were two enormous ovens. He opened the door to the slightly larger oven, pulled out the racks, and looked at me. Did he want me to hide in there? In that moment, I thought of the witch that was burned alive – the one who bided her time fattening Hansel up, but fell head first into the woodstove thanks to Gretel’s cunning. Was I the witch or Gretel in that story?


But there was no time to think. I put one foot in the still-warm oven, wondering why he wasn’t telling me to take off my shoes first. Was this sanitary?


As he gestured with his chin to get in, I stammered, ‘Okay, b-but don’t t-turn on the oven.’










Chapter 1



The Hazel Branch
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It all began with Mrs Bae and her eight-year-old daughter.


For the sake of convenience, I will refer to her as ‘Mrs Bae’ from here on, though I did call her ‘Mother’ for some time out of respect for her position as my father’s wife. But the term hardly makes sense now that our lives fit together about as comfortably as joints out of sockets. Her last name is Bae and she’s a primary schoolteacher by profession, so ‘Mrs Bae’ will suffice.


When Mrs Bae first came to our house, I was ten – the perfect age to start telling reality from fairy tale. When we are little, our underdeveloped intelligence makes it difficult for us to distinguish reality from fiction. But past a certain age, the human mind finds itself in a state of confusion brought on by the clash between expectation and reality. The majority gives up the fairy tale after a brief indulgence in the fantasy, and a small minority either hangs itself or goes insane. I was one of the majority.


Or maybe not. I lost my faith in fairy tales at six, in the sea of people at Cheongnyangni Station where I stuck my hands in my coat pockets and found my reality: four 500-won coins, a piece of pastry wrapped in plastic packaging, and a crappy travel-size pack of tissues bearing the name of some karaoke bar.


Father thought an extravagant ceremony would be too much for a second wedding and suggested they just merge households and start living together. Mrs Bae would not hear of it. She argued that she was neither some charity case fleeing from a bad marriage nor a slave being dragged into this one. She didn’t want to just sign a piece of paper and start being his housewife. She wanted a grand wedding with soap bubbles and dry ice. A wedding where I would be present, not just as a guest, but as the ring-bearer.


That was probably her way of declaring, I am not a maid your father has hired to cook your meals and do your laundry. I am your father’s wife. Be advised that I am in the position to wield maternal power over you in every way.


Her attempt to send this not-so-subtle message reflects Mrs Bae’s anxiety. Did she expect me to announce that I couldn’t accept her as a mother, the way kids do on TV shows? Refuse to go to school, throw sand in my rice, and make trouble in any of these typically juvenile ways? Was she trying to establish her dominance from the start so there wouldn’t be any confusion about who’s boss?


If so, she’d misjudged me by a mile. I had never mourned my mother’s absence or felt the sort of bond with my father that would compel me to stake a claim over anyone. One can’t be territorial about things they never had to begin with, or things that were taken away from them very early.


Anyway, thus began my cohabitation with Mrs Bae.


Before Father set the date, he summoned me for a confounding, cringy speech: ‘You probably want to believe what they say in fairy tales because you’re still a boy, but I think you know by now that those stories are all lies, don’t you? There aren’t any stepmothers in this world who behave like Cinderella’s or Snow White’s stepmothers.’ (Father didn’t know that in alternate versions of Snow White, the witch is actually Snow White’s birth mother.) ‘You had a bad experience with your mother, so I suppose you understand what I’m saying. Your stepmother-to-be is someone who will keep her promise to the end. She won’t be nice to you today and mean tomorrow. And she’s a schoolteacher, too. She understands children very well. She will never treat you unfairly or be out of line with you. She’s a good person, so be sure to listen to her and call her “Mum”.’


Father wanted fresh underwear and pressed shirts to appear in his dresser every day. He wanted to wake up to the smell of delicious soup and beansprouts tossed in sesame sauce tickling his nose. In summary, that was why he was getting married again.


Father was so antsy that I wouldn’t get along with Mrs Bae. He must have pictured me building my own little shrine for my mother in the backyard and shaking the hazel branch that bears my mother’s spirit, cursing Mrs Bae’s name. (The fabled hazel branch probably doesn’t manifest its amazing power unless the deceased mother loved her child dearly and wished for her child’s happiness with all her heart.) I picked up this browbeating message in Father’s careful consolation and gestures of coercion: What could you possibly do at this point when things have progressed this far, throw a tantrum? Give up, okay?


Merely promising I wouldn’t cause trouble wasn’t enough for Father; he demanded enthusiastic and wholehearted support for this marriage. He persistently prodded me for the reaction he wanted. Expected submission.


Father said definitively that fairy-tale stepmothers absolutely do not exist in real life. I doubt there’s any word in this world as oppressive as ‘absolutely’. Fairy tales may be fiction, but they aren’t complete nonsense either. Times and civilisations may come and go, but human nature does not change dramatically.


At first, Mrs Bae came bearing gifts, like a PlayStation, to earn my affection. The first time I saw her, she showed up hand-in-hand with her two-year-old daughter. The girl was a toddler who was just starting to run. Just as our eyes were about to meet, Mrs Bae wrapped her arm around the child’s shoulders and drew her close to her side. The daughter looked up at me and rolled in her shoulders, a gesture of fear.


I couldn’t tell which was the case: did Mrs Bae see that the girl was frightened of me and hold her close to comfort her, or had the girl become frightened of me as a reaction to Mrs Bae’s protective gesture? Whichever the case, this created a learned rather than innate distance between the girl and me. It all happened in the blink of an eye and was over before I could comprehend it. I might have been distracted by the PlayStation Mrs Bae handed me just then.


The best plan of action for domestic peace would have been to stay within our boundaries. Show only an appropriate amount of interest, participate in the dozen or so family functions – birthdays of older family members, memorial days, holidays – with as little friction as possible, and act the part of good, responsible family members.


For me, this was role play with an expiration date. Simply put, I figured time would pass and a dynamic would soon form whether or not I did anything about it, and so there was no need for me to particularly endear myself to her or keep her at arm’s length.


I don’t know if I ultimately did not warm to her because of her early attempts to establish dominance around the house or she was hurt by my lack of interest in her and turned against me, but I was not old enough to detect and cater to others’ unvoiced emotional needs.


The plan would work as long as we did not take more than our share. I was guaranteed clothes, food and shelter, the basic foundation of a childhood, while Mrs Bae could receive social acceptance and legal protection for her daughter and herself by getting a husband. Maintaining tension between us, not too taut or too loose, we were able to remain a ‘we’ within that structure woven by those conditions. At least until the day of that incident with Muhee.


A few years after the PlayStation, Mrs Bae stopped trying to hide her contempt for me. I could guess where she was coming from. Except for fires and traffic accidents leading to PTSD, emotional distress is usually caused by a combination of factors that cannot be narrowed down to just one. But if I had to identify a major cause, I would say it was Father’s fault.


Father was patriarchy incarnate, not exactly an affectionate man to anyone in the family, including me. He thought that it was the woman’s job to take care of all domestic matters. The business manager of a relatively prominent toy company, he might have been friendly to his customers – children and their parents – but at home, he was nothing like the colourful, charming toys he sold. He contributed to the family economy by going to work early and staying at the office late, and did nothing else. He had no hobbies or interests. Socially, he was in favour of gender segregation. Politically, he was a fan of right-wing nutjobs. But I never attempted to discuss politics to confirm his views, knowing how that would have gone down.


But it’s impossible to avoid a parent you live with, at all times. The odd report card or school fee slips necessitated an occasional early-morning or late-night chat with my father. I made fastidious preparations to get us swiftly and casually through these meetings, but I seemed to bring out comments in him that led to trouble. Sometimes, he would say something like the following, no subtext intended: ‘Your mum did well in school. You need to shape up.’


Each time he made a reference to my dead mother, I would find Mrs Bae over Father’s shoulder. In the way she silently stared down at the back of his head, I could hear her frigid voice ringing, What are you saying? Who do you mean by ‘your mum’? What does that make me? Why do you insist on reminding me that this boy had another mother?


Little things that happy, sunny people might let slide bothered her.


‘Why is this album on this shelf? Did you leave it out here for me to see?’


(If I had to map the coordinates of said album on the shelf, I would say it was x=100 and y=0. The album had not been moved in a hundred years.)


‘Why are you asking me? Ask Father.’


‘You left it lying around here for me to see! Don’t you lie to me.’


‘But I didn’t.’


Why is she picking on me for no reason? I got up to leave, thinking that nothing good would come of being around her for longer than necessary (and that is how I came to spend long hours confined to my room).


‘Why is this album with old family photos out in the open for me to see?’


‘Like I said, you should ask Father.’


‘Aren’t you a part of this family? Your father isn’t here right now to answer my question! Are you implying that this is none of my business?’


‘Um . . . that’s not what I’m saying . . .’


‘Who else besides you here is supposed to know what your father’s up to? Don’t give me that look. You think I don’t have the right to ask these questions, do you? Or that I don’t deserve an explanation? Well, I suppose that means there’s no reason for you to grace me with your presence. Go to your room.’


These little episodes piled up and closed in on my territory in the house.


I would sometimes turn on the CD player in the living room for music homework, and she would come in ten minutes later to unplug the stereo and walk away. Before I could ask why she had done that, she would retreat from the room saying, ‘I have such a headache!’


Once, when I was working on a school project in the living room while watching TV, she came into the room and saw the scissors, glue, wooden sticks and paper strewn about on the living-room table. She picked everything up by the tablecloth, and moved it into my room.


‘I don’t tolerate mess in my house. I hope you understand.’


I suppose she still had the decency to ask for my understanding at the time.


These incidents kept piling up one on top of the other until, by the end of Year 6, greeting her when I returned from school became the most unbearable moment of my day. I bowed as deeply as possible to avoid eye contact with her, and lifted my head only after her slippers had silently disappeared from my peripheral vision.


Mrs Bae wanted her second marriage to be everything her first was not, but Father didn’t live up to her expectations. No surprises there. He married only for the perks of the arrangement. After all, he had paid an arm and a leg to the matchmaking industry to find a woman of some social standing who would keep the house in order and take care of his mother who lived by herself.


But just because I sympathised with her personal anguish it didn’t mean it fell on me, the son of the ex-wife, to help her through another bad marriage. I had just enough patience and energy to put up with Father. My plan was to disappear the instant I had the means to manage on my own, and I hoped she would do me the kindness of tolerating me until the day came. Think of me as no more than a thick plume of air that would blow away soon enough and stop trying to fit me into her idea of a picture-perfect family.


Consider this scene: a holiday gathering of thirty or so relatives. Among the cousins I saw a few times every year were people like Father’s cousin who missed a few gatherings to tend to other extended family. I was seeing him for the first time in years.
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