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The Ultimate Feast Lunch Box


The train was passing Pyeongtaek when Mrs. Yeom Yeong-sook realized the little bag that should have been in her overnight case was missing. She was supposed to be in Busan today, but how could she go without her wallet? The problem was that she couldn’t remember where she’d lost it. More than anything, it was her forgetfulness that upset her. She broke out in a cold sweat, frantically retracing her steps in her mind.


She’d still had it when she bought her KTX train ticket at Seoul Station. How else would she have paid for the ticket without getting her credit card from her wallet, which she always kept in her little bag? After that, she’d sat in the waiting room in front of the TV screen for half an hour, watching the twenty-four-hour news channel. On the train, she’d dozed off while clutching her overnight bag, and when she woke up, everything had been exactly as it was. It was only at that moment, as she was retrieving her cell phone, that she realized her little bag was gone. At the thought that all her important items were inside—wallet, bank book, and notebook—she could hardly breathe. Urging the gears in her head to keep up with the racing train, she revisited her memories, trying to rewind the day.


When she kept shaking her leg and mumbling to herself, the middle-aged man sitting next to her cleared his throat loudly. However, it wasn’t him but her cell phone ringing from inside her bag that broke through her panic. The ringtone was an ABBA song, but she couldn’t recall the title. Was it “Chiquitita” or “Dancing Queen”? Oh, Junhui, maybe your granny does have dementia after all. Only when she’d pulled out her phone with shaking hands did the title finally come to her: “Thank You for the Music.” Right then on her call screen, she saw an unfamiliar number with an 02 Seoul area code. She took a deep breath and answered.


“Hello?”


No one spoke on the other end, but she could tell by the background noise that the caller was in a public area.


“Excuse me, but who’s this?” she asked.


“Is th-this . . . Yeom . . . Yeong-sook?”


She struggled to understand his hoarse mumble. If a bear were to emerge from a cave after a long winter sleep and speak, she imagined it would sound like this.


“Yes, speaking.”


“Your . . . w-wallet.”


“Oh, yes! You found it? Where are you right now?”


“Seoul . . .”


“Where in Seoul? Are you at Seoul Station, by any chance?”


“Yes . . . S-s-seoul Station.”


She heaved a sigh of relief and cleared her throat.


“Thank you for calling. I’m on the train right now, but I’ll get off at the next stop and head right back. Can you hold on to it for me or leave it with someone? I’ll be sure to compensate you as soon as I get there.”


“I’ll stay here . . . Got nowhere to go.”


“I see. Where should I meet you?”


“Wh-where you take . . . the airport express . . . by GS Convenience . . .”


“Thank you. I’ll be there as soon as possible.”


“No need . . . to rush.”


“All right. Thank you.”


When she hung up, she felt a little funny. His slurred, raspy voice suggested he’d been drinking. She wondered if he might be one of the unhoused men who hung out near the station, especially given what he’d said about having “nowhere to go.” The fact that he was calling from an 02 number—likely a pay phone—also seemed to confirm he had no cell phone of his own. Suddenly she felt nervous. Although he was returning her wallet, she couldn’t shake the feeling that he might want more than the reward she was offering. Still, she reminded herself, it was doubtful someone who would go out of his way to return her wallet would harm her. Giving him the 40,000 won in her wallet as a thank-you would be more than enough. Just then, Cheonan Station was announced as the next stop, where she could switch to return to Seoul Station. Mrs. Yeom placed her phone back in her overnight case and stood up.


As her return train passed Suwon, her phone rang again. She checked the caller ID, chanting the lyrics of “Thank You for the Music” under her breath, as if warding off dementia. It was the same 02 number. She answered, trying to ignore her unease.


“I . . .” he began in his defeated voice.


“Yes, go on,” she urged. She heard herself using the same stern tone from managing students years earlier.


“Ma’am . . . I’m h-hungry . . . A lunch box . . . from the store . . . Is it okay?”


Her heart warmed instantly. Her suspicion melted away at the words ma’am and lunch box.


“Sure, get yourself a meal. And why don’t you get a beverage, too, since you must be thirsty.”


“Th-thank you.”


Shortly after she hung up, a notification for a card charge appeared on her phone. It had happened very quickly. He must have been standing at the store counter when he’d called. His hunger solidified her belief that he was indeed homeless. Reviewing the charge, she noted the details: GS CHAN HO PARK THE ACE LUNCH BOX 4,900 WON.


So, he didn’t splurge on a beverage. At least he has some restraint.


She had considered asking someone to accompany her for safety but decided against it. At seventy, despite showing symptoms of dementia, she still had faith in herself. Throughout her teaching career, she had never been timid, handling all kinds of students with confidence right up until the day she retired. She would trust herself now too.


At Seoul Station she immediately located the escalator leading down to the airport express trains. As soon as she descended, she saw a GS Convenience to her right and a man hunched over by the entrance, his face buried in a lunch box. She grew nervous as each step brought him more clearly into view. He had a mop of long, matted hair and wore a thin windbreaker and cotton trousers so dirty she couldn’t tell if they were beige or brown. There he was, gingerly picking up a cocktail sausage with chopsticks and putting it into his mouth. She was right. He was homeless. Steeling herself, she walked toward him.


As she approached, three men appeared suddenly and rushed toward him. Mrs. Yeom was so shocked she stopped in her tracks. The men pounced on him, pinning him to the ground, trying to snatch something from his hands. She looked around frantically, but those passing by merely cast brief glances, indifferent to a scuffle among homeless people.


The man dropped his food and curled up to protect himself, but the others choked him and forced his arm up, wresting away what he’d been holding. Mrs. Yeom, who had been watching anxiously, caught a glimpse of the object. It was her pink bag!


The three attackers kicked the man several times before starting to flee. Mrs. Yeom’s hands and legs trembled so violently that she collapsed to the ground. Just then, the man got up and lunged at the one holding the bag, launching a counterattack.


The man shouted, wrapping his arms around the thief’s legs and knocking him down. As soon as he smashed the thief to the ground and yanked the bag out of his hands, the other two jumped on him. In that moment, fury overtook Mrs. Yeom. She sprang up and charged at them, yelling, “You bastards! Let go of that this instant!”


They froze at her sudden appearance. She raised her overnight bag and brought it down on the first thief’s head. When he yelped in pain, the other two started backing away.


“Thieves! They’re stealing my wallet! Stop them!”


At Mrs. Yeom’s shrieks, people finally began to pay attention. They stopped to stare, and the thieves ran off. Only the lunch-box man remained on the ground, curled up in fetal position, clutching the bag. She approached him.


“Are you okay?”


He lifted his head to gaze up at her. With blood and snot running from his nose, eyes swelling from punches, and a mouth hidden beneath a scraggly beard, he resembled a caveman returning injured from a hunt. He slowly sat up, seeming to realize only then that his attackers were gone. She fished out a handkerchief and crouched in front of him. A musty stench hit her nostrils. Holding her breath, she offered him the handkerchief, but he shook his head and wiped his nose with his jacket sleeve. She worried he would get blood and snot on her pink bag, then grew frustrated at her own shallowness.


“Are you sure you’re okay?”


He nodded, examining her carefully. Under his scrutiny, she felt nervous, as if she’d done something wrong. She wanted to leave as quickly as possible. It was time to retrieve her bag and be on her way.


“Thank you. For keeping it safe,” she said.


He plucked the bag out from under his arm and held it out to her. But just as she reached for it, he pulled it back. He studied her carefully as he opened the zipper.


“What do you think you’re doing?”


“You sure . . . you’re the owner?”


“Of course I am. That’s why I’m here. Don’t you remember talking to me on the phone?”


Her mood was on the verge of souring at his absurd suspicion. Without saying another word, he dug inside, found her wallet, and took out her ID.


“Your n-name . . . and birthday.”


“You think I’m lying right now?”


“I have to . . . m-make sure . . . I have a . . . responsibility . . . to return it.”


“Why don’t you check my picture? It’s right there on the ID.”


He blinked his puffy eyes, glancing from her to the ID. “It d-doesn’t . . . look like you.”


Stunned, she clicked her tongue, not even angry.


“The picture is . . . too old,” he added.


It was an old picture all right, but her face should have been easily recognizable to anyone, which meant that there was something wrong with the man’s vision. Or that she’d aged beyond recognition.


“So w-what’s your . . . birthday?”


She heaved a short sigh and exaggerated each syllable. “July twenty-fifth, 1952. Happy?”


“Good, good . . . I’ve got to m-make sure, don’t I?”


Looking at her as if he wanted her to agree, he slipped the ID back into her wallet, the wallet into the bag, and handed the bag to her. As the chaos finally settled, gratitude swept over her. He had kept her valuables safe, even while being assaulted by those thieves, and had even verified her identity to ensure she was the rightful owner. It was clear he took his responsibility seriously.


The man rose to his feet with a groan. She also stood and fished out 40,000 won.


“Here,” she said, holding out the bills. When he didn’t reach for the money, she insisted. “Take it.”


Instead, he thrust his hand into his jacket pocket and pulled out a crumpled ball of tissue. He wiped his bloody nose with it, then turned and started walking away. She stared after him for a long time, the bills still in her outstretched hand. He tottered to the front of the store where he’d been eating earlier and squatted on his heels. She followed him.


He was mumbling to himself, gazing at the contents of the lunch box scattered on the ground. She heard him groan. Eventually, she bent down and tapped his back. When he turned, she softened her expression, the same one she’d always used to console timid students.


“Hey, mister, can you come with me for a bit?”


As soon as they stepped out onto the street, the man shrank back, more comfortable in the safety of the station. She gestured to him, urging him forward, and finally got him to leave Seoul Station. They walked in silence along the streets of Garwol-dong. He followed, staying a few paces behind, as she shuffled toward Cheongpa-dong. She wondered why she’d asked him to come with her.


She wanted to repay him somehow, this man who had refused his rightful reward, for keeping her bag safe and for doing the right thing despite his circumstances. More than anything, as a lifelong Christian, she wanted to be a Good Samaritan to this man, just as he’d been to her.


Fifteen minutes later, they left the drab streets around Seoul Station, and a large, ornate church came into view. Students from the nearby women’s college, dressed in jeans and jackets, walked past them giggling, while a long line stretched in front of a fast-food joint that had blown up after being featured on TV. Mrs. Yeom looked back to find the man glancing about in bewilderment. Some people avoided them, keeping a wide berth. She felt both anxious and curious about what the passersby might be thinking. After all, Cheongpa-dong was her neighborhood and also where her business was located. She had a reputation to keep up.


Nevertheless, Mrs. Yeom led the man toward Sookmyung Women’s University, past two side streets, and arrived at a three-way intersection. The convenience store at the intersection was her business, where she could offer him a new lunch box. She opened the door and gestured for him to come inside. He hesitated and then followed her in.


“Hello! Ah, you’re back already?”


Sihyeon, one of her part-time employees, put down her cell phone and greeted Mrs. Yeom with a smile. Smiling back, Mrs. Yeom noticed the girl’s face stiffen.


“It’s okay. He’s a customer.”


Sihyeon peered at the man, narrowing her eyes. The girl still had much to learn. Mrs. Yeom guided him by the arm toward the lunch box cooler. He followed without a word.


“Pick one. Anything you’d like.”


He looked at her in confusion, but remained silent.


“This is my store, so don’t feel bad. Just pick one.”


“Then . . . uh . . . huh?”


“What’s wrong? Don’t you like any of them?”


“But there’s no . . . Chan Ho P-Park lunch boxes.”


“This isn’t GS Convenience. Only GS sells those. We have plenty of tasty lunch boxes too.”


“But . . . Chan Ho Park ones . . . are the best.”


Baffled by his fixation on a competitor’s product, she picked up the largest lunch box from the cooler and handed it to him.


“Try this. The Ultimate Feast. It comes with a lot of banchan.”


Holding the lunch box, he carefully counted the number of sides. That’s twelve items, you rascal. A royal spread! she said in her head, as she watched him study the contents. Once he finished his inspection, he looked up, bowed deeply to her, and then headed outside to the green plastic patio table, as if it were reserved just for him.


The patio table soon became his private spot. Mrs. Yeom watched him open the lunch box lid as if handling a precious object, carefully break apart the disposable chopsticks, and shovel some rice into his mouth. She went back inside to fetch a cup of doenjang soup, setting it on the counter. Quick as usual, Sihyeon scanned the bar code without question. Mrs. Yeom poured hot water into the cup, got a spoon, and headed back outside.


“Here. It’s better with soup.”


He glanced from her face to the doenjang soup she placed on the table. Before she could hand him the spoon, he raised the cup to his lips and drank nearly half, seemingly unfazed by the scalding liquid. Nodding in satisfaction, he resumed eating.


Mrs. Yeom sat across from him, watching him eat. He reminded her of a bear with a jar of honey. It was probably difficult for a homeless person to eat three meals a day, so how did this man manage to be so big?


“Easy there, slow down. No one’s going to steal your food.”


He looked up at Mrs. Yeom, grease from the stir-fried kimchi smeared across his mouth. His eyes, no longer guarded, appeared meek.


“It’s . . . good.” He glanced at the lid. “It really is . . . the u-u-ultimate . . .”


Instead of finishing his sentence, he bowed to her once more and took another sip of soup. He seemed much calmer now that his stomach was full. Mrs. Yeom felt a strange sense of satisfaction watching him eat. She noticed a quiet dignity in his struggle to pick up the last few pieces of fish cake.


“From now on, come here when you’re hungry. You can have a lunch box anytime.”


He looked wide-eyed at her, his chopsticks frozen in midair.


“I’ll let the employees know. You don’t have to pay for it.”


“The e-expired ones?”


“No, the new ones. Why would you eat something that’s expired?”


“The workers . . . they eat expired ones . . . I don’t m-mind.”


“Nobody eats expired food here, not the workers, and not you. Have the fresh ones. I’ll make sure everyone knows.”


He considered it for a long moment, then bowed again without responding and went back to picking up the fish cake. Only then did Mrs. Yeom remember to hand him the spoon she was holding. He stared at it for a few seconds, as if unsure what it was for. Finally, he used the spoon to scrape together the remaining pieces, the muscle memory returning like the act of riding a bike, and, with contentment, brought the spoon to his mouth. After polishing off the lunch box, he looked up at Mrs. Yeom.


“That was good . . . th-thank you.”


“I should be the one thanking you for keeping my bag and wallet safe.”


“They stole it, y-you know . . . There were two of them.”


“Two of them?”


“So I gave them a b-beating and got it . . . The pink bag with your w-wallet . . .”


“You mean you got my bag from those thieves? Just to return it to me?”


He nodded and sipped the water she’d brought him. “I can h-handle two . . . but three’s h-hard . . . I’ll t-teach them a lesson n-next time,” he said, gritting his teeth.


She cringed at the sight of the chili pepper flakes stuck between his yellow teeth, but more than that, she was impressed with his bravery.


He finished his water and glanced around. “Wh-where are we?”


“Oh, we’re in Cheongpa-dong. Green Hills.”


“Green Hills . . . It’s nice here.”


A corner of his mouth turned up in a smile under his thick beard. He picked up the empty containers and got to his feet. With practiced ease, he tossed them into the recycling bin, then stood before her again, pulling a wad of tissue from his jacket to wipe his mouth. After bowing deeply from the waist, he left.


She watched him walk back in the direction of Seoul Station, like an office worker heading home after a long day. As soon as she stepped back inside the store, Sihyeon fired off question after question, with eyes full of curiosity. Mrs. Yeom recounted everything, from the moment on the train when she realized her bag was missing to now. Throughout the story, Sihyeon interjected with astonishment and concern.


“He’s an interesting character—a man of principle. It’s hard to believe he’s homeless.”


“I don’t know, Boss. He looked like just another homeless person to me . . . Did you check to see if anything’s missing?”


She opened the pink bag. Everything was in place. She smiled at Sihyeon, as if to say “I told you so.” Suddenly, she took out her ID and held it up to the girl’s face.


“Be honest. Do I look different to you?”


“No. Except for a bit of white hair, you haven’t aged at all.”


Mrs. Yeom peered closely at her photo. “He’s right.”


“Pardon me?”


“Yup, he’s a man of principle all right.” She laughed. “And you’re too nice.”


She told Sihyeon to give him a lunch box if he came to the store and to inform the rest of the staff to do the same. Although Sihyeon didn’t look too pleased, she began typing the boss’s instructions into the group chat. Mrs. Yeom glanced around the store with satisfaction, but her heart sank when she realized she couldn’t recall any of the customers who had come in while she was dealing with the man. The thought that she might indeed have dementia left a bitter taste in her mouth. Nevertheless, she had received kindness and given it in return. She decided to consider it a decent day.


Sihyeon cleared her throat politely. “But Mrs. Yeom, aren’t you supposed to go to Busan?”


“Aigo, what am I thinking?” Her cousin’s funeral!


The day was far from over. She still needed to get to Busan, even if it meant arriving late at night. After the funeral, she planned to stay a few extra days, since she was already making the trip. She stuffed the pink bag safely back into her overnight case and headed for Seoul Station once more.


After spending five days in Busan, Mrs. Yeom returned home, stopped by Always Convenience, and found Sihyeon ringing up drinks for a couple. Sihyeon greeted Mrs. Yeom with a glance and came out from behind the counter after the customers left.


“Boss, that man’s been coming here every day. He hasn’t skipped a day.”


“Who are you talking about? The homeless man?”


“Yeah, he comes at the same time every day. He eats a lunch box and then leaves.”


“So he doesn’t come during the other shifts?”


“No, just during mine.”


“Maybe he likes you.”


Sihyeon looked appalled and narrowed her eyes. Mrs. Yeom laughed and took the girl’s indignation in stride.


“He always shows up at eight p.m., right when we’re supposed to throw out the expired food.”


“What? I told you to give him a fresh one.”


“I tried. I offered him a new one, but he insists on eating the expired ones.”


“But I promised him a new one . . . If he eats expired food, that makes me a liar.”


“It’s tough, Boss. He parks himself in front of the counter, mumbling and stinking up the whole place. One time, a customer walked in, saw him, and walked right back out. What am I supposed to do? Giving him what he wants is the fastest way to get him to leave. Plus, I have to air out the store every time.”


“Whew. Okay.”


“He comes at eight on purpose. I don’t know how he figured it out, but he knows when we toss the expired food.”


“I knew it. He’s a man of principle.”


“I got worried yesterday when he was late. Thought maybe he was sick or something.”


Seeing Sihyeon bite her lip in worry, Mrs. Yeom chuckled again. “Sihyeon, you’re too soft. How will you get through life?”


“That’s funny, coming from you,” Sihyeon rebutted. “Who came up with the idea to give him a lunch box every day? What if he brings all his friends here?”


“He’s not the type to do that.”


“How do you know?” ’


“I’m a good judge of character. Why do you think I hired you?” she said, winking at Sihyeon.


“Touché, Boss.”


She always enjoyed her conversations with Sihyeon, who was like a daughter to her in many ways. She hoped Sihyeon would pass her civil service exam soon and move on, but the thought of the girl leaving also made her sad.


The door chime signaled a customer’s arrival, and Sihyeon returned to her post behind the counter. Mrs. Yeom walked around the store and inspected the lunch boxes. One of these days, she decided, she’d drop by at 8:00 p.m., right at food disposal time. She planned to ask for his name then.


That evening, Mrs. Yeom nodded off while watching television and was startled awake when her phone rang. The time was midnight. Feeling a surge of frustration, she answered and heard the drunken voice of her son. He had no idea she’d gone to Busan, or that her birthday was the next day, but that didn’t stop him from professing his love and regret at not being a better son. Predictably, his spiel led into pointed questions about Always Convenience. She told him it wasn’t his concern, and as usual, he pitched another grandiose scheme, suggesting she sell the struggling store and invest in his business instead. He claimed she’d have less to worry about and her life would be so much easier. Losing patience, she decided to be blunt.


“Minsik. You shouldn’t trick your own mother.”


“Mom, don’t you trust me? Do you really think I’d do that to you?”


“As a retired history teacher, let me tell you something. People and nations are always judged by their past actions. Reflect on what you’ve done so far. Would you trust yourself if you were in my shoes?”


“Jeez, Mom, that’s not fair. Aren’t we family? Why do you all treat me like this? Why?”


“If you’re drunk and just want to fight, hang up.”


“Mom—”


Mrs. Yeom hung up herself and stormed into the kitchen. Her heart burned, as if on a hot grill. Sharp pain radiated from her chest. She opened the fridge, grabbed a beer, and gulped it down, attempting to extinguish the internal fire, only to end up coughing violently as the beer went down the wrong way. She felt pathetic, resorting to alcohol to drown out her son’s words.


What should I do?


She had always tried to live her life with sound judgment and purpose, but her son’s troubles constantly threw her off-balance. If she sold the store to fund his latest venture or scheme and ended up losing everything, what then? Her only remaining asset was this old two-bedroom condo on the third floor of a faded low-rise that had stood in the hills of Cheongpa-dong for the past twenty years. Her son’s failures wouldn’t end until he swallowed up her last asset: this place that was supposed to be her final haven.


It pained her to admit it, but her own son was a fool and a fraud. His ex-wife must have seen the truth, as she filed for divorce after less than two years of marriage. Initially, Mrs. Yeom had been angry at her daughter-in-law’s apparent heartlessness, but she soon came to accept the fact that her son was mostly to blame. It took him only three years after the divorce to lose all his money, becoming more pitiful with each passing day. And now, when only a mother could help, what was she doing? She was concerned about a homeless person from Seoul Station, wondering if he had enough to eat, rather than looking after her own son, who was out in the world, drunk and struggling to survive.


She finished her beer and began to pray at the kitchen table. Prayer and petition were all she could do.


Mrs. Yeom spent her birthday with her daughter, son-in-law, and granddaughter, Junhui, who was her pride and joy. This time, her daughter’s family didn’t come to Cheongpa-dong but invited her to a fancy Korean BBQ restaurant in their neighborhood. Both she and her daughter’s family lived in Yongsan, but their neighborhoods were worlds apart. Although Yongsan had become Seoul’s second most expensive district after Gangnam, Mrs. Yeom’s Cheongpa-dong remained a humble area, filled with old villas packed together and boardinghouses for college girls. Her daughter and son-in-law often talked about saving enough to move to Gangnam’s most affluent neighborhood by the time Junhui started middle school. Mrs. Yeom sometimes wondered which of the two was more responsible for their ambitious financial goals and savvy housekeeping, as these sharply contrasted with her own fiscally conservative views. She came to realize that their success was the result of the couple’s unique synergy. Her daughter had changed significantly since getting married. Even their conversations had shifted, to the point where her daughter felt less familiar and her son-in-law more aloof. Of course, she worried less about her very capable daughter than her divorced son. Still, Mrs. Yeom sensed that the distance between her and her daughter would only grow once the couple moved to Gangnam.


And now here they were, celebrating Mrs. Yeom’s birthday with prime Korean beef at an upscale restaurant. To be honest, she found it somewhat uncomfortable. They used to always get baby back ribs near Sookmyung Women’s University in her neighborhood. Feeling awkward, Mrs. Yeom gazed at her granddaughter and smiled. Junhui was busy watching a YouTube video on her cell phone and hardly noticed her grandmother, but it made Mrs. Yeom happy just to look at her. Her daughter and son-in-law were busy discussing finances, something about installment loans or securities, which went over her head. She just wished the food would arrive quickly so she could focus on eating. It was her birthday, after all. She deserved to enjoy herself.


When the food was served, she concentrated on transferring the meat to her mouth. Her daughter attended to Junhui, while her son-in-law managed the grill. After they clinked beer glasses, her daughter seized the moment to say, “Guess what? Junhui’s going to start taekwondo soon.”


“Why does a girl need to learn taekwondo?”


“Mom, I can’t believe an educated, progressive woman like you would say that! What does being a girl have to do with learning taekwondo? A boy in Junhui’s class hit her. She wants to learn taekwondo so she can defend herself from bullies.”


She was right. These old-fashioned thoughts were embarrassing. While her son-in-law looked on nervously, her daughter finished her beer. Mrs. Yeom glanced at Junhui and tried to relax her face into a smile.


“Junhui, you want to learn taekwondo?”


“Uh-huh,” the girl mumbled, not looking up from the phone.


“So, Mom, there’s a great taekwondo school in your neighborhood. Apparently, the master was a backup on the national team. He’s young and he’s got an amazing teaching philosophy. I read about it on the Dongchon Moms Group.”


“What’s the Dongchon Moms Group?”


“It’s an online community for moms in Dongbu Ichon-dong.”


“What’s the matter with this master? Shouldn’t he move his school to your neighborhood, then? What’s he doing in Cheongpa-dong?”


“He’s trying, but the rent’s too high here. We can’t wait for him to move, so we’re sending Junhui to Cheongpa-dong for now. But I need your help.”


Suddenly, the tender beef felt tough and hard to chew. Of course, she loved spending time with her granddaughter, but not being able to decide when she’d see Junhui made her feel uneasy.


Her daughter was hoping she’d look after Junhui during the two-hour break between taekwondo and violin lessons, and since the shuttle to the violin lesson was unreliable, she wanted Mrs. Yeom to take Junhui there by bus. For a retired grandmother, looking after a grandchild for a few hours shouldn’t be difficult, but Mrs. Yeom had her own commitments. She needed to check on the store, volunteer at her church, and transcribe English words daily to stave off dementia. When it came down to it, though, anything concerning her daughter or granddaughter took precedence. Of course it did.


In the end, Mrs. Yeom agreed—as her daughter had known she would. There was no mention of compensation, but she trusted her son-in-law and her daughter to handle everything.


On the bus on her way back from the restaurant, Mrs. Yeom thought of her store staff. She felt at ease around them, and they seemed more like family these days, much more than her rebellious son and ambitious daughter. If she voiced any of this, her daughter would say it was bad business practice to treat one’s employees like family, but this was how she felt. She wasn’t asking her employees to consider her as family, nor was she making unreasonable demands, as one might with family. Mrs. Yeom only felt this way because she relied on her staff more than anyone else.


Mrs. Oh, who looked after Always Convenience in the morning, was a friend and neighbor she’d known for the past twenty years, as well as a fellow Christian. Hadn’t she always treated Mrs. Yeom like a big sister, sharing with her the joys and sorrows of life? And there was Sihyeon, who worked afternoons. She was like a daughter to Mrs. Yeom, which made her want to look out for the girl. Not once had she caused any headaches, other than making the occasional calculation error. Besides, Mrs. Yeom felt completely indebted to the girl for staying put for almost a year, given the high turnover of part-timers. In that regard, Seongpil, who’d worked the graveyard shift for ages, was as dependable as they come. He’d been a godsend, falling straight in her lap a year and a half ago, when Mrs. Yeom had been having trouble replacing the overnight workers who kept quitting. In his mid-fifties, the father of two children lived in a nearby semibasement. He had been a regular, always coming in to buy cigarettes, but as soon as Mrs. Yeom posted a Help Wanted sign for the night shift, he’d asked if he could apply. Unemployed at the time, he’d been struggling to find work and said with conviction that he needed to contribute somehow. Sensing his desperation, Mrs. Yeom had added an extra 500 won to his minimum wage, which the government had recently increased. And so he was able to take home a monthly salary of over 2 million won. Since then, he’d been working the dreaded graveyard shift.


This is what she meant by family. As a business owner, she hoped they would keep working for her. However, if Sihyeon and Seongpil found proper full-time work and were given the opportunity to achieve their dreams, she planned to send them off happily. Once, she’d even referred Sihyeon for a good job, though the girl had come back right away, unable to last a full day. She vividly recalled Sihyeon asking for her old job back, saying, “I don’t think I’m ready to work at an office.”


University students worked weekends, and those from the young-adult group at her church covered odd shifts during the week. Now that she had a pool of part-timers who wanted to work just a few days a week for pocket money, Mrs. Yeom didn’t need to fill as many shifts herself, and it gave her a break from the constant challenge of finding workers. She remained amazed and grateful whenever her staff called her “Boss” and took care of the store.


There was just one problem—business wasn’t great.


Mrs. Yeom could manage on her teacher’s pension, but she had decided to run a convenience store on the advice of her younger brother, when she’d been considering what to do with the money her husband had left her. Her brother, who owned three convenience stores, insisted she had to expand to at least three stores to be profitable, but for Mrs. Yeom, managing one was enough. As long as she could live on her pension and her employees could earn a living, that was enough for her. She hadn’t anticipated this outcome, but now Mrs. Oh and Seongpil depended on the store for their livelihood. Plus, Sihyeon needed this job while she prepared to take the civil service exam. Thus, Mrs. Yeom, who’d never owned a business or been self-employed, couldn’t help but worry about the store when she realized its importance not just for her, but for her entire staff.


Initially, business had been very good, but six months later, two different convenience stores opened within a hundred yards of Always Convenience, leading to fierce competition. As these stores staged aggressive events and promotions, trying to outsell each other, Mrs. Yeom’s store experienced a sharp decline in sales. This was where she now found herself.


Mrs. Yeom wasn’t trying to make a fortune. Her biggest worry was that her employees would be out of work if her store closed. She hadn’t foreseen such intense competition when she started the business, and in all honesty, she didn’t know how much longer she could stay open. These were her daily worries, but for now, there wasn’t much she could do.


The next day, Mrs. Yeom stopped by the store at eight o’clock in the evening and found the homeless man cleaning the table outside. Hunched over in the autumn chill, he was picking up cigarette butts, paper cups, and empty beer cans from the ground. Though he moved sluggishly, he took the trash to the bins and examined each item before disposing of it in the appropriate bin. Just then, Sihyeon stepped out of the store with a lunch box, placed it on the table, and gestured to him. He acknowledged her with a sloppy bow. She bowed as well and, as she turned to go back inside, noticed Mrs. Yeom.


“Oh, Boss!”


“Bringing him a lunch box, I see?”


“Well, it’s the least I can do, since he helps with the cleaning and all . . .”


Sihyeon grinned and went back inside, and Mrs. Yeom turned her attention back to the homeless man. This time, he saw her and bowed, then opened the lid of the lunch box. Without a word, she sat across from him. Steam rose from the lunch box, as if it had been heated in the microwave. He seemed uncomfortable with her sitting there. When she gestured for him to go ahead and eat, he tore the paper wrapper off the chopsticks and took a green glass bottle from his jacket pocket.


He unscrewed the cap from the soju bottle and poured the alcohol into a paper cup he hadn’t thrown away. Mrs. Yeom sat across from him in companionable silence, and eventually he seemed to relax, focusing on his meal instead of her presence.


When he was nearly finished, she went into the store and came out with two cups of coffee. She took her seat again and handed him a cup, much to his surprise. With his head bowed, he drank it as if it were honey. Mrs. Yeom sipped hers too. The warm coffee seemed to melt away the bleakness of the weather. In the summer months, residents complained about customers smoking or being too loud while having a beer, and it was difficult to keep the area clean. Despite the complaints, though, she couldn’t bring herself to get rid of the patio table—one of the few places where people could sit and take a break.


“It’s cold . . . isn’t it?”


She looked at the man in shock, as if a ghost had spoken to her. Since he hadn’t said a word while eating, she’d assumed he wasn’t one for conversation and hadn’t asked his name. But now that he’d spoken first, she felt her curiosity rising.


“It sure is. Are you planning to stay at Seoul Station?”


“I sh-should . . . since it’ll get colder.”


He seemed much more at ease than before. Perhaps coming to the store for lunch boxes had forced him to socialize more. She decided to use this opportunity to ask as many questions as she could.


“Is this the only thing you eat all day?”


“The church service . . . gives you lunch . . . but they m-make you sing hymns . . . I don’t like that.”


“Well, I wouldn’t like that either. Where did you used to live? Have you thought about going back?”


“I . . . don’t know.”


“Then can I at least have your name?”


“I don’t know.”


“You mean you don’t know your own name? What do people call you? What did you used to do?”


“I don’t know.”


“Hmm.”


At least he was speaking. But why wouldn’t he answer her questions? Mrs. Yeom, usually very perceptive, couldn’t tell if he genuinely didn’t know his name or was just pretending. Still, she decided to press on. To communicate, she needed to know a name to use, at least.


“Then what should I call you?”


Instead of answering, he looked toward Seoul Station. Did he want to go back there, to a familiar place? He then turned and looked her in the eyes.


“Dok . . . go . . .”


“Dokgo?”


“Dokgo . . . Everyone . . . calls me that.”


“Is Dokgo your last name or first name?”


“Just . . . Dokgo.”


She heaved a sigh and nodded. “Fine, Mr. Dokgo. Don’t forget to come here every day. I heard you were late a few days ago. Sihyeon was worried about you.”


“There’s n-no need . . . to worry.”


“When someone who always shows up at the same time is late, of course you worry. So come every day and don’t be late. Have a meal and maybe help with the cleaning like today.”


“If you lose your w-wallet again . . . let me know.”


“Pardon?”


“I’ll find it for you. Since I have . . . no way to repay you . . .”


“Are you saying you want me to lose my wallet again so that I can get your help? I thought you were a man of principle.” She was teasing him, but he responded earnestly.


“No, no . . . don’t lose it . . . Whatever you need . . . just let me know.”


Mrs. Yeom felt both pleased and depressed. Did Always Convenience seem so desperate that he thought she needed help, especially from someone like him? Or was he just trying to be kind? Either way, it was time to end the conversation. She looked pointedly at the soju bottle.


“Mr. Dokgo, maybe you should worry about helping yourself first.”


He bowed his head, dejected. The poor man was crushed so easily.


“The reason I’m offering you a meal is because I want to help you, even if it’s a small gesture, but I can’t let you drink here.”


He was silent.


“The lunch box isn’t a snack to have with your drink. It’s a meal. I won’t help you get drunk.”


“One bottle . . . isn’t enough to do anything.”


“It doesn’t matter. I have rules. This patio table belongs to me, and I can’t have you drink here.”


He swallowed silently, then gazed at the soju bottle and picked it up. For a second, she wondered if he might attack her with it. But he laid it on top of the empty lunch box container, got up, and trudged to the garbage and recycling bins.


Quietly, she breathed a sigh of relief. He came back to the table, took out a ball of tissue from his jacket, wiped the surface, and bowed to her once more. Mrs. Yeom watched him walk away. Dokgo. Did it mean godok, as in lonely? Or was he called Dokgo because he lived alone? She told herself that for the time being, she wouldn’t let herself worry about that lonesome figure.


“I’m really sorry, Boss, but I have to quit before the end of the week,” Seongpil said, as soon as he arrived at the store for his overnight shift.


Mrs. Yeom was shocked. Running his hand through what was left of his thinning hair, Seongpil explained he’d found work through an acquaintance as a driver for a small business. Since the new job started in three days, he had to quit the store as soon as possible. Then, with an apologetic look on his good-natured face, he asked for Mrs. Yeom’s understanding.


Replacing him wouldn’t be easy—not many people wanted to work nights. Thanks to Seongpil, she’d had peace of mind each night for the past year and a half, but that was about to change. Even if she found someone, the high turnover meant she’d always be looking for replacements. Mrs. Yeom’s head was already pounding thinking of her life for the next little while, at least until she found a permanent solution.


She tried to swallow her disappointment, reminding herself of her plan to be happy for Seongpil when he left for another job. She thanked him, telling him how much peace of mind he had given her over the past while, and even mentioned she’d give him a small bonus. Looking visibly moved, he promised to give his best for the last three days.


“You’re honestly so cool,” Sihyeon said, giving Mrs. Yeom a thumbs-up, as Seongpil went to the back to change into his uniform vest.


“That goes for you, too, Sihyeon. Just focus on passing your government exam. If you pass, I’ll buy you a nice work outfit, so study hard.”


“Are you serious? Can I get something expensive?”


“Don’t you know it’ll make a bad impression if a new hire shows up in expensive clothes? I’ll buy you something decent. Just study hard.”


“All right, Boss.”


“Anyway, I need to find someone for the night shift right away. You must have some friends who aren’t working full time. Can you ask if any of them would be willing to fill in? I’ll also check with the young-adult group at my church.”


“Will I get commission if I find someone?”


“Sure. But if you don’t, you’ll be the one working nights.”


“Please, no!”


“If we can’t find someone in three days, either you or I will have to fill in. Mrs. Oh can’t because of her son, so who else is there? But do you think this granny can work in the middle of the night and stock all the items?” She chuckled.


Sihyeon rolled her eyes at Mrs. Yeom’s dramatics.


“I’ll try to find someone. I know lots of kids who aren’t working right now.”


“Tell them what an amazing boss I am.”


Smiling, Sihyeon rolled her eyes one last time before getting back to work.


Mrs. Yeom heaved a sigh as she watched countless boxes pour out of the truck. Why had she ordered so many products when business wasn’t great? Frustrated with herself, she began to move the boxes that were piling up. At midnight, the delivery person dropped off the products in front of the door, and from there, it was the store’s responsibility to move them to the storeroom. Her legs trembled after carrying a few boxes to the back. She sighed again, watching the delivery man put the last boxes on top of the stack and leave.


Almost a week had passed since Seongpil left, but she still hadn’t found a replacement for the night shift. For the first three days, a young man from her church filled in. She knew he wasn’t a permanent solution, since he was planning to enlist in the army in a few months, but he quit almost immediately, saying his parents disapproved of him working at a convenience store. The little rascal. She wondered how he would manage in the army with that attitude, but right now, she couldn’t afford to worry about him.


For the past three days, Mrs. Yeom herself had been covering the night shifts. Sihyeon had begged off with profuse apologies, saying she needed to attend a special “last-minute” lecture early in the morning in Noryangjin. Sly girl! Mrs. Yeom was almost tempted to give Sihyeon a pop quiz. As a former history teacher, she could have helped the girl. But Sihyeon said she preferred to keep Mrs. Yeom as a boss, not a teacher, and politely declined her offers. It occurred to Mrs. Yeom that Sihyeon might be wasting her time working at the store when she should be studying full time.


Mrs. Yeom was doing it again—letting herself get distracted by other people’s problems. She needed to focus on her own. She had called her son earlier that day, hoping he might fill in for the night shift, but the conversation ended with her losing her temper. The fool had: 1) asked if she saw him as a deadbeat with nothing better to do; 2) stated that he, with his credentials, was overqualified to work at a convenience store; 3) recommended she just sell the store; and 4) proposed she invest in his new business and take it easy. Far from putting out the fire, the ill-advised phone call had only fanned the flames. After telling him he wouldn’t be getting so much as a pack of gum from her store, she hung up. Then she drank a can of beer and crashed, only to be woken by the late-night alarm, reminding her to go to the store to relieve Sihyeon from her shift. Her good-for-nothing son was driving her to drink. Was it okay for a devout woman to act this way? Why would God burden her with her son and a problem, and then give her alcohol, if He didn’t want her to drink? She didn’t understand.


By the time she moved all the boxes to the back and checked the inventory against the order list, it was past midnight. Now she had to display the new products. For three more hours, she shuffled between the storeroom, shelves, and cooler, like a squirrel carrying acorns. When she finally finished, it was four in the morning. She yawned, leaning against the counter, struggling to keep her eyes open. Fortunately, there were no customers; she would have been in big trouble otherwise. But feeling relieved there were no customers—if that wasn’t a sign the store was in trouble, what was?


Just then, the chime sounded as a group of young people entered, cursing loudly. There were two girls and two boys in their early twenties, visibly drunk. The girls, one with bleached blond hair and the other with purple hair, jabbered away, swearing constantly, while the boys swaggered next to them. Mrs. Yeom was certain the girls weren’t from the university. They’d probably wandered into the area after drinking at a bar near Namyeong Station.


“Ah fuck, they don’t have Samanco ice waffles here!”


“No, they do. The rice cake ones!”


“I fucking hate those!”


“Then go find ones without rice cakes, stupid. I’m gonna have a B-B-Big!”


“You guys know what Samanco means? Sa, as in fucking cheap, and manco, as in you get a shitload!”


“You still looking for your dumb Samanco? Christ, where are all the B-B-Bigs? I’m craving red bean.”


Mrs. Yeom grimaced as she listened. Bite your tongue. Even if you say something, these delinquents won’t listen anyway.


“Oh, they have Babambar! Just eat this!”


“Are you stupid? Babambar is chestnut. I said I wanted red bean!”


“Then how about some shaved ice? It’s right here!”


“You expect me to eat shaved ice when it’s fucking cold out, you shithead?”


“What did you call me? You fu—”


“Students! Stop right there!” Mrs. Yeom yelled, losing her patience.


She told them to mind their language, quickly pay for their items, and head straight home. Never one to tolerate foul language in young people, she couldn’t bear their vulgarity another second.


However, she’d made a mistake—they weren’t her students. Neither were they well-behaved teens. The four of them advanced, turning feral before her eyes.


The girl with blond hair sidled up to the counter and spat on the floor.


“Hey, Granny, you a cat or something? How many lives you think you got?”


“You’re causing trouble. I have it all on camera,” Mrs. Yeom warned, trying to stay composed.


The girl with purple hair slammed her ice waffle onto the counter. “Ring it up, or your face is next.”


The girls cackled, looking ready to lunge at Mrs. Yeom. The two boys snickered from behind them. Suddenly, anger surged through her.


“You know what? I’m not selling them to you. Get out. If you don’t leave right now, I’m calling the police.”


The blond girl picked up a Samanco and tapped Mrs. Yeom’s head with it. Mrs. Yeom was so shocked her eyes widened. She didn’t know what to do.


“Granny, remember what you called us earlier? Students? Do we look like students to you? I swear, old people think every young person is a student. Well, guess what? I don’t go to school. I got expelled after beating the shit out of an old teacher like you.”


The blond girl was about to tap Mrs. Yeom’s cheek with the ice waffle again when Mrs. Yeom grabbed her wrist.


“You really want to get in trouble, don’t you?” said Mrs. Yeom.


She squeezed the girl’s wrist with all her might. The girl screamed and struggled to break free, but Mrs. Yeom’s grip was deceptively strong for a woman her age. When Mrs. Yeom finally let go, the girl lost her balance and fell back, crashing onto the floor. The girl with purple hair grabbed Mrs. Yeom by the shoulder. Without thinking, Mrs. Yeom seized the girl’s hair and yanked her head down onto the counter next to the ice cream.


“What did you say again? You’re going to smash my face in? Is that how you talk to your elders?”


The girl struggled frantically, but Mrs. Yeom gave her head a few good shakes before letting go. The girl was breathless and stunned. Seeing the boys’ faces harden, Mrs. Yeom hurriedly took the phone off the hook. If the landline phone stayed off the hook for some time, it automatically alerted the closest police station.


“You old bitch! Do you really want to die?”


One of the boys charged toward the cash register, as if he meant to smash it to pieces. Mrs. Yeom shrank back in shock. The boy grinned as he picked up the receiver and placed it back on the cradle.
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