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Where the Minari Grows



A little girl.


One day in July, rain pours from the skies. In a house with shut doors, a mother closes her eyes as the baby’s grandmother offers her the newborn. The mother knows what will happen now. An uncelebrated girl. The infant accepts her mother’s closed eyes in lieu of a loving caress, perhaps having intuited her fate from the womb, and does not bother crying. The sound of the monsoon fills the house. Underneath the porch, a dog curls its legs into itself.


Can the baby hear the sound of the rain? She’s about to fall asleep in her grandmother’s hands. That same night, her father gives his daughter’s face only a cursory glance.


The mother’s postpartum depression lasts a long time. A swaddling blanket embroidered with faded roses has usurped her former dreams. The city life. High heels. Glass doors opening into restaurants. Elevators. Shining displays of perfume bottles and pearls, brightly colored clothing. Only in the final month of her pregnancy did the mother wearily pack up her hopes of moving to the city one day, and sat at the edge of the porch stitching roses into the blanket the baby would lie on.


The newborn indeed lies on it now, sucking her own hand. While the new mother secludes herself at home with her baby, the monsoon passes, and then typhoons. Eventually four o’clocks grow firm petals along the base of the courtyard walls, and little chrysanthemums bloom and dot the scene with yellow. It’s these autumn flowers that finally rouse the mother back to the land of the living, as if the blooms help rally her feelings.


Their village has long been dominated by people with the Yi family name. The Yis own the farmland and forests surrounding the village. Having lived there for a long time, they possess a powerful sense of entitlement. Everyone who lives in the central part of the village is named Yi. They are each other’s aunts and cousins, at most twice removed. Outsiders who trickle in have to settle in a spot about fifty meters from the main village. It all looks like one village, but there is an unspoken yet significant divide between the main and new villages. The new villagers live by the grace or silence of the main villagers; even after they’ve lived there for years, they’re still considered outsiders. The new villagers are people who didn’t have anywhere else to go after the Korean War, or who had tried and failed at business in town, or were undeniable vagabonds in the first place.


This story may be better off untold. It begins when the baby’s mother first moves to the village as a newlywed. Most other villagers are tenant farmers working on the Yi family’s land or servants in their houses, but uniquely her husband works at a shoe factory located about an hour away by bus. Throughout her childhood, his daughter could never find out if her father was a manager or a factory-floor worker. Her grandmother, whenever she was asked about her son, would either answer that he owned a shoe factory or that he worked in one. No one could get a straight answer as to whether he was someone who hired factory workers or a worker himself. In any case, he was clearly not involved in the village’s main source of income, that of working in the fields.


Maybe things have changed, but back then farmers didn’t ride around on motorcycles, wearing helmets. And while the villagers may have long forgotten the baby’s rough-spoken grandmother or the melancholy mother, they must remember her tall father and his rakish gaze. His motorcycle pierced the dawn’s silence on his way to work. How could they ever forget that strange sound, that flashing light, racing like a wild animal through the darkness? The Yis despised the noise of the machine as it ripped through the main village, but there was no way they could prevent him from riding that motorcycle. He wasn’t like the other new villagers, who could be ordered around. Nor was he one to care about what people thought about him, so anyone who might bring it up would be left embarrassed by their own indignation. Better to just bear the noise. If anything, his pomade and his leather gloves and jacket became something of a fad. And the villagers’ interest in the family had as much to do with the man’s wife as his motorcycle. She was a rare beauty, all the more so in this relatively isolated hamlet, although her delicate face and clear skin would’ve attracted stares in any region. Black hair that shone softly in the sunlight, and well-balanced features that drew a smile from anyone who happened to glance her way. She had a poignant, tragic quality, shared by all women whose face, neck, waist, and legs seem to flow in an unbroken line. Tragedy resided not only in her appearance but also her life; generation after generation, her ancestors had owned a thousand pyeong in apple orchards until her father had fallen into gambling and lost it all. Her family had been relegated to a rented room in the mountains, and she had to drop out of middle school just as soon as she’d started.


She had once aspired to teach at a girls’ school. Instead, she grew into womanhood in that rented room. Her family’s finances showed no signs of recovering despite all their frugality and saving. Her only way out was marriage. And surely her now-husband had not planned to neglect her from the beginning. Originally, he was so smitten with her that it wouldn’t have mattered even if she’d been carrying another man’s child. But when the little girl named San is born, San’s father—for whatever reason—begins to distance himself from his wife.


Does this story seem unfamiliar or extraordinary? It shouldn’t. For countless generations women have suffered and wasted away in strange rooms just like this baby’s mother. Just as the flowers lighting up the courtyard begin to wilt, the father leaves on his motorcycle early one morning like always—except that this time he does not return for over nine years. And the singular sound of the motor­cycle ceases to be heard in the village.


The bewildered, abandoned woman is left with only her child and the child’s grandmother. With no land to farm, and in order to support her daughter and mother-in-law, the woman ventures into town and learns hairdressing. As a person whose appearance always drew attention, it somehow fits that she becomes someone with hands that reek of perm chemicals. With no money to set up a real shop, the child’s mother carries curling irons, scissors, and large combs from house to house, perming, curling, and cutting hair cheap. Her unhappiness stems not so much from the work, from lugging her implements door to door, but rather from her contentious relationship with her mother-in-law. San grows up listening to the two of them arguing over their meals, at the well, in the kitchen, or on the porch, the ruckus familiar as a lullaby.


One day, the child leaves behind the sound of their fighting and sets out looking for her friend Namae. The two little girls amuse themselves easily; they sweep ants into the floor cracks and burn them, or knock down their neighbors’ drying laundry from the line with a pole.


Along the dike on the southern edge of the village is a field of wild minari.


This lush expanse connects the village to the outside world. The field might predate the village, and is truly vast. In the spring, wild minari sprouts through the mud, making the village appear as if embraced by a grassy plain. In July and August, the minari explodes into sprays of white flowers, but until then, the green spring field serves as an invigorating symbol of renewal for the otherwise drab hamlet. When the minari thickens, people come from all over to harvest it. Even the occasional leech clinging to their calves can’t break the villagers’ good cheer while gathering up the bounty. On Buddha’s Birthday, a nearby temple always sends someone to gather minari for the monks’ food. Children always get a plate of it for their first birthday feast, the long stems served stir-fried to symbolize a long life.


San’s mother shreds fresh minari to put into kimchi. One day, San comes home from school wet from rain and ends up with a fever, and her mother mashes up some minari and boils it into a bitter tea. The village women hear about this and start administering similar teas to their children for indigestion or headaches. Some evenings, the village women use lightly cooked minari stalks to wrap boiled beef slices, peppers, strips of egg yolk, and pine nuts. The children turn their heads away at the bitter taste, but the adults cherish the flavor, remembering it into their twilight years. The few who have left the village always return seeking the taste of that minari. Once the distinctly fragrant season has passed, the villagers, without being directed by anyone, sprinkle the field with compost and chicken droppings. San plods over to the minari field on days her mother and grandmother fight and Namae can’t be found. Even when only a swamp is left, a little child sits alone atop the dike.


Going to school is a journey made on foot, four kilometers away over a hill, as the bus only comes twice a day. The children gather in front of the village warehouse every morning before setting off together. Before they can get to the hill, there’s a bridge to cross and a path through an acacia forest to walk. The Yi children tear across the bridge and through the woods on their bikes. But the other country-mouse children treat the four-kilometer journey as a series of challenges: who can run up to the bridge first, who can pile up more clay at the swamp, who can pick the most pine cones in the forest. When they make it over the hill and the red brick of the school building comes into view, they race to the gate. On their way home, the children are silent only when skirting past the ornery geese that guard the stationery store. They play rock-paper-scissors to determine who will carry all their bags for the next kilometer. Namae loses; San takes half of Namae’s load, which earns her a grateful smile. San smiles back. The other children, freed from their bags, run ahead of them, kicking up dirt. They want to get to the end of the first kilometer. Shrouded in the ensuing dust cloud, the girls bear their burdens like religious ascetics, their feet heavy on the ground.


A motorbike, with a young woman riding on the back, covers the two girls in dust as it speeds by. San waves the cloud away from her face as she stares longingly at the motorbike. It sprays the children who had gone on ahead as well, eventually disappearing except for its sound. San finds it hard to tear her gaze away. She thinks of her grandmother. The ornery old woman pined for the sound of the motorcycle. She’d come running out of the house whenever she heard one go by, even midfight with San’s mother. He may never come back for you, but he’ll come back for me, she would say as she wet her parched lips and aged right before their eyes.


With the bags hoisted on her back, Namae walks down toward the irrigation ditch. Namae is as cheerful as you please. Namae’s father, when drunk, would crawl into one of the large earthen jars arranged along their garden wall and sing. Nobody knew why he had to sing inside a jar. The singing would echo so much in that confined space that it was impossible to make out any words. His failed attempts at words would mush together. The singing would continue until he exhausted himself and fell asleep. Namae would then crouch down by the garden gate or at the end of their porch and sob, wringing her hands. But the Namae walking down to the ditch now, carrying three bags on her back, is not that sobbing Namae. Namae is not a Yi but a Sur. Just as San is not Yi San but Oh San. They are not like the Yi children, who already feel entitled thanks to their name. And because San is without a father, the Yi children’s stares are especially superior. If they happen to be playing together and their fathers walk by, they shout “Daddy!” and abandon San and cling to their fathers with extra enthusiasm. They call each other by their given names, Sa-ok or Gwi-soon, but they never forget to discriminate by using her full name, Oh San. Namae, also not a Yi, gets called Sur Namae. Perhaps it was inevitable that Oh San and Sur Namae would fall into intimacy, calling each other San and Namae when the other children were not around. Namae’s father, when he isn’t drunk, is a gentle soul who indulges his daughter. Every morning before she goes to school, he brushes her long hair, braids her ponytail, and sweeps the braid over her shoulder to the front. Namae never mentions this side of her father to San. And San never mentions her mother to Namae. Just as San has heard Namae’s father singing in the jar, Namae has seen San’s mother and grandmother argue. The fact they each have something to be ashamed of makes the two draw closer. They are two stragglers from the herd. It makes Namae sad to see her drunk father climb into the jar to cry. Namae says her mother probably died because she couldn’t bear his crying. That she herself will someday die because of her father.


“Why does your father crawl into the jar to sing?”


“He says he can’t hear anything otherwise, even when he’s listening carefully.”


“Even when he’s listening carefully?”


“Even when he’s listening carefully!”


Once Namae’s father is exhausted from singing, he falls asleep in the jar. On such nights, young Namae brings out a blanket, covers her father with it, and goes to sleep outside leaning against the jar, ear pressed against its glazed surface. Even when San stands right next to Namae, Namae doesn’t say anything or tell her to go away. Two nothing-girls. They’ve learned how to console each other without saying a word. Little San sleeps next to Namae, who has her ear against the jar, with her own ear against Namae.


Namae lugs the three bags past the dike and into a graveyard overgrown with weeds. She seems to have an idea and gestures at San. San hesitates, looking at the receding children, and goes down to the dike. Namae has placed the bags on a grassy burial mound and is lying on her stomach on top of it. San can see the village in the distance. They have so much farther to go. She approaches, and Namae grabs her hand.


“Listen carefully.”


The two girls lie on the mound, their ears pressed against its gentle curve. The smell of earth and grass is sharp in their noses.


“This is my mother’s grave. She’s our guardian angel from now on. She’s watching over us wherever we go.”


A day in May.


Her mother’s hand grips a pair of scissors. Like some windup toy, her grandmother repeats herself over and over again: Her son left and won’t come back because his wife was frigid. The scissors are a chilling sight. Unable to bear the suspense, San thrusts her feet into her shoes and runs out the garden gate. The paved road sprawls pitifully under the sun. A dog with a low-hanging tail saunters by. Slate roofs, some red, some blue, lie flat in the background. Trees peek out through the open gates of the other houses. Unruly patches of weeds overgrow onto the main road. The branches of the persimmon tree next door stretch over the wall, brilliantly laden with white flowers. The girl called San is overcome with a compulsion to smash and shatter against something. She leans against the wall that the persimmon tree reaches over. She rubs her face against it. Her forehead becomes scratched and beads with blood. Afraid, San breaks into a run. The blood from her forehead flows down her cheeks. She wants to get as far away as possible. Even better, she thinks, if she never has to come back.


The minari field is green. Summer is coming. San is drenched with sweat as she runs, her sweat mingled with blood. She goes down to the irrigation ditch and washes her face, splashing palmfuls of water. Her forehead throbs. She climbs to the top of the dike, from where she can see the whole field, and plops down. She almost writhes with the sudden, agonizing loneliness. There is no one picking minari today. Is it because of the prickly sunlight? A sad blue sky floats over the road and the minari. She puts a hand to her forehead and checks to see if blood smears off on her palm. It doesn’t, but the scratched spot still throbs, and she blinks away the sweat in her eyes. She lies down and puts her ear against the dike and looks down on the whole field where the minari grows. What could she hear if she listened hard enough? Could she hear the thoughts of her father, who left as soon as she was born; the feelings of her grandmother, who ripped into her mother time and again; the rage of her mother, who gripped the flashing shears in her hand? As she blinks, the green seeps into her mind like a bitter taste. She shuts her eyes. Her wound throbs and throbs in the sun.


She opens her eyes because her face tickles. Namae squats before her, wearing a white shirt and blue shorts, holding a blade of foxtail. The bushy part pokes San’s face. Namae’s braided ponytail is neatly settled on her shirt front. Their eyes meet, Namae’s eyes brimming with mirth, San’s drowning in sadness. Namae looks into San’s eyes for a moment before gently cupping San’s face.


“What happened?”


San is silent.


“Did you trip?”


Little San is too afraid to reply. How could she describe the heat she felt when she put her forehead to the wall? The desire to crash into something. A desire she still feels in her heart. Instead of responding, she grabs the foxtail from Namae’s hand and pushes it up Namae’s nose. Jerking her head back in surprise, Namae loses her balance and rolls down the dike. There’s a splash, and the stirred-up silt turns the stream muddy and opaque. Namae gets up, her eyes and nose red from swallowing water. San is caught off guard when Namae reaches up and pulls her in. Upon contact, the cold water fires up the wound on her forehead. One of her shoes comes off, and Namae races to save it. Placing their shoes on top of the dike, the two girls start splashing each other. The waterweeds are dancing. The two keep slipping as they play, and soon their lips are as blue as ink. San’s wound, which she had briefly forgotten about, aches with a pain that stretches to her nose. The two scramble up the dike, take a look at each other, and giggle, water dripping down their clothes and hair. They shake their heads to get the water off. The flying droplets hit each other’s faces. Namae hesitates as she looks down at her soaked clothes. She takes off her blue shorts, squeezes them dry, and spreads them on the dike. San follows suit, taking off her raindrop-print skirt, squeezing it, and also laying it out in the sun. Namae’s white shirt and San’s yellow blouse are next. Then, with some reluctance, Namae takes off her underwear, shakes out the water, and lays it out as well. San takes off her own underwear, squeezes it, shakes it, and lays it out. Both naked, they stretch out side by side like a pair of chopsticks. Now that their wet clothes are off, sunlight returns warmth to their bodies. Little San thinks the dike must be a green mirror; Namae’s bare body looks identical to her own. If she reaches out to the pink forehead in her reflection, it will ache just like hers. The black pupils of her eyes, the braid falling down her little shoulder, the small cheeks where the water has already dried, the narrow bridge of her nose. San feels reassured that Namae’s body is as skinny and pathetic as her own.


“Look there,” says Namae, pointing to the sky. “It’s watching us.”


Namae giggles as she props herself up. The move reveals her back, and San stares, dazzled. There is a green grass stain blotting Namae’s small, sloped back; the blot is softly, tenderly spread across the white. Without thinking about it, San reaches out with her fingers to touch the spot when Namae whips around.


Their eyes meet.


“You saw it!”


San is speechless.


“You saw the birthmark on my back, right?” Namae’s voice trembles. “I didn’t want anyone to see it.”


San says nothing.


“I’d forgotten about it.” Namae’s eyes fill with tears of rage. “What is it anyway, a Mongolian spot?”


But San smiles brightly. So this must be why San has never seen Namae playing in the stream with the others.


“I … thought it was a grass stain.”


“Are you making fun of me?”


“It’s really pretty. Turn around. I want to see it.”


“No.”


Namae sticks out her tongue in pointed refusal and promptly lies down on her back. Their bodies feel downy as they dry. Namae had acted as if she would never again show San her spot, lying down with her back flat against the grass, but she soon shifts her position and rolls onto her side. San follows suit. The green-blue spot that is not a grass stain flashes in San’s vision. How beautiful it is.


“You have something I don’t have.”


Little San begins to feel sad. This blot, only found on Namae’s back, threatens their being two of a kind. The girls prop their heads up on their palms and stare out over the field, eyes filled with the vast stretch of minari. The green undulates. How could the world be so quiet? The road is empty, the irrigation ditch is empty, and the field is empty. Where has everyone gone?


The girls are lying on their stomachs, waving their feet in the air, when their anklebones painfully collide. Namae, still prone, pulls in her anklebone and rubs it. San sits up in pain and rubs her own anklebone. She looks down at Namae’s curled body. The green blot on her white back is arched and clear. San’s hand slowly reaches out and touches the soft outline of the green blot, following it with her fingers. Namae flinches but lies still, not breathing. In this unexpected silence, little San cannot fight off the melancholy that crashes into her. It travels over the minari field in waves.


“You have something no one else has.”


Namae releases her foot, and caresses San’s forehead instead.


“Does it hurt a lot?”


San doesn’t respond.


“Why did you do this?”


Namae blows soothingly on San’s wound. The urge inside to collide into something, that uncontrollable impulse San thought she’d managed to tamp down, is welling up again. The hand that traced the blot on Namae’s pale back begins to rub Namae’s neck. A passing breeze ruffles the grass on the dike. The minari bends in the wind. San is about to cry when Namae pulls her into an embrace. When their warm bodies meet, San feels a surge of loneliness she’s sure will last for the rest of her life. Their soft lips touch, and their little fingers tangle together for a moment. Namae sits bolt upright and swats San’s back, but San pulls her down again. They awkwardly fall into an embrace, look into each other’s eyes, and settle down on the grass once more.


The next time San opens her eyes, it’s to the quacking of some passing ducks. She’s alone on the dike. White ducks with yellow beaks play in the ditch where Namae had fallen earlier. San stares at the blank spaces between her raindrop-print skirt, her yellow blouse, and her white underwear. The spaces where Namae’s white shirt, blue shorts, and underwear had been.


Little San puts on her clothes and sits, staring out at the minari. Why did Namae leave without her? Suddenly, San is afraid. There’s not a single cloud in the sky. Waves of green swell. The silence is eerie. A red cloud of dust rises from the road and melts into the field. San sits there until the sound of the ducks fade and twilight descends. A villager who has come to pick minari sees her sitting stock-still and calls out her name, but San doesn’t reply. She may not have heard. Eventually, San gets up, despite her wounded forehead and aching ankle, and gets off the dike. She heads for Namae’s house. The house has its lights on, but is quiet. Only Namae’s shoes greet her from beneath the porch. By the wall, next to the well, is the large earthen jar that Namae’s father crawls into, its mouth gaping in the dusk. San can’t bring herself to call Namae’s name. She simply stands there. Namae refuses to come out. Little San drags her feet to the jar and crawls inside. The floor and walls are icy to the touch. She crouches and listens carefully. But there’s only the cold. There’s only darkness. Overcome with dread, she lets out an Ah—. Her voice is small, but it rings within the jar. Ahhh—. Surprised by her own voice, she clamps her mouth and stops breathing. There’s the sound of an opening door, and the sound of Namae putting on her shoes. San squeezes her eyes shut in the already black interior. Come, my love. Come and raise me from this darkness. Little San listens carefully to each of Namae’s approaching footsteps.


Namae’s shadow covers the mouth of the jar.


“Get out!” Namae shouts. San is crouched, her eyes squeezed shut.


San doesn’t move.


“I said, get out!”


Finally, little San crawls out of the jar.


Namae pushes her and yells, “Go away!” Namae rushes to her house, takes off her shoes, and darts back inside where a faint glow seeps out. But where is San supposed to go? To whom? A thought sweeps across her heart: If she leaves now, she’ll never see Namae again. That must never happen.


Have you forgotten me? Already?


How warm we were by the minari. The beautiful green blot staining your white back. The gentleness of your cheek. Your small hand that caressed the wound on my forehead.


The jar stands and stares with listless shoulders. A few moments later, Namae opens the door and looks out into the yard. She sees San standing there and screams at her to leave. When San doesn’t move, she runs out of the house and thumps her on the chest with a fist.


“All right,” says Namae abruptly, and walks away.


San tries to say something as she follows Namae to the kitchen. Namae, surprised by San trailing her, leaves through a door to the backyard. The more San thinks she should say something, the more her lips freeze.


Namae comes back into the kitchen, biting her lower lip, and grabs the knife sitting on the chopping board as she orders San outside. Namae runs to the chicken coop on the other side of the yard. She throws open the coop door and grabs one of the birds by the wings, a red cock, and pulls it out. She is holding the screaming rooster with one hand and with the other she thrusts the knife at San. Not knowing what to do, San takes it from her.


“Now, follow me.”


Namae leads San to the large stone mortar next to the well and glares at her.


“Cut off its head.”


San doesn’t move.


“I said, cut off the head of this cock!”


She still doesn’t move.


“You can’t?”


“…”


“Then get out!”


“…”


“I said, get out!”


San feels like the backyard walls are closing in. Dizzy, she almost drops the knife. The white back hidden inside your white shirt, the luscious green blot spread across that back. Your soft lips, your warm body. Little San had not anticipated this situation back when she was tracing Namae’s spot with her fingers. She doesn’t know how to take in what’s happening. She feels numb. Your warm body, the ribs that protruded over the pit of your stomach, your delicately rising and falling uvula—where has this betrayal been hiding? But if it means I can be with you, San thinks. If it means you won’t leave me. She closes her eyes. She raises the knife. I can’t go back like this! She thrusts the knife into the rooster’s neck and pulls.


Silence.


Their vision clouds over. The head of the rooster is rolling on the ground. There are droplets of blood splattered on the well. Namae, in shock, rolls on the ground and clutches the rooster still squirming with life. San drops the knife, and Namae tosses aside the headless cock. Red blood covers the earthen jar, the wall, the well, and the two girls. Namae stumbles away from San, then screams at her as she scrambles onto the porch with her shoes still on and falls inside the house. She locks the door shut behind her.


San’s mother ends up throwing the shears at San’s grandmother.


Her grandmother’s forehead is injured, and this incident forces San’s father to finally return to the village. Riding a car, not a motorcycle. With two new children and a new wife. Despite her years of sacrifice, San’s mother is deemed irredeemable for throwing scissors at her own mother-in-law. Lifelessly and without protest, she signs the divorce papers. This makes San’s mother the first divorced woman in the village. The family has split; now San is only her mother’s daughter. The father and grandmother promptly banish the mother and daughter, sell the house, and move to another village with their new family. Whenever San feels overwhelmed by each new development, she seeks out Namae’s company, but she is spurned every time. Even when San visits on nights where Namae’s father is singing inside the jar, Namae throws rocks at her. She screams not to come any closer. When they had put their sun-dried clothes back on, the two girls’ feelings had completely diverged. Little San had felt, I will love you more than myself. Namae had felt, This is the end of the oath we made on the grave. She had said goodbye to San forever.


San and her mother end up renting a room in a big house in the village. From time to time, San’s mother bursts into laughter at nothing in particular. San herself almost never ventures anywhere beyond home and school until the day they leave the village for good. At most, someone might occasionally catch a glimpse of her listening to a grave on her way home, or staring at the hens and ducks in the yard of the big house, or sitting alone for hours on the dike that overlooks where the minari grows.





A Woman to Look After Flowers



The flower shop in the early summer is verdant and radiant.


The windows, even the outer shutters, are opened to the street. The sidewalk in front of the shop is wet, as if someone has just sprinkled a hose there. Pots of ficus trees, rubber figs, and lady palms populate the sidewalk. When annoyed pedestrians walk by, their frowns melt into contented sighs at the sight of lush green plants, purple balloon flowers, and buckets filled with China pinks and irises.


This flower shop is an unexpected oasis. It faces the parking lot of Seoul’s Sejong Center for the Performing Arts, acting as a brief respite from the busy noise of surrounding traffic.


A conveyor-belt sushi restaurant serving twin pieces of sushi or egg rolls on each plate, a Paris Baguette bakery franchise, a kimbap place barely squeezing in three tables, a stone-bowl rice shop, a 24-hour convenience store, a foreign language cram school, a station­ery shop, a store specializing in photo albums, a bookstore kiosk set up between buildings, a new Mediterranean-style pasta place, a café named Spring Summer Autumn Winter—and amid all these stores is a flower shop of considerable size, looking somewhat out of place, almost cinematic.


Wanted: A woman to look after flowers.


San has returned to this flower shop. She walked away from it two days ago. She sighs in relief when she sees the white paper sign still up on the glass door. The sun shines on the building, the gleaming asphalt, and the brass knocker on a nearby wooden door. Soon enough, this freshness of early summer will give way to real heat: humidity, the sun beating down, people afraid of their sandals melting into the pavement.


San discovered the flower shop two days ago, when she spotted it from inside a phone booth by the Sejong Arts Center across the street. San had just gotten off the phone with the publishing house she’d interviewed with ten days earlier. Their newspaper ad had caught her eye after she’d been demoralized by the many rejections from agencies that her cram school had sent her on interviews to. Despite the publisher’s promise to contact her soon, there had been no news for those ten days. After much deliberation, she had finally called them. Her expectations had been low, because during her interview they had seemed disappointed by her lack of professional experience. All the same, upon hearing that the new word processor operator had already started four days ago, she sagged against the wall of the phone booth.


She had really wanted to work at that publishing house.


Because it was near a subway station, and hanging on the door were photographs of writers she admired. Because if she’d been hired, she would have met those writers and worked with them on their manuscripts. But perhaps what had really attracted her to this elusive publisher was the fact that the office was not in a glass tower but in a house with a yard. The publisher was in a residential area.


New buildings were being built along the main road nearby, but the company was in an older, two-story Western-style house. The house rested comfortably between two new buildings. Her interview had looked down at a magnolia tree in a yard with a wide-open gate. The tree was so big that it was plainly visible from the other side of the wall. There was a parasol beneath it, under which employees had gathered for a coffee break. Surely there must have been a flock of white blossoms in the spring, but the tree had now replaced them with green leaves. It grazed the sky and the new surrounding buildings.


San regrets not mentioning that, despite her lack of experience, she could accurately type up to five hundred characters per minute. That had been another reason to feel excited about working at this particular publisher. The word processing textbooks at her cram school had been so boring that she moved on to practicing with novels and essays. She had typed out an essay collection called Memories of an Old Shirt so many times she could practically recite the book. The author was one of the writers adorning the publisher’s front door. After her interview, she took one last look at the parasol beneath the magnolia. She hoped that she, too, would sit there and drink coffee someday.


While she waited, she had tried to keep up her spirits as much as possible. Every morning when she opened her eyes and heard the birds chirping in the grounds of the Prime Minister’s office, she took it as a sign that the publisher would call her. The mountain spring at Samcheong Park was so full that it was easy to scoop up clear water, and she saw this as a good omen. Even when ten days passed without any word, she still thought she might get the job. But wilting inside the phone booth, lost in disappointment, her eyes had fallen on this flower shop.


She had left the booth and crossed the street as if the shop was calling to her. The harsh sun ambushed her, pricking her eyes as soon as she left the shade, but no matter. Only when she came to a stop, standing by the summer flowers in their blue buckets and the green trees taking up half the sidewalk, did she feel light-headed from the sudden heat.


A woman to look after flowers.


Through her dizziness, she read the neatly written words. That morning, she had put her hair up with an unadorned, chestnut-colored hairpin, pinning it above the downy and delicate nape of her neck. She put on a watery blue dress. Two days ago, when she had first come across this advertisement for a female florist, San had abruptly turned as if shocked. Someone would’ve thought she had a very pressing matter to attend to, or that she was being pursued. That was how quick her steps were.


Then, her swift and silent legs stopped in their tracks. She brought a hand to her forehead as if to ward off the heat and she took a moment to catch her breath. The air, already laden with summer, enveloped her. Standing there she thought, But I must work. She could still hear the matter-of-fact voice of the person on the phone, informing her that the new hire had already started.


Two days earlier, San had turned and walked back to the flower shop. She walked slowly, unlike how she had fled just a moment ago. She went back and looked down at the blue bucket by the glass door. It was filled with white buds, round and waiting to burst, and there was a slightly smaller bucket beside it, filled with bouquets of red roses and baby’s breath. Inside the flower shop was a middle-aged man, all alone, wiping dust off the leaves of a sago palm.
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