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The server brings over two bowls of hot udon. I look at my daughter as she grabs chopsticks and spoons from the box of utensils. She looks tired, or thinner, or older.


You didn’t get my text? she asks.


I did. I was going to call, but I kept forgetting, I say. That’s a lie. I wore myself out racking my brain over her problem all weekend. And yet here I am, sitting across from her at a table without a single alternative suggestion or plan.


Where were you this weekend?


I name an acquaintance I may have mentioned in passing, and tell her I went out for a meal with her. It looks like she has follow-up questions, but she only says, Okay.


You should have made a day of it, she adds, as if to show she cares. There’s lots of festivals going on these days.


I don’t know. I’m so busy.


I pick up a thick udon noodle to eat with my chopsticks. In my youth, I was a fan of noodles. One out of my three daily meals would be a noodle dish. I still like noodles, but it’s what happens after the meal that’s the problem these days. How many times do I have to walk around stroking my stomach, bloated from indigestion, and wake up several times during the night before I learn my lesson? Crossing off items from the list of things you enjoy – that’s what it means to grow old.


College students come in and office workers flock to the cash register. The din of laughter and conversation grows louder. Everywhere I go, all I see is young people. My face full of wrinkles and age spots, thinning hair and slouched shoulders. I don’t belong here. I fear at any moment, anyone could express their very obvious displeasure at the sight of me. I cautiously scan the restaurant. My daughter’s bowl of udon is emptying fast. I’m still agonizing. Should I really say it? Would it be okay? Should I not say it? Is it not okay? But there’s just one thing I fear: the retribution this rejection will bring.


As you know, I say after a long silence. As you know. A clear indicator of rejection. Disappointment flashes in her eyes.


I know. You’re just getting by, she says. Nonetheless, she keeps her focus on me, waiting for me to say something else. I cannot handle the rent in this country that climbs higher and higher even as I lie sleeping at night. Frightening how it grows without end. I’ve been disqualified from the game of running and leaping ever faster and higher to keep up with it for a long time now.


As you know, that house is all I have, I say.


The outskirts of the city, rows of houses packed in like rotting teeth along small alleys. A two-story house just like its owner: creaking joints, decaying bones, in the process of keeling over. A house left behind by a world that grows more fearless by the day. My husband’s only legacy. A clear, tangible thing. The only thing over which I can claim control and exercise ownership.


I know. But I’m all out of ideas, too. Who should I go to at times like this if not you? she mumbles, stirring the bowl with her chopsticks. Her voice rises and falls between resignation and hope. And then she takes it a step further: a monthly interest payment for lending her a lump sum of money. She’s referring to the rooms on the second floor with the water-stained bathroom ceiling that leaks when it rains, the grimy, tattered flooring, and the wind, dust, and noise constantly coming in through the old wooden windows. She’s asking me to kick out the rent-paying tenants and get people who could pay a jeonse deposit, to secure a large sum of cash.


But getting new tenants won’t be easy. Just a few days ago, the housewife from the second floor came down to complain about the leak in the ceiling above the kitchen sink. She said – with a mix of irritation and empathy, embarrassment and hesitation – that it would take professional workmen from a firm to fix the ceiling, not an old neighborhood handyman.


I get it. Just give me some time, I say. But I don’t have the means right now. I don’t have the luxury of taking on a repair that will cost me who knows how much. I bet the same goes for the housewife who is begging me to get it fixed.


My daughter is tapping the air below the table with her two feet. The heels of her sneakers are worn down at an angle. The bottoms of her trouser legs are tattered and dirty. Is she really so ignorant of the fact that these little things reveal a person’s character? Impoverished, lazy, insensitive, and stubborn – such private things, things that should be hidden from the view of others, laid so bare. Why does she let other people get the wrong impression? Decency and neatness, tidiness and cleanliness – why does she insist on altogether ignoring these qualities that everyone values? I take pains to keep these thoughts to myself.


Mom, are you listening? She presses for an answer.


I put down my chopsticks after a long while, dab the corners of my mouth, and meet her eyes. Okay. This is what it means to be family. I am her only family. I am able to be her family. I guess. Because of this house. Because of the fact that I own a house.


All I say is this: Okay. Let’s think of a plan.


*


Hey, how much did you put in? the professor’s wife whispers.


Her whispers are loud enough for people around us to turn and look. I stop by the building entrance and pat her gently on the back of her hand.


50,000, I say. We give what we can.


The professor’s wife takes out the envelope from her handbag and grumbles as she adds another 20,000, Why so much? 30,000 would have been fine.


A cheap rose scent rises from her body each time she moves. Her wine-colored handbag must be full of these cheap products. Things one can easily give away by the bottle in a flourish of generosity if the expiration date is getting close or the quality is too poor. She’s given me a few things, but I didn’t get around to using them. They were in the back of my mind, but I never remembered to use them before it was too late. Things to remember lurk behind me, blinking dimly as if ready to light up, invariably going dark.


What’s the point of giving money when the person is dead and gone? the professor’s wife says. It only goes into the children’s pockets. It’s best to take people out for decent meals when they’re alive, am I right? This is the kind of custom that needs to disappear. Tsk.


The professor’s wife continues to talk as we push the revolving door into the building and step into the foyer. I step aside to get away from the bright lights and the stinging glare of the even brighter floral arrangement made up of white chrysanthemums. Looking up at the large screen to find the wake room, the words slip from my lips: It’s depraved. Depraved.


The late Sung treated us to about 100,000 won’s worth of meals. Probably much more. Sung was generous. No, ‘generous’ is not how I would put it considering she wasn’t very well off. Regardless, she always paid before anyone else could, had you feeling beholden, and used it to keep people around her. Still, the professor’s wife being miserly at a wake is just vulgar. She claims to be a professor’s wife, but she’s never said where her husband used to teach, not to mention that we’ve never met the man. Not that it matters at our age. The lines drawn and walls put up when we were young to separate us from them mean nothing when we’re old.


Because we’re all the same old people. And there’s only a handful of places that are willing to take old folks like us.


But such things aren’t said out loud.


While we find the wake room for Sung, pay our respects, offer our condolences to the sangju – ‘owner of loss’, or the head of the bereaved – who I am certain is Sung’s son, and sit in the mourners’ hall, I sip on the mushroom tea I brought in my thermos. The professor’s wife shovels down spoonfuls of rice in chili-red spicy beef soup. She eats several slices of boiled pork that’s dried up from sitting out a while. Then she takes out her phone and starts showing everyone pictures of her son and grandson.


Hey, do you have a hankie? she says. Or a plastic bag somewhere?


She turns and leans toward me, takes the cling film off the disposable plates, and sweeps the beer nuts in. I help by pulling the plates of food closer to her.


My grandson is crazy about these little snacks. My daughter-in-law is always telling me to stop, but how can I? I’ll sneak him some.


Sure, take it all. I say.


The whole time I don’t so much as a glance at the food.


The energy or bad omen trailing from those who have crossed over to the other side of life’s boundary – I think I’m terrified of touching it, of getting even a bit of it on me. My eyes meet the gaze of someone sitting against the wall across the room. Eyes filled with resignation. Those eyes that cannot help but see all seem to be marking me out as next. I quickly look away. The game children play where you close your eyes and count to three, and someone creeps up quietly behind you then pounces to scare you. The late Sung went home after work like any other day and died when her heart stopped. A death summed up as ‘heart attack’. How much has death gained on me? How did I come to be so sure that it’s drawn so near?


A few months ago, the family of the tenant in the second-floor corner room came looking for me. Some people had come by saying they were friends or lovers, but I didn’t give them the key. One can’t trust tenuous connections like friendships and relationships.


I couldn’t get in touch with her, a man said. I urgently need her signature. I had no other choice.


The man who came by that day said he was the tenant’s younger brother. When I didn’t respond, he mentioned the matter of moving their father’s grave. Then he showed me a document he had brought with him. As I stood looking up at the second floor, he made his way up the stairs, and I heard the door open. Then there was no sound for a while.


Hey! I shouted. Hey, sir!


I shouted, but did not go up to the second floor. The man came back down after a long while with a stony expression on his face.


My sister is in the room, he said. I don’t know. I’m calling the police. The police.


He rushed out of the gate and never came back. The ambulance came to pick up the woman, and police swarmed to the house to ask all kinds of intrusive questions on the pretext of investigating. In the meantime, the man had gone too far away for me to find him.


Did you find the brother? I asked when I finally got hold of the officer in charge of the case the next day.


How many times do I have to tell you? he said. The family doesn’t want to take her. You have to get rid of her things yourself. The body will be taken care of by the government, but that’s about it. You said she left a jeonse deposit. Well, use that. And please stop calling. I’m busy.


He’d hung up before I had the chance to ask him why, when, or how she’d died. Two days later, I managed to go into the room. At midday as the trees took in the soft, warm energy of the day with all their strength, in order to grow shoots and leaves, there I stood fear-stricken, clutching the door handle. There was nothing in the room I had been expecting to see. Nothing but the routine and habits, tastes and preferences of an average woman living by herself, put away neatly. Death had come suddenly, without signs or omens, no warnings or preparations.


Untimely death, I mutter as I look at the old people at the wake.


If one of these people were to drop dead tomorrow, I wouldn’t be surprised. Untimely death? People might jeer that the deceased had lived his share of life. Rather than grieving or mourning, the survivors would judge his life coldly. If he did nothing of significance, he would soon be forgotten. As if none of it had ever happened. On the way out, the sight of Sung’s son in a black suit and white armband greeting mourners and guarding the altar briefly caught my eye.


*


They say if you’re sick for no reason, it’s a shamanic illness. You have to receive a spirit. That if you don’t, your child will inherit the disease. Who would want to give such a thing to their child? That’s probably why shamans do what they can to take on the burden themselves, I say more or less to myself.


Every once in a while, when I start thinking about my daughter, the feeling lingers: Am I being punished? Did I inadvertently pass on something bad to my daughter?


Jen sits in her wheelchair looking out of the window. Outside, a member of staff is hosing down the spacious parking lot. The water splits into many streams, hits the ground, and bounces off in clear droplets.


Would you like to go outside? I ask without wanting to take her, and lock eyes with Jen for a moment.


A woman who has lived too long. A woman whose memories are leaking out into some unknown space. A woman for whom the gender divide between male and female is coming apart as she returns to the state of being only a human being, as she was long ago when she was born.


Sometimes, I can’t believe the life this small, skinny, insignificant woman has lived. Born in Korea, educated in America, worked in Europe, then came back to Korea to waste her life on looking after people who had nothing to do with her. Never married, never had children, and yet lived a life filled with incredible scenes from all over the world that I’ve never experienced, and now she lives alone with no visitors all year. I cannot believe she is all of these things in one.


An old man at a table on the other side of the room creates a disturbance. He throws the remote, swearing, and sweeps learning tools off the table. His carer, the professor’s wife, is nowhere to be found. Probably off somewhere on the phone or snacking. I get up quickly and move Jen’s wheelchair out of the room. I don’t have the strength to restrain old men like that anyway.


Before dinner, someone opens Jen’s door and calls me. It’s Mr Kwon from the office. He calls me out into the hall and asks if I could come in an hour early tomorrow. Some people from the TV station are coming to interview Jen. I tell him okay. Mr Kwon bows at me politely. I think the professor’s wife is right in thinking that Mr Kwon is especially nice to me. Not so much nice as respectful. I am not blind to the fact that how he treats me sets an example to the rest of the office staff. Perhaps I should be grateful considering the status of most old carers who work for what is, by any standards, so little pay and are secretly treated with hostility and contempt. It’s probably thanks to Jen, the patient I care for. In places like this, the patients you’re assigned to matter. The staff are respectful and polite toward Jen here, at least to her face.


How come she has no family whatsoever? people ask when Jen is not around. The professor’s wife is particularly quick to reveal her true feelings as if she’s been waiting for the chance.


What’s the use of family? We all end up the same way.


Very few children make regular visits to see their parents in nursing homes. The professor’s wife knows that, but she’s not done.


Still, it’s different when you have no family at all, she says. Such a pity she’s been all alone for years.


When I don’t give her much of a response, she turns to the young newcomer who’s a newlywed, So you gotta raise your kids well now. It takes work, but they’re your assets and insurance. She looks over at Jen in the distance and clicks her tongue, Tsk.


It’s moments like this that I feel the full force of my current situation in which I can no longer pick and choose the people I associate with. Talking with these people, sharing our thoughts, and agreeing with them for lack of other options, am I turning into one of those stuffy, prejudiced old bags – as young people these days put it – that leech on taxpayer money?


The young newcomer nods but is unmoved. She’s still getting used to the work. She looks after the patients of the late Sung, which is no easy job. She’ll have to take a few sick days before her body slowly adjusts. But many people leave before that happens. The ones that stay on are the ones that truly need this job.


I return to Jen’s room to tuck her in.


Discomfort anywhere? I’ll be back tomorrow morning.


Okay. Holding my hand, Jen asks, Where do you live? Is it far? Or near?


I tell her it’s not far, that it’s a short bus ride away. Jen nods.


Okay. Watch out for cars, Jen advises. Watch out for cars.


Her saying so is a sign that she is lucid now. I sweep Jen’s forehead with my palm. The face of someone who has lived twenty years longer than I have. Her skin is wrinkled and rough, but her features are still pretty. I hold Jen’s hand and pray that she’ll sleep a deep, restful sleep tonight, and go out into the hall. Jen has had a bit of sleep medication prescribed, so she’ll sleep well.


I gather my things and come out to the elevator to find the professor’s wife and the young newcomer waiting for me. We nod goodbye to the on-call nurse and leave the building. Loud music is blaring down at the far end of the alley. Just off this small alley is an intersection filled with stores and bars that stay open all hours of the night. The tension of the day lifts and I feel the ache in my knees.


Hey, how did it go with your daughter? The professor’s wife asks. Did you see her?


It’s night-time, but the air is still hot. Flashes of heat crawl up around the neck.


I’m going to see her now. It’s hard to find time, I deflect. I know she wants to ask personal questions about my daughter, pass judgment, and lecture me. I know she’s just being nosy, but I can’t simply let the things she says wash over me. The professor’s wife agrees and takes out her cell phone. She pulls up a few pictures of her grandson.


He looks smart. How old is he? The newcomer manages a few perfunctory words. I don’t say a thing. I pretend to be looking at something on my phone, speed up ahead of them, and hurry off the curb to cross the street, saying, See you tomorrow.


Summer nights are hard to get through because of noise from outside. It’s difficult to fall asleep as delivery scooters roar, neighbors’ TV sets babble on, and the couple upstairs shout at each other. I stick a pain-relief pad on my knees and put pain cream on my shoulder by the light of the TV. Then I bring half a watermelon from the fridge and eat hungrily, scooping up chunks of melon with a spoon. And then there’s nothing left for me to do.


Lying in a quiet, dark room, I reflect on these things.


Labor without end. The thought that no one can save me from this exhausting work. Concern over what will happen when the moment comes when I cannot work anymore. In other words, what worries me isn’t death, but life. I must do whatever needs to be done to withstand this suffocating uncertainty that will be with me for as long as I am living. I learned this too late. Perhaps this is not about aging. Maybe it’s the malady of the times, as people say. Our times. This generation. Naturally, I am reminded of my daughter again. We have arrived at this point, her in her mid-thirties, me past seventy. And the world that she will reach, that I won’t be around for – what will it look like? Better than this? Or more relentless?


The next day at work, I wash Jen as soon as I arrive, put on her diaper, and take out some simple makeup.


Did I ever tell you about when I was in high school? I went to school in the countryside. I had to stay with a friend because the school was so far away. I had to change buses three times just to get home. My friend’s sister was living on her own and working at a factory. It was a small room with a kitchen. Now that I think of it, she couldn’t have been more than twenty-one, twenty-two then. I don’t know why I was so frightened by her. You know how it is at that age. One or two years feels like a big age difference.


Hmm? Where are you going? Jen’s eyes grow wide as she looks up. My hand, holding the brush I was using to give her cheeks some color, is suspended in the air for a moment.


No, I mean I went to high school a long time ago. Long time. A long, long time ago. I went to school.


You went to school? Yes, people need education. Need to learn, Jen says.


I am drawing Jen’s eyebrows when Mr Kwon comes in.


The television crew have arrived, he says. They’re in the reception room. Is she ready?


All the other patients have left for the playroom and therapy room. Jen’s expression is lifeless. Maybe she’s in a bad way. I ask her this and that, but she doesn’t respond.


Shall we? Mr Kwon hurries us along. I quickly apply lip gloss on her lips and nod.


Shall I take her? I ask.


I would appreciate that, he says.


Mr Kwon quietly follows us down the hall and asks, Please take good care of her, just in case. It’s important to show them that we are doing a good job of caring for people like her. Good publicity.


I tell him I understand.


*


You wrote a book titled Children on the Border in 1989. There are stories in here about children who were adopted in America. Brandon Kim? Or was it Brandon Lee? The story of this ten-year-old boy really stuck with me. The book follows the story of the boy for five years as he is adopted by a white family and then sent back. Did you handle the interviews for the story yourself? And I’m also curious to find out how you came to know the boy.


The young man in the baseball cap adjusts the camera and gives a signal, and the other one pushes up his glasses with round lenses.


Then could you tell us about the LA Education Center? His voice quavers like a thin sheet of metal before recovering its composure. It says here that it was an alternative education center. It was perhaps the first organization for children of immigrants. You singlehandedly transformed the center into an accredited institution and applied for funding. Any particular difficulties you ran into?


The young man’s voice bounces around the rectangular visiting room and dissipates. Silence descends. We can hear the careful footsteps of people going by in the hall. All the while Jen’s eyes are fixed on a corner of the table. She appears to be in a place where she can hear nothing and see nothing. Maybe she’s scared of the strangers. I start to approach her, and the young man raises a hand to tell me it’s fine.


How about the counseling center for immigrants’ rights you opened in the 1980s? Do you remember that? You were in Busan, not Seoul. Any special reason why you chose Busan?


The young man at the camera peers up from the viewfinders and shakes his head. The two men seem to be saying something to each other through exchanged glances.


I’m starving to death.


Jen taps impatiently on the armrest of her wheelchair. The comment goes unnoticed by the other two. Questions continue as if nothing happened.


How about the forum in Osaka in the early 1990s? You caused quite a stir by speaking out against the Korean government. You weren’t allowed back into the country for a while. Do you remember that?


The young man shows Jen old pictures and clippings from old magazines. In the picture, Jen is wearing a comically large pair of glasses and saying something on the podium. In another picture she’s all smiles, standing shoulder to shoulder with some white men. For a moment I’m quite taken by these faded pictures.


I am hungry now. Hungry, Jen says. She looks back at me and mimes banging her fists on the table.


We’ll go and eat soon, I say nervously, leaning by the door. In a minute, Jen. But could you talk to these gentlemen first? They’ve come a long way to see you.


What am I getting today? Are we having cake?


I try to coax Jen with a smile on my face as I wonder if it’s true what these young men are saying. Did this old, frail woman who’s interested in nothing but eating, shitting, and sleeping do all of that? Were the things she did so meaningful that they would come all this way to ask her about them? If so, how did Jen end up at a place like this? Maybe because she did the things she did.


Don’t you remember anything? How about Tipat? He’s from Cambodia? Is it Cambodia? The man in glasses isn’t sure.


The Philippines, the camera guy corrects him.


Yes, the Philippines. Tipat, the little boy from the Philippines. You were his sponsor. It looks like you practically raised him into adulthood. Don’t you remember? Tipat. Do you remember Tipat?


The young man’s voice rises. I sense their respect and awe drain as irritation and frustration rise.


Looks like she doesn’t remember a thing, one man says to the other.


But we have to get a quote, or we have nothing to use.


Can’t get a quote when she isn’t saying anything.


The man at the camera stares blankly at Jen and mumbles, Look, ma’am. Just tell us about something. Anything. Our boss will kill us if we don’t get a quote.


Then he pulls out his phone and makes a call. A high-pitched voice comes intermittently from the phone. The young man glances at Jen and whispers, She’s completely gone, there’s just no way. Then he says, She’s hopeless. What does he mean, ‘She’s hopeless’? The other young man snatches the phone from his hand and says something. Jen turns around to look at him. I nod and blink to let her know everything is okay. The young men keep talking on the phone in the meantime. Their voices grow loud enough for everyone to hear.


They act and talk as if Jen isn’t here. In a way, it’s true – the Jen they came to see isn’t here. Then how about the Jen sitting before them? Is this Jen not Jen? Are they here to punish Jen? Is this their way of telling her, Look at the state of you. Look how small and ugly compared to your younger days when you were worthy of respect?


Don’t you remember this in the picture? Look closely. Here, look here.


The questions are relentless. More like an investigation or interrogation. The young men are intent on getting Jen to say something through any means. They’ve abandoned manners and tact.


She says she’s always hungry these days, I try to help. An hour or two after a meal, and she’s hungry again. She’s always asking for cake, but she can’t have a lot of it. She has trouble digesting. She enjoyed strawberries in particular this spring. These days, she has tomatoes in the mornings and evenings.


I stand by Jen, who grabs my hand under the table. The young men couldn’t care less about what I say. They’re not interested in who Jen is now. They whisper to each other.


The young man with the camera finally says, almost to himself, It’s dementia, right? We came because we were told it wasn’t bad. This is unfortunate.


I find him rude, but I don’t share this view with him. Mr Kwon asked me for a favor. If these young men run an article or footage somewhere, it’ll be publicity for the nursing home, which will lead to donations and funding. I can’t say this has nothing to do with me. I ought to do my part to help.


Would you like to look around the hospital room? See how she’s doing here. I think giving her a little more time will help. I’ll talk to her.


I try to convince them in the gentlest tone I can contrive, but they shake their heads and leave the room. Their conversation disturbs the quiet hall. I study the pictures and clippings they left behind. I see the Jen I know in the old pictures.


Wow, will you look at this? Oh, my. Do you remember when this was?


I point at a few photos and hold them up next to her face for comparison, but I get no response from her.


*


Somewhere down the line, I stopped believing that I could change things.


Even at this very moment, I’m being carried out by the tide of time. Whatever it is, if you try too hard to change it, you have to be prepared for a real struggle. Being prepared doesn’t change anything. For better or for worse. I must accept that all this is mine. These things became mine because I chose them. They make up who I am now. But most people take too long to arrive at this realization. The past, the future, and everything else that isn’t right here distracts us as we crane our necks hoping to find something, only to end up wasting a lot of time. Maybe the elderly always have these regrets as they’re running out of time.


I don’t know how to explain these things. It’s difficult to understand something vicariously through someone else’s words, without having lived it. This is particularly close to impossible for my daughter, who’s armed with strong, impenetrable youthfulness.


Ma, are you listening? Hello?


I nod to show that I am listening, but I don’t meet her eyes. If I switch both apartment leases on the second floor from monthly rent to jeonse deposit-only, how am I supposed to afford the hospital bills, meds, insurance payments, utilities, living expenses, and the little extra in case of emergencies? The refrigerator door rattles as my daughter swings it open. She comes back to the table with a glass of cold water. The air is still hot, although it’s late. I wave off a mosquito and aim the fan at her.


I said I’ll take care of the bank loan interest, Ma. I’ll give you spending money, too. I’ll take on more classes in the fall semester and have more income. I’m not going to depend on you forever. I’m not a baby.


I nod silently. That doesn’t mean I agree, only that I’m trying my best to understand her situation. So I don’t pressure her to get by on her own. I cannot tell her what my parents said to me long ago: Try hard, try even harder. I mustn’t say that to her. That’s how it is now.


Then why don’t you get the bank loan for a jeonse deposit yourself? I ask.


The raucous sound of people chattering and the roar of a motorcycle engine going by barges in through the window. She takes a sip of water and puffs up both cheeks with a piqued look.


I hear the government is building lots of public housing these days, I say. Wouldn’t it be better for you to sign up for one of those even if the commute is longer?


My daughter doesn’t have a steady job. People who work but have no position – the number used to be one in ten, then three, and now six to seven in ten. People with no position are eligible for nothing. Not for loans, not for public housing.


Knowing that this is the reality for the majority is no comfort to me. Rather, knowing my daughter is one of them shocks and alarms me daily and brings down upon me the full force of my disappointment and guilt. Maybe she’s spent too much time studying. Maybe I’ve allowed her too much unnecessary education. She learned and learned, and ended up learning things she shouldn’t have: how to resist the ways of the world, how to be at odds with it.


I wouldn’t be here if that were possible, Ma. I’ve looked into everything. I have an appointment at seven tomorrow morning. I have to prep for class, too.


Laughter erupts outside the window. Someone must have left the TV volume on high. I carefully study the anxiety, exhaustion, and irritation surfacing on her face.


Then sleep here tonight. You can go straight to work from here, I say.


Ma, I’m so sorry, she says, rubbing her eyes sleepily. This is really the last favor I’m asking you. The landlord is hounding me to make a decision by next week. I’ve got no time. I don’t have the luxury of looking into anything more.


Why do the things she says sound like a threat sometimes? Why does that look, as if she’s almost on the verge of tears, hit me so much harder than her lashing out and yelling? Is she aware of it, or isn’t she? She talks on the phone with someone as she heads into the kitchen. Her voice is warm and gentle. Soft laughter. Sounds from her private life I want to pretend doesn’t exist.


That child guzzles money. She calls and my heart sinks, my husband used to say. I can almost hear his grumbling now. Still, he was always beside himself with excitement every time she came to visit. She never talks about my dead husband now. Barely managing to get through each day from start to finish, to handle her routine, and make ends meet, she doesn’t have the luxury of looking back.


All of a sudden, I want to apologize to my daughter for my life going on for longer than expected. Maybe I’ll be freed from this torture if I say it. Until this house vanishes or I die, this ‘last favor’ will not come. There is no end to this.


All right, I say, giving in. Let’s go to the bank and see about the loan. How much we can get with this house as collateral, and for how much interest.


Thanks, Ma.


Early next morning, I sneak into the room where my daughter’s sleeping and sit on the edge of the bed. I grab my daughter’s foot sticking out of the loose-fitting leg of her pajama trousers. I stroke her white leg. The healthy, strong body of a thirty-something woman. But she doesn’t understand how precious the thing she has is.


I married your father at thirty and had you the following year, I think to myself. The night I went into labor, I took a cab to the hospital myself. He was in the middle of a desert, and I got in touch with him two weeks later. He called from a construction site in a faraway country. Your name was decided then. I didn’t like it very much, but went with it. I took pity on this sad, lonely man who had to wander overseas to make money. I wanted him to feel that we were together now in a solid, strong refuge called family.


My daughter turns over. I look up at the clock and take a breath. It’s still early and I let her sleep a little longer.


At night, I held you and imagined this house growing around me, I go on to myself. I got chills as I felt the invisible eyes of an expanding silence looking down at me, ready to swallow me whole. This feeling intensified after his visits once or twice a year. You did not recognize your father until you were five. This man with hairy arms and legs and a deep bass voice made you shriek with terror each time he came near. You would go on hiding behind the sofa and peeking at him. By the time you’d managed to warm up and hold his hand in the street, he had to load up two, three suitcases bigger than you and leave for work again.
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