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There exists in every life and particularly at its dawn an instant that determines everything.

—Jean Grenier



This book, I believe, will turn out to be not quite fact and not quite fiction, but something in between. I wonder if it can be called literature. I ponder the act of writing. What does writing mean to me?

Here I am on an island.

It is night and light from the fishing boats, afloat on the night sea, pours in through the open window. Out of the blue, I find myself here, in this place where I have never been before, contemplating myself at sixteen. There I am, sixteen years old. A girl with a plump face, as indistinct as any other anywhere in Korea. It is 1978, toward the end of the Yusin regime, when U.S. President Jimmy Carter, who had been in office only a year, has announced plans for a gradual withdrawal of ground troops from Korea, and Secretary of State Warren Christopher has publicly acknowledged America’s keen interest in establishing diplomatic ties with North Korea and other nations, all creating quite a bit of distress for President Park Chung-hee.

And I, sixteen years old, sit on the wooden veranda of a farmhouse, as indistinct as any other around the country, and listen to the radio, waiting for the mail. What can I do, if you leave, just like that . . . The radio is playing the grand prize–winning song from the National College Song Contest, the lead singer’s voice desolate as wasteland. This cannot be, no, no, don’t go.

While a new wind is sweeping across the city in hope to change the world, somewhere out there, in our countryside home, a sixteen-year-old girl, unable to afford high school, is listening to “What Can I Do.” The ripe spring has passed and summer is approaching.

Nowadays, compared to something like Seo Taiji’s rap number “I Know,” the song feels almost classical, but when I first hear “What Can I Do” on the radio, I almost shrink with shock and turn the radio off. It is completely different from the songs I have been listening to. But I, who am sixteen years old and positioned in a place utterly different from that of the voices in the outside world calling to put an end to the Yusin regime and Park’s emergency rule, I, who have nothing else to do but listen to the radio all day, turn the radio back on. “What Can I Do” comes on again. Perhaps “What Can I Do” has conquered the entire city. On every station that plays music, they are playing “What Can I Do.” After hearing the song a few times, I am singing along. How could you, you were once so loving, once so tender.
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The girl sings along, her expression rather blank. The mailman comes at about eleven o’clock.

At the time, the girl’s dream goes something like this: to leave this dull place and go live with Oldest Brother in the city. To meet someone there and hear from him that he is happy to be given the chance to know her. But today, once again, the mailman does not make a stop.
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Here I am on the island Jeju-do.

It is my first time writing away from home. As far as writing habits go, mine has always been to head home to write, even if I was out. Even if I had just set out on a trip, I would impulsively lament the fact that I was not home when I felt the urge to write. Head on home, I would think, as I rushed to pack up, pushed along by the sentences springing to the surface in an unfamiliar place. Was writing home to me? Wherever I might be at that instant, these sentences, surging up through my body, pushed me to hurry back home. When I was writing, I had to have the things around that my hands found comfortable and that my eyes were accustomed to—cotton swabs to keep my ears clean and my toothbrush on its stand by the bathroom sink. I had to have, by my side, smells that did not feel strange, and to have nearby the T-shirts and pants that I always wore. Fresh socks that I could change into any moment. All of my daily routines in their respective places, like my tongue inside my mouth, like my plastic washbowl under the tap.

Some sentences are like ambushing soldiers, jumping out from behind the bushes inside of me on an autumn day like this one, while I am walking down the street to keep an appointment. They conquer reality in an instant and fill me up with an excitement that seems to be wrapped in light. I am willingly captured by these soldiers mid-ambush and turn my back on my appointment. I head home.

But this time I abandon my habits. I abandon home.

I abandon home and arrive here on this island, and think about home. About my childhood under the thatched roof, before the New Village Movement replaced straw with synthetic slates; my family in that house with the thatched roof; the springs and summers and falls and winters that circulated so vividly above that roof of straw.

I take a breath.
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I, sixteen years old, am now down on my stomach on the yellow flooring of lacquered paper, writing a letter. Dear Brother, please hurry, come and take me from here. Halfway into the letter, I tear it to pieces. It is already June. Rice planting season out in the paddies. In the compost dump, barley straw is rotting. Sunlight lands on my neck, stinging hot. The rose moss growing by the gate already has its face sticking out, as if it were pouting. I am sick of sunlight and rose moss. I pull down the pitchfork from a wall inside the shed. At first I drag the pitchfork to the compost dump and poke at the barley straw. Sunlight pours down, stinging my forehead. My hands begin to move wildly. What has happened? I think I see the pitchfork flash in the sunlight, but then it strikes down all the way through to the sole of my foot, clumsily lifted from the ground and up into my foot. I am dumbfounded. I do not dare pull out the pitchfork stuck in the sole of my foot. My shocked sole does not even bleed. I collapse on the ground. I cannot quite register the pain and I am not crying, either. With the pitchfork stuck on my sole, I lay myself down on the barley straw. The blue sky pours down on my face. A while passes and Mom returns, shouting, “What happened?”

Mom. 

Only when I feel Mom’s presence do the tears start streaming down. Only then I feel scared; only then I feel pain. Mom is in shock as she shouts, “Close your eyes, close them tight.” I close my eyes, close them tight. From my tightly shut eyes, tears stream down. Mom grabs hard at the pitchfork and shouts again. “Don’t open your eyes until I pull out the pitchfork.” My eyes open furtively and catch Mom’s eyes. She must find it all dreadful: her eyes also close as she holds on to the pitchfork by the tip of its handle. Without hesitating, Mom grabs the pitchfork with force and pulls it out of my foot. My nerves must have been so shocked that there is no blood even after the pitchfork is out. 

“What a viciously dogged girl you are.” Mom throws the pitchfork aside and lifts me up. “Just lying there, with that thing in your foot! Not even shouting out for help!” Mom’s huge hand lands on my back with a sticky slap. Mom lays me down on the wooden floor of our veranda and places cow dung on the hole in my foot, wraps it with plastic. I lie on my stomach on the floor with cow dung on my sole and start writing my letter again. Dear Brother, hurry, please, come and take me away from here.
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The springs and the summers, the falls and, especially, the winters . . . the wide wintry fields, the assault of snow-blasted winds, and heavy snows that would go on for days—yet somehow I do not recall winters in the country as being cold. The mittens that Mom had knitted with yarn that she had unraveled from Brother’s sweater were so worn they could not keep out the wind, making the tips of my fingers frigid. Sometimes Mom had no time to mend my socks, leaving me to go around with cold feet, in socks where my heels poked out like potatoes. So how is it that I have no memory of being cold? The winter chases everyone, male and female, the young and the old, from the wide fields into rooms. In these rooms, the winter makes them roast chestnuts in the brazier, makes them take out the soft, ripe persimmons from the rice jar, and fetch sweet potatoes from the pantry to throw them out the back door into the snow, to peel the skin off with a knife when they are frozen solid. It was during one of these winters that I saw them. 

For some reason, I stand by the brook, gazing at the winter fields beyond the brook. Under the distant white snow, under the snowy wind again starting to blow from the direction of the railroad, which is the only path that lay open to other lands, the fields embosom flocks and flocks of mallards. Having lost the grass seeds and tree fruits and the invertebrate insects, these mallards now searching for ears of rice in the snow are so beautiful to me. These hungry flocks blanketing the wide open winter fields . . . 

In the middle of writing my letter, with cow dung on my foot and my stomach on the floor, I lift myself up and drag myself toward the shed. Ever since I got my foot pierced, I feel as if the pitchfork is glaring at me wherever I go. I pull the pitchfork down from the shed wall. Still feeling as if it is glaring at me, I drag the pitchfork across the yard, to the well. Without hesitating, I throw it in. The water splashes. Much later, I gaze into the deep, dark well, which swallows the pitchfork then quickly goes quiet and still, welcoming in the sky as if nothing has happened.
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Writing. Could it be that the reason I am so attached to writing is because only this will allow me to escape the feeling of alienation, that I, my existence, is nothing?

One day, standing outside Deoksu Palace, captivated by a sentence surging up my chest, I grab a taxi, and as I head back home I see a passage framed and set up on the dashboard that reads, “May today be another safe day.” Right above these words, the infant savior, dressed in white, sits kneeling in a column of light pouring down on him, his palms pressed together. Next to the painting of Samuel, praying, “May today be another safe day,” are photos of the taxi driver’s family—his wife and children. This was surely not the first time for me to encounter such a set-up, but somehow, this day, the Samuel portrait and the family photographs press down my unrealistic sentences and fill up my heart with a sense of reality. Only then I start to wonder why I am hurrying back home, breaking my appointment with the person standing outside Deoksu Palace.

Having lost my sentence, I tell the taxi driver to turn around, back toward Deoksu Palace.
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Last April, one day not long after my first novel was published, in the middle of a languid nap, I received a phone call. A woman’s voice of substantial volume asked for me. An unfamiliar voice. I thought then that it was my first time hearing this voice. When she learned that the person on the line was the one she was looking for, she did a double take then expressed her delight, noticeable by the change in the texture of her voice when she asked if I remembered her, offering her name.

“It’s me, don’t you remember? It’s Ha Gye-suk.”

“Ha Gye-suk?”

On other occasions, even if I hadn’t the faintest idea who it was after the person on the phone stated his or her name several times, if that person seemed to know me for sure, I would have mumbled, “Ah, yes,” trying not to let that person realize that I could not remember him or her, but that day, I had answered the phone in my sleep and ended up blurting, “Ha Gye-suk?” She must have been dismayed by my being unable to remember her, but she acted as if she didn’t mind and right away explained who she was.

“Back in school you and Mi-seo were friends, remember? And I was friends with Mi-seo as well. You know, I was kind of plump.” Here she burst into laughter, perhaps because she was plump back then but had now gotten fat. “And was an hour late getting to school every day.”

When she got to “an hour late getting to school every day,” I was abruptly awakened from my stupor. When she first said “back in school,” I had wondered if she meant middle school or college, but when she introduced herself as the one who was an hour late getting to school every day, a door had discreetly opened, the door to a classroom in Yeongdeungpo Girls’ High School, behind Janghun High School in Sindaebang-dong, Yeongdeungpo.

This girl, Ha Gye-suk.

The class is already underway. The girl in uniform with the ribbon bow tie, the purple-red schoolbag placed on the hallway floor, her hips slightly pulled back behind her as she discreetly opens the door at the back of the classroom, the girl with the bright red lower lip. Her plump cheeks, the curly hair, her eyes that always seemed to say to us, “I’m sorry.”

It was now 1994. It was 1979 when we first met. The girl had called me up, as if to chastise me for napping, saying, “It’s me, don’t you remember?” and was now sliding open the classroom door from sixteen years ago.

Our daily schedule comprised four classes. Ha Gye-suk’s lower lip always appeared slightly redder than the upper lip, and when she arrived an hour late and opened the door at the back of the classroom, her lower lip would turn even redder. How red it looked. This girl, her eyes, nose, and mouth were all gone now and all that remained with me was her red lower lip. 

Thanks to this lower lip, the girl, Ha Gye-suk, had now come back to life in my memory. One day, when, again an hour late, she discreetly opened the door and stepped inside, Mi-seo whispered in my ear. “She works for this really vicious company. All the other companies dismiss their workers in time for them to get to school, but this place always arranges the hours so that the students miss the first class. You know why her lower lip is always so red? It’s because each time she gets to the classroom door an hour late, she stands outside the door biting her lip over and over.” When I realized that the person on the phone was the girl who used to discreetly open the door at the back of the classroom, that she was one of the girls who had, between 1979 and 1981, gone to school with me, it was my voice that changed texture. “My, who’d have imagined I’d hear from you.”
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Here I am on an island; feeling as if I have reclaimed nature, from which I thought I had grown apart since my childhood. For several days I have been walking around the island. Walking around town the first day, I found a bookstore. Its humble storefront made me stop and smile. There was a sliding glass door with drapes hand-embroidered with tiny patterns. Because of these drapes, I never would have thought it was a bookstore had it not been for the sign. Pleased about encountering a bookstore in an unfamiliar place, I slipped inside, even though I was not looking for anything. I had to smile again. The shop was small, even for a bookstore, but in one corner, they were selling razors and school supplies—pencils, erasers, and fine-point pens—and in another, rice puffs and sweet chips were on display. The store’s owner was, unlike what one would expect, a pretty young woman, which made me smile to myself.

And then I smiled yet again, for among some one hundred books on the bookcase, there it was—the book that had made Ha Gye-suk call me up. My novel.

I took down a hymnbook from a corner of the bookshelf and paid for it before leaving the store. I was not a churchgoer but I had wondered about the composition of hymns and wanted to investigate. But back in the city, it is never easy to get things done except things that need to be done right away. My days were always wrapped up in one hassle or another, and I always had a long list of books I had to buy. From time to time it would again occur to me that I wanted a hymnbook and each time I would tell myself that next time I was at a bookstore I should pick one up, but that was all. The thought had passed me by for several years, and in the end, this was where I finally purchased a hymnbook.

With the hymnbook under my arm, again I walked around the island for hours and hours. The landscape that I was used to was the plains of the peninsula’s inland region, and its springs and summers and falls and winters, but now, I am standing before the island’s unfamiliar oleanders, windmill palms and crinum lilies, and the endless rows of dark blue waves. What I realize, out of the blue, is that nature is, to all of us, a nourishing nutrient, that it is nature that pushes us to travel back in time, to a remote path inside our hearts. Back in the city, designed so that we never once have a chance to step on soil, I would once again have let several years go by before I bought this hymnbook, which I have no immediate need for.

Ha Gye-suk’s phone call was the first I received from people from that time in my life. After her call, people from those days began to call from time to time, asking if I was that person from that classroom in that school. When I confirmed that I was that person from that classroom in that school, they said, “It’s really you,” and revealed who they were. It’s really you, this is Nam Gil-sun. This is Choe Jeong-bun. I saw you in the newspaper ad. It was your name and the face resembled yours, but I didn’t think it was really you. Still, I wondered and called the publisher. They wouldn’t give me your phone number, so I had to plead, you know. Most of the callers said they had seen me in the advertisement in the newspaper. And they said they were happy for me, as if it had happened to them. 

One of them, whose name, she said, was Yi Jong-rye, said she had pointed out to her husband my photograph in the newspaper ad and told him this was her friend, and she felt this sense of pride; but her voice turned teary in the end. “It was a school, all right, but since nobody keeps in touch, my husband asked once, ‘You sure you went to high school?’ He had brought it up casually only in passing, but it’s funny, because it really hit me hard, you know . . . How could he say that, when I worked so hard to get that diploma? I felt hurt, left with this ache in the pit of my stomach, and for days slept with my back to him. So when I saw you in the newspaper and I was able to tell him, ‘This is my high school friend,’ imagine how proud I was.”

Listening to her words coming from the other end of the line, I laughed, but after we hung up, I was also left with an ache in the pit of my stomach and remained sitting there for a while, caressing the receiver. It’s not just you. I am not any different. That was true. I had once been a high school student as well, but I did not have a single friend from high school, either. When middle-aged women on some TV drama not even worth your time chatted about meeting up with high school friends, I would gaze at them blankly. Even now, when someone introduces the person next to her, saying, “She’s a friend from high school,” I falter and take another look at the two of them.

Pouting when a friend finds a new friend; pressing a fallen leaf dry and writing her name on the back; going biking with friends; writing a letter through the night and slipping it between the pages of her book—neither I nor the friends who had called me up, had ever experienced such times. No time to pout, no time to press leaves—we had none of that among us.

What did exist among us were assembly lines at sewing factories, electronics factories, clothing factories, food processing factories.
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It is my destiny to leave my parents’ care early in life. All sorts of signs pointed toward this, even an online fortune-telling service that I tried out for fun. It said I would leave the place of my birth and experience hardships in my early years. Sometimes I ponder exactly when one’s early years end. I ponder this as hard as when I ask myself, “What is literature?” Then I conclude that thirty would be good. I am now thirty-two, so that would mean the hardships of my early years have passed. At sixteen, when I pierced the sole of my foot with the pitchfork, while sitting on the veranda of the house with the blue gate, waiting for Brother’s letter, I got a vague sense that life was made up of vicious wounds. And that in order to embrace that viciousness and live on, I had to retain in my heart one thing that was pure. That I should believe in and depend on that one thing. If not, I would be too lonely. And if I simply lived on, I would some day, once again, pierce my foot with a pitchfork.
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I am sixteen years old and on the last day of rice planting I take the night train and leave the house and the well that swallowed the pitchfork. At the edge of the village is the railroad, across from which Father runs a store. Mom tells me to go say good-bye to Father and to get on the bus there. Then she’ll catch that bus when it comes through the village center. Before leaving the house, the sixteen-year-old sister gazes down at the face of her seven-year-old brother, asleep after an early dinner. From the moment he was born, Little Brother had been glued to his sister’s back like a turtle and is always wary and full of fear that she might disappear. To Little Brother, who had grown up on Sister’s back, breathing in her smell, she is still the only one. To Little Brother, school is the only place that he has to release her to. 

When Sister says, “I’m going to school, be back soon,” then Little Brother can say, “Yes, you will be back.” Even when he is playing outside, as soon as the sun sets, he will call out “Sister!” and run back into the house. Anywhere he might be, he calls out, “Sister.” When he is fetching eggs, when he is pooping, or picking persimmons. Once, out on the newly paved main street, he hit his head on a truck, and he still called out, “Sister, Sister, Sister” as he was being taken to the hospital. 

“Sister, where are you? I want to go to Sister.” Left without a choice, his fourth-grader sister heads to the hospital straight from school, carrying her schoolbag. She sleeps at the hospital with Little Brother, has her meals at the hospital, and goes to school from the hospital. The way things are, Little Brother is not at all ready to part with Sister. If she were to tell him she is heading out to the city, he would burst into tears, so she dare not tell him she’s leaving and just gazes down at Little Brother’s sleeping face. Little Brother opens his eyes slightly and looks at Sister. He must have found it strange that she is dressed to go out when it is nighttime, and demands an answer, even in his stupor.

“Are you going somewhere?”

Sister says no, she is not going anywhere. Relieved, Little Brother closes his eyes. Sister puts her hand on the scar, still visible on the head of her sleeping brother. What a fuss he will make when he wakes up in the morning.
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I haven’t even crossed the railroad tracks when I see the bus lights. I had spent too long gazing into Little Brother’s sleeping face. I am sixteen years old, and suddenly anxious as the lights on the bus approach. 

“Father!” I shout out. Father runs out of the store, at the same time the bus arrives at the stop. “Father, I am off !” And without a proper good-bye to Father, I board the bus. I hurry to the back of the bus and look out the window. Father stands vacant and still in the dark. His face is not visible; only his silhouette stands vacant and still.

Since then I have not had the chance to live in the same house as Father. Even with Mom or Little Brother, we have not spent five days together under the same roof.

Boarding the bus in the village center, Mom asks of her sixteen-year-old daughter, “Did you say good-bye to Father?” 

“Yes.”

But was that a good-bye? Shouting toward the store, “Father, I am off,” and not even getting to see Father’s face. I should have set out just a little earlier. Father’s silhouette glimmered in front of my eyes, as he ran out of the store and stood vacant and still in the dark. The bus is already leaving the village. What happened five minutes ago has already become a thing of the past.

Mom is dressed in traditional hanbok, an orange outfit. It comes with a lined jacket over her blouse, which is fastened with a chrysanthemum-shaped brooch instead of with ribbon strings. When I gaze at the brooch, Mom says, “You got this for me when you went on that school trip.” The thin white collar of her blouse is dirty. When she notices that I am glancing at her dirty collar, Mom says, “I’d meant to sew on a new one, but got too busy.”

At the train station in town, we meet Cousin, who will be going to the city with me. Her legs long and slender, Cousin stands carrying a large bag next to Aunt, Mom’s brother’s wife, who has become bone skinny. Cousin is a slender nineteen-year-old. I smell the raw odor of fish as Aunt’s hand caresses my cheek. Aunt takes her hand from my cheek to and touches Cousin’s hand. As they say good-bye, the mother’s hand intertwines with the daughter’s.

“And don’t you fight and argue.”

As she lets go of Cousin’s hand, Aunt’s eyes well up with tears. When it’s time to get our tickets punched, Aunt asks Cousin to write them soon. Leaving my haggard aunt behind in the waiting room, Mom, Cousin, and I enter the boarding area. 

I press my palms on the window of the train car and look out at the platform. Good-bye, my home village. I am leaving you to fish for life.

Even on the night train, Mom does not speak. She would barely have had time to straighten her back all day as she finished up the rice planting, but Mom does not even doze off. From time to time she glances at me, sitting next to her. Farewells make one gaze intently into the other person’s eyes. And make one realize things out of the blue—this was the shape of this person’s eyes, which one had never noticed before.
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For ten days I had been ordering lunch at the same table and the woman at the restaurant finally struck up a conversation. It was two o’clock in the afternoon. The busiest hour had passed. Somehow I had been coming to the restaurant at this same time each afternoon, and had begun to feel apologetic that, at this hour, when the woman would likely be ready for a break after the busy lunch crowd, I was pushing her back into the kitchen. The woman brought out my food, then after washing her face, she spoke to me as she applied lotion on her face.

“Where are you from?” 

“I came from Seoul.”

“A long way, is it?”

Instead of answering, I smiled. I had just put a slice of kimchi in my mouth, so I couldn’t answer even if I wanted. The woman said that if I had told her from the start that I would keep coming back this often, she could have arranged a special menu with dishes prepared for her family for a cheaper price. I glanced at the menu on the wall. How much cheaper would she charge? The price was written below each item. A pot of kimchi stew for 4,000 won. Bean paste stew cooked with abalone, clams, or crayfish for 5,000 won. Spicy beef soup for 3,500 won.

“Have you come alone?”

To my relief, she did not add, A woman, all by yourself?

“Yes.” 

“Tourist?” 

“No.”

“That’s what I guessed. A tourist would not stay here day in and day out.”

I smiled again.

“Then are you here for work?”

Now I was lost. Could I say I was here for work? Had I come for work? Unable to answer, I said, “Well, kind of,” then smiled again. The woman must have understood my smile as “yes, I have come for work.” She brushed her permed hair back over her ears and brought out three clementine oranges on a plate.

“What kind of work do you do?”

I could not go on eating my lunch. I put down my spoon and peeled the skin off one of the clementines. The citric fragrance seeped into my nose, cool and fresh. The woman brought me the paper from another table. She probably remembered me reading the newspaper after eating each day. The spot on the paper where her hand had touched carried the smell of her lotion. Her hospitality made me feel embarrassed for not answering her question and I quickly said, “I’m a writer.” Right at that moment, the woman’s face, on which had age spots settled across her cheeks like a map, brightened up.

“Oh my, really? What an honor!”

Honor? Overcome with shyness, I let out a quiet laugh.

It was the first time that I had referred to myself as a writer to a stranger, to someone in an unfamiliar place . . . 
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Mom.

Mom’s dark eyes, like a cow’s. I had this thought for the first time that night. And it remains unchanged, then or now. How, even now, after raising us, her six children, Mom can still have such clear eyes. . . . There are times when Mom’s eyes push me deep into thought.

It is early summer in my sixteenth year and on the night train, Mom’s dark eyes well up with tears. This is Mom’s second time riding the train to Seoul. A while back, Oldest Brother needed some papers for his college registration but for some reason his letter arrived only a day before the papers were due. It would be too late if they were sent by mail, so Mom took on the role of courier. She got on the night train with the papers. 

The only thing on Mom’s mind was that she must deliver that night these papers, which her son needed the following day. And the only thing Mom knew about Seoul was that her son worked at the Yongmun-dong Community Service Center.

Whenever she tells the story of her first visit to Seoul, Mom always says that there are plenty of good people in the world. There sitting next to me was this young man, about your brother’s age, see, so I took out the big envelope from my bag and said, the thing is, my son needs this tomorrow if he’s to start university, but I don’t know where to go. What am I to do? This young man, he got off with me at the station and although it was late at night, he took me all the way to the Yongmun-dong Community Center. 

Not even the taxi driver knew the way, but the young man asked around, here and there, and got me there. The building was dark, but the young man said, “This is it,” so I banged and banged on the locked door and your brother came out, and that young man, he went to such trouble bringing me there, but turned around just like that, before I could give him a proper thank-you, and was gone. 

Mom had handled her first trip to Seoul with such courage, but now, en route to take me to Brother, her eyes are filled with tears. Looking away from Mom’s teary eyes, I stare out at the dark outside the window, orange with the reflection of the hanbok. I stare at Cousin, sitting there like a single transplanted blossom of rose moss. Mom reaches out her arm and caresses my hair. Having already bid farewell to Aunt at the station, Cousin looks away from Mom and me.

“You want some?” Mom takes out boiled eggs from her bag. I shake my head. As she accepts the peeled egg from Mom, Cousin takes out a book from her bag and hands it over to me to take a look. 

“What kind of book is it?”

“It’s a book of photographs.”

With bits of the hard-boiled egg on her lips, Cousin speaks to me in a low voice.

“I want to be a photographer.”

A photographer? I repeat her word. It occurs to me that the photographers I’ve seen in photo studios were all men. I turn to Cousin and say that the all the photographers I’ve seen are men. 

Cousin lets out a laugh and says, “Not someone who takes those kinds of photographs but these kinds of photographs,” as she turns the pages of the book she has placed on my lap, one after another. Each page Cousin turns to carries beautiful scenery. The desert, trees, the sky, the sea. When she arrives at a page, Cousin stops and whispers to me, Look at this. It is night, inside a forest, and stars have settled down atop the trees, white and twinkling.

“They’re birds.”

In awe, I push my face closer to the book on my lap. Upon a closer look, what were twinkling upon their perch atop the trees in the night forest turned out not to be stars but egrets. The egrets had taken up their narrow perch here and there on the high branches of the forest, covered in dark, shining white.

“They’re sleeping. Aren’t they beautiful?”

I nod. Under the distant night sky, the white birds slept, gentle and benign, a beautiful blanket over the forest.

“I want to take pictures of birds, not people.”

Mystified, I gaze straight into Cousin’s face. While she tells me that she wants to photograph birds, her cheeks are flushed, as if they have been smothered with the fresh fragrance from the thickets or the soil and the leaves of the forest where the egrets are sleeping. 

“When I start making money, the first thing I’m going to buy is a camera.”

The night train chugs on, carrying Cousin’s dream. I am no longer listening to Cousin’s whispers. Already I am promising my heart to the sleeping egrets, so gentle and benign, a beautiful blanket over the forest in the dark, under the distant night sky. Some day, I shall go and see for myself those white birds up on the high branches. I shall go and see for myself their beauty and gentility, as they sleep with their faces toward the stars.

I cannot forget seeing the Daewoo Building that day, in the early morning hour. The tallest thing that I had even seen since I was born. At the time, I did not know that the building had a name: Daewoo. Following Mom out to the plaza outside Seoul Station at dawn, I run to catch up with Mom, who is walking a few steps ahead of me, and attach myself to her side. As if that were not enough, I search for Mom’s hand and grasp it hard.

“What is it?”

“It scares me.”

I feel as if the Daewoo Building, standing over there like a gargantuan beast, would stomp toward us and swallow Mom and Cousin and me. Cousin, nineteen years old, appears dignified even in the face of a gargantuan beast. Seeing that I am frightened, Mom tells me it is nothing.

“It’s nothing, I tell you. Nothing but steel frames.”

Despite what Mom may have said, I, having taken my first step into the city at sixteen, glare in fear at the gargantuan and beastly Daewoo Building in the dawning light; at the iridescent lights that have already come on; at the cars speeding toward some destination at this early hour.

Oldest Brother still has no room of his own after all this time. That is why we have to come on the night train, because the only place for us to sleep in Seoul is an inn, which we cannot afford. Oldest Brother may not have a room, but he had skin so white. His nails are clean and his white shirt is radiant. Eyes, nose, and mouth, chiseled in shape, are positioned neatly on his long face of fair complexion. He works at the sanitation bureau of the Community Service Center by day and studies law at a night college, but one would never guess unless he brought it up. His appearance suggests that he knows nothing about the hardships of the world, exuding the air of a young man who had spent his childhood in a home that is materially affluent. This young man is now treating his younger sister, his cousin, and his mother, who have arrived in Seoul on the night train, to some warm bean sprout soup across the street from the community center. His quarters are the night duty room at the center. Ever since he started working at the service center, the center’s staff no longer serves night duty. There is no need because Older Brother sleeps there every night. Soon he will take Cousin and me to the Job Training Center. Today is the first day of our training.

“It will be hard work.”

Oldest Brother speaks as if befallen by a hardship larger than the hard future that awaits us. 

“But after you finish your training there and get a job at the industrial complex, you will be able to attend school. Special classes have been established for industrial workers, to take effect next year.”

What Oldest Brother adds sounds like an excuse.

“If you don’t take that route, the only schools you can attend are vocational schools, which are for new arrivals from the country. Vocational schools are not regular schools.”

The Job Training Center is located by the gates of the Guro Industrial Complex. 

We leave the restaurant and take the bus to the gates of the industrial complex. On the athletic field of the Job Training Center, Cousin and I say good-bye to Mom. I remember the athletic field from that day. The color orange, this shade of orange growing distant. Mom’s huge hand holds my hand. With the other hand, the hand that is not holding mine, Mom places a 1,000-won bill on Cousin’s palm.

“When you get hungry, don’t suffer with an empty stomach—get yourselves powder milk drinks.”

Cousin’s eyes well up with tears. Heading toward the steel gates of the training center, the three of us left behind her, Mom’s steps keep turning back. Mom is an orange stain on that athletic field. The stain grows distant, then comes back, making Cousin and me hold hands. We say we must depend on each other.

“You two are on your own now. Don’t give Oldest Brother trouble, you must depend on each other, you understand.”

The orange stain is growing distant again. One step ahead of us, my tall brother walks with his eyes on the ground. Standing among the crowd of people assembled for job training, I continue to stare at the orange stain and Oldest Brother’s back, growing smaller and smaller. I stare at Mom and Oldest Brother, growing more and more distant. They grow smaller and smaller, until they are no longer visible. I pick at the ground with the toes of my shoes, for no reason. I am sixteen years old.

This was how my life in Seoul began. But it is still a long while to go until I meet Ha Gye-suk and the others. Meeting them was not easy. 
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What is it that lies between me and them, those whom I have yet to meet?

It was hard, but only at first, and Ha Gye-suk and I began speaking on the phone quite often. Then one day, she said to me, “You don’t write about us.”

I felt a familiar soreness again.

“I looked up your books and read all of them, except for the first one. The neighborhood bookstores did not carry it and it’s hard for me to make time to get out to the big stores. So that’s the only one I didn’t get to . . . You seem to write quite a lot about your childhood, and also about college, and about love, but there was nothing about us.”

I am silent.

“I wondered if there’d be anything about us, you know, and I kept an eye out as I read.” I did not answer and Ha Gye-suk called out my name, her voice sinking deep and low. “Could it be you’re ashamed? About that time in your past?”

I was nervous and moved the telephone receiver to switch ears. Ha Gye-suk mistook my nervous silence as reticence and her usual cheery, almost chatty, tone turned glum.

“Your life seems different from ours now.”

If I had answered her right there, and said, That is not so, would that have made me feel better? But I could not give her that answer. I was unable to say, No, that’s not true. I had never been proud, but I had not been ashamed, either. But I could not quite say it. Perhaps there had been moments when I did feel ashamed. But it was never a significant thought. Or it would be more accurate to say I never had the time to pay attention to these thoughts or feelings. 

I did not have the luxury of perceiving my situation as difficult or painful. I could not give much thought to each passing day; I had to live from each passing day to the next. The day was always hectic, from morning to evening, leaving me no time to think about anything else but the most immediate and necessary tasks that had to be done before I had to quickly go to sleep or wake up again. It was only after I approached thirty that I got to thinking about how worn out and exhausted I must have been back then.

I was about to turn thirty and one day I felt extremely, utterly tired. I realized, right away, that my fatigue dated back to those years, that I had already turned thirty, or even thirty-two, many years ago. What made me realize this was none other than writing, which I was so in awe of.

Is that how it goes with writing? That as long as you are writing, no time is ever completely in the past? Is this the fate that befalls all writers—to flow backward, in present tense, into a time of pain, like salmon migrating upstream, swimming against the current back to where it started, struggling through waterfalls that break and tear its fins? It always returns, pushing through waterfalls, carrying a deep wound inside its belly, risking its own life. It returns, taking the same route back, tracking its own trail, traveling that singular path.

[image: image]

I am at the Job Training Center. I wake up at six A.M. in my dormitory room. Sometimes when I awake, I still think of the pitchfork that I threw into the well. What would it look like down there, sitting still at the deep bottom? But there is no time for idle thoughts. I hear the bell summoning us to the athletic field, where we stand in line and perform the health exercise routine to a merry melody. Then we clean our designated areas, wait in line to wash up, after which we have breakfast. I have never before seen this kind of dinnerware, a single tray with slots for your rice and soup and all the side dishes. 

To my sixteen-year-old eyes and my sixteen-year-old tongue, the tray feels unfamiliar and the kimchi tastes odd. I have a hard time eating at first, because of the strange-looking tray and the odd-tasting kimchi. When Cousin asks me why I am not eating, I blame the kimchi: I can taste a strange kind of fish sauce in the kimchi; Mom only uses sauce made from yellow croaker. As for the tray, I cannot find the right words for what exactly is wrong with it, so I don’t bring that up. Back in our country home, my rice and soup bowls would be sitting facedown on the kitchen shelf. Cousin buys me a pastry at the snack stall. She is nineteen years old and I am sixteen and she does her best to cajole me.

“You can’t keep spending money on bread like this. We have very little money and we won’t be making any until we find a job and get paid.”

I relent and take a spoonful of the soup from the strange tray to my mouth. I am again reminded of my bowls on Mom’s kitchen shelf, which brings tears to my eyes. Floating on top of the soup, inside the strange tray, I see my seven-year-old brother’s sleep-soaked face the day I left home, asking, “Where are you going, Sis?” 

I take a big scoop of my rice. I drink up the soup. I chew on the stringy and odd-tasting kimchi, and swallow.
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The teachers all refer to us as the industrial labor force. Even in the middle of soldering classes, we are reminded that we are here as part of the industrial labor force. The doors of our dormitory rooms at the training center are each marked with a sign carrying the name of a flower, as in kindergarten classrooms. What was the name of my room? Rose? Lily? All I remember is that there were lockers attached to our wooden beds. Some years later, there was a popular comedy skit on TV, titled Atten-HUT! I used to watch closely whenever it came on because the interior of the military barracks in the show was very much like the dormitory room where I slept as a sixteen-year-old. The only difference is that our rooms have a loft, accessible by a ladder. Five of us sleep on each floor. Cousin and I help each other, as Mom told us to, and climb up the loft to our designated beds. Following roll call at nine P.M., lights must all go out. Nights when I cannot sleep and lie staring at the ceiling in the dark, I get to thinking about the pitchfork inside the well, just as I do when I awake in the early hours of dawn. The sole of my foot hurts when I think of the silence of the pitchfork, sunken deep under the water, which makes me toss and turn and reach my hand out to touch Cousin’s forehead, her eyes. If she seems to be sleeping, I shake her awake.

“What is it?”

I almost bring up the pitchfork, then decide not to. But I do not want to lie awake alone, so I keep reaching for Cousin’s forehead and eyes, until she slaps my hand with her palm.

Cousin is nineteen years old. She uses scented lotion on her hands. When I get back to the dorm room after washing my face, she uses cotton pads to dab skin toner around my skin, pressing gently. Then she speaks to me in a whisper.

“One of our teachers, Mr. Kim, isn’t he dashing?”

I nod. Mr. Kim teaches liberal arts. It is from him that I hear about the life of words, instead of industrial labor force, something I have not heard about since arriving at the training center. He tells us life is beautiful. Did he also tell us what made it beautiful? I cannot remember. He simply said, “Life is a beautiful thing.” What its beauty will bring us, and what its beauty will take from us, he does not say. Simply beautiful, is all he says.

[image: image]

Everything turns white inside my head. I think of the entrance of the industrial complex. I stand at the entrance of the industrial complex, with Cousin by my side. Where did everyone go, leaving only Cousin and me here? There were twenty of us sharing one dorm room, but I cannot recall a single face. Out of the blue, a pair of eyeglasses appears then disappears again. The only reason I remember this face is because it was the only one wearing glasses, not only among our roommates but in the entire dormitory. So it is the eyeglasses that I remember, not the face itself. A pair of black plastic-rimmed glasses placed on a pale face. And I only remember a single name: Kim Jeong-rye. In this case it is only the name I remember; the face has been erased. All I have left is a faint impression that her face was rather big compared to her body. Kim Jeong-rye. The name belonged to an orphan. Each Saturday, when we are given permission to spend the night outside the dorm, this name leaves the Job Training Center, saying she is going to visit her orphanage. On one of these Saturdays when Kim Jeong-rye has gone to the orphanage, a commotion breaks out in the dormitory.

“The bread is gone.”

“I lost my wallet.” 

“My clothes!”

We open Kim Jeong-rye’s locker. It has been emptied out. Was Kim Jeong-rye really an orphan? Whichever the case, it turns out Kim Jeong-rye has also taken Cousin’s lotion and she does not return when roll call comes around Sunday night. She has deserted the training. Also gone are seven of my new panties and three of my new handkerchiefs, which Mom bought in town and folded up for me into small squares to be packed with my other things.

Even when the weekends come around, Cousin and I have nowhere to go. We do not even know which roads lead where on the other side of the center’s walls. Those who don’t have anywhere to go play volleyball on the athletic field. Cousin and I join them in chasing after the ball. When we get tired, Cousin and I take a shower at the shared washroom inside the center, scrubbing each other’s backs clean. On other days, we have to finish washing within a given time, but after the trainees leave for the weekend, we can take things slow and easy. After the shower, Cousin lies on her stomach on the hardwood floor of our dorm room, her face smothered with facial cream, and writes a letter to Aunt. I lie next to her and stare up at the ceiling while playing around with my feet. My foot keeps poking at Cousin. Irritated, Cousin suggests that I try writing a letter as well. I roll over on my stomach and whisper into Cousin’s ear.

“I am going to write something other than a letter.”

Cousin stares at me, the tip of her ballpoint pen still on the letter pad.

“Like what?”

I whisper into her ear my secret, something that I have not told anyone in all of my sixteen years.

“Like a poem or a novel.”

Cousin’s eyes grow wide.

“You mean you want to be a writer?”

Scared that Cousin is going to throw cold water on what I said, I keep speaking, trying hard to explain that this is what I have wanted to do for a long time, and that there is nothing else I’d rather do. Cousin tilts her head, lifting her pen from the letter pad to her chin.

“I thought those kinds of people were born different, you know?”

I am so distressed to think she might say, “That is why you will never be a writer,” so I keep talking. “They are not born different. They think different.”

Cousin does not say anything and is lost in thought. I pull myself closer to her, my face red with the fear that she is unable to understand what I am saying.

“It’s no different from your wanting to be a photographer, taking pictures of those birds.”

Cousin folds up her letter and puts it away in her locker, then lies down next to where I am stretched straight on my back, my eyes on the ceiling. Cousin lifts her legs toward the ceiling, crossing her slender ankles.

“What are you going to write about?”

For a moment, the pitchfork at the bottom of the well passes in front of my eyes.

“That I don’t know yet.”

Cousin is tender toward me, more so than usual, and I get to talking about how I struck my foot with the pitchfork. I even show her the sole of my foot.

“Look. It’s all healed now but it still hurts when I walk too long, as if my tendon’s being pulled.”

Cousin gazes at my foot.

“What does this have to do with wanting to write?”

I cannot find the words to answer her question. How do I explain to her, that if do not keep something pure inside my heart, I will inevitably strike down at my foot again with a pitchfork? Instead, I say to her, “Only this will protect me.”

I feel silly about my overly emphasized words and so I add, “No need to worry anymore about the pitchfork, because I threw it in the well.” 

Cousin sits up.

“What did you say?”

“The pitchfork. I said I threw it in the well.”

Cousin stares at me as if she’s completely clueless.

“Deliberately?”

I nod.

“Why would you do that?”

I cannot answer. I do not know how to explain that I was scared. I was scared that one day I would take it down from the shed again, intending to turn the barley hay over, and hurt my foot again. Cousin still looks puzzled as she speaks to me in a dignified tone.

“When we go home for a visit, you should tell Uncle so that he can pump out the well.”

I could not speak.

“The water is probably all tainted by now. Did you think about the fact that people drink from the well?”

The water? I am speechless, never having thought about how the pitchfork would have tainted the water. 
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When Oldest Brother comes for one of his visits and takes us to a bakery near the entrance of the industrial complex, Cousin announces in a loud voice, pointing at me, “She says she’s going to be a writer.”

“A writer? You?”

Oldest Brother looks at me so dumbfounded that I throw Cousin a mean glance.

“What’s the matter? It’s not like it has to be kept a big secret.”

Oldest Brother takes us to a Chinese place for jajang noodles and walks us back to the Job Training Center, sending us in with a bag full of milk and pastries and things. Then he walks across the athletic field with his eyes on the ground and his towering back hunched, and disappears through the center’s gate.
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At last, my sentences begin to take shape. Short, very simple. The past in present tense; the present in past tense. Clear like a photograph. Lest the door to the lonely room close again. Let the sentences convey Oldest Brother’s loneliness as he walked toward the center gate, his eyes on the ground.

When I heard Ha Gye-suk say, clearly, “Your life seems different from ours,” I realized that it was my heart that was sore. My heart ached. There was another person who had said this me, not exactly in Ha Gye-suk’s words, but in the same vein: You are different from me. It was my mother.

Sixteen years after my sixteenth year, I am a writer and I am working on something to meet an urgent deadline. Mom is visiting me in Seoul and she keeps talking to me. I take down one of my books from the shelf and hand it to her.

“Why don’t you read this for a while. I’ll be done soon.”

When I am finished, I find Mom sleeping, her face covered with my book.

“Mother!”

She seems apologetic that she fell asleep instead of reading my book, and says, as she hands the book back to me, “You are now different from me.” Her words, at the time, seem natural and indisputable. Of course we’re different: Mom was born in the 1930s and I was born in 1963. By “different,” I gather that Mom is referring to generational gap. But this is not the case. There is something that I have never known. That the only letters Mom can read are the letters in her prayer book, and that although she may be praying with the book open on her lap, she has all the prayers memorized. I learn from Youngest Brother only the following year that he has been teaching Mother to read and write.

Over spring and summer, my sentences left me and there was only this voice, dripping like drops of water, into my heart.

“You don’t seem to write about us.”

“Could it be you’re ashamed? About that time in your past?” 

“Your life seems different from ours now.”

Whenever I awoke from a cozy nap, her voice would without fail turn into icy water and fall in drops from the ceiling, drip, drip, drip, down on my forehead. Y. O. U. D. O. N. T. S. E. E. M. T. O. W. R. I. T. E. A. B. O. U. T. U. S. C. O. U. L. D. I. T. B. E. Y. O. U. R. E. A. S. H. A. M. E. D. A. B. O. U. T. T. H. A. T. T. I. M. E. I. N. Y. O. U. R. P. A. S. T. Y. O. U. R. L. I. F. E. S. E. E. M. S. D. I. F. F. E. R. E. N. T. F. R. O. M. O. U. R. S. N. O. W.
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Oldest Brother has come to visit and is staring into a piece of white paper. Written on it are names of factories that we are eligible to apply for upon completing our training. After staring for a long time at the factory names, Oldest Brother puts a circle where the name Dongnam Electronics, Inc. is written.

“At an electronics company, the work shouldn’t be too messy, at least.” As Oldest Brother hands me the paper that he has circled, I, sixteen years old, look up at him.

“I heard that I’m too young to apply, so I have to submit the papers under someone else’s name.”

“You’re how old?”

“Sixteen.”

“Sixteen,” Oldest Brother repeats, his expression turning glum. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.” Oldest Brother lifts himself up from the chair at the snack stall, dusting off his clothes with his hands.
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Among the trainees at the center, some twenty or more have chosen Dongnam Electronics, Inc. We share no previous ties, but the fact that we got our training together and will leave for the same place gives us a sense of intimacy. Our group of twenty-something sits around together and thinks about Dongnam Electronics, Inc. What kind of a place it is, what kind of things will happen there.

On the day we leave the Job Training Center, our teacher, Mr. Kim, writes down a poem on the blackboard in the auditorium. How beautiful, to behold from behind, one who goes, knowing clearly when it is he should go. He has curly hair. He holds the chalk in his right hand, his left hand supporting it from underneath. Such a sad poem. Cousin’s eyes well up with tears. Mr. Kim recites the poem for us and says his good-bye. “You are the hope of our nation’s industry . . .” Mr. Curly Hair, even he, in the end, lets out the word “industry” from his mouth. The hope of our nation’s industry. 

“Now you shall leave this place and start your lives on the job. Your workplaces will be the foundation of your lives . . .”

We have lived together as trainees for only a month but we swap our names and the names of the companies that we will be working for. We part. Repeating to ourselves, How beautiful, to behold from behind, one who goes, knowing clearly when it is he should go.
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Dongnam Electronics, Inc., is located inside Guro Industrial Complex No. 1. Those of us assigned to Dongnam Electronics, Inc., some twenty trainees in all, now take our step from the entrance of the industrial complex onto the grounds of the complex. After being assigned the companies, we are given a week-long break. Oldest Brother takes Cousin and me to the room he has rented in the residential block of Industrial Complex No. 3, near the subway station.

Is the house still there? The house that I have never been back to since I left. The rooms in that house. I have never been back, not to the house, not to the room, not even in their vicinity, but the house is as vivid as a well-preserved photograph and emerges so vividly in my mind. The room in that house.

After passing through the subway station in this neighborhood, the Suwon-bound train enters Gyeonggi Province. If you are headed for Suwon on the subway, this subway station is the last station in Seoul. This is what I wrote down six years ago. The subway station where the Suwon-bound trains pass through is where the neighborhood starts. From the subway station, the road splits into three. Yet although the road split into three, whichever road you took, it took you to the industrial complex. The one road to the left, which led to the house, branched into an alley between the photo shop and the Barley Field Teahouse, and there were houses, with the alley between them. But when you got out of the alley where the houses stood, and crossed the elevated walkway that led to the market, on the other side of the market you again found yourself at the industrial complex. The house with the thirty-seven rooms, all located inside a labyrinth. Up the stairs and take the winding path deeper into a corner where, it seemed, nothing more could exist, there was yet another room, with a small kitchenette attached, inside this three-story red brick house.

“This is it.”

Oldest Brother takes Cousin and me through the open gates. This is it—Oldest Brother’s voice flows into my ears now, just as it did then. That was it. One of the thirty-seven rooms, our lone, remote room. The house was surrounded, to the front and back, by other houses with just as many rooms, but when we opened our window, we could see a countless number of people pouring out of the subway station. The path or the elevated walkway that led to the corner store or the market were always crowded with people, but why is it that, both then and now, whenever I think of that room, the first thought that occurs to me is that it was so very isolated? We would live in this lonely place, remote and alone.
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I am writing once again. I envision three meters from the staircase to the second floor, in the middle of a courtyard, and I see that the surface, when seen from above, was covered with cement. There was a tap planted directly in the ground. To the left of the staircase were two yellow wooden doors. The windowpane on the wooden doors is thick with dust. Underneath that dust was written, in white paint, the Chinese characters for male and female, [image: image] and [image: image]. Each morning, the people in the house, awkward in one another’s presence, acting as if they were each there for some other business, would stand around the tap. This was the only time they could see one another’s faces. Without smiling, without acknowledging one another, they washed. Behind the door second from the right . . . Hui-jae lived there, alone.

Hui-jae . . . the name that, finally, pops out. Cousin and I, along with Hui-jae, make up a genre painting of the industrial labor force from the late years of the Yusin regime. I am looking at a collection of Kim Hong-do’s genre paintings. It is fascinating how, when Kim Hong-do takes up a seat facing the streets or the ferry point, the schoolhouse or the pub or the wrestling grounds or the laundry spot by the stream, and simply lifts his brush, the people of the eighteenth century are rendered more real in his paintings than in reality. How does one reach that level of artistry, everyone is said to have lauded, applauding in awe. I wonder—how would he portray Hui-jae?

The characters in this genre painting will mostly be captured in motion, but Hui-jae will be captured as a faint smile. I think of genre paintings from back in the ancient kingdom of Goguryeo. The tomb murals and the paintings that depict scenes of hunting, of battles, of dancing, of wrestling matches, of acrobatics. And of grain mills, butcher shops, stables and cow houses. We, or Hui-jae, cannot be placed inside an air of dynamic movement, within powerful brush strokes. We, along with Hui-jae, positioned in front of the constantly moving conveyor belt, or in front of the needle, always threaded, on the sewing machine, our eyes weary, never round or wide. We will always exist, not as the delightful and loving sentiments of everyday life, soaked in merry humor, but as pale shadows, barely able to afford a chance to bask in the sun on rooftops at lunch break. From the perspective of fashion history, we will be dressed in blue work clothes, the back of the shirt gathered in a yoke.

Unable to bear it, I stand from my seat.

I am running. I catch myself as I run. Sit down, you can no longer run. Then or now, and always. Sit down now.

During those solitary days, I would often, with difficulty, conjure up in my mind the birds in the books of photographs that Cousin showed me the night we came to the city. The birds, asleep facing the stars under the distant night sky, high and beautiful. I would make a hard effort to promise myself that there would be a day when I would go and see them with my own eyes, as I lived my days inside this genre painting. Later, even when I became devastated by loneliness amidst the exhaustion of everyday life and the absence of meaningful ties, I never abandoned the thought that I would one day go see for myself the birds from Cousin’s photo book. 

I would see the egrets in the forest, the forest after nightfall, the flocks of egrets leaning close together in clusters, blanketing the entire forest beautifully with their sleep, as if they had forgiven everything in this world. One day, I promised myself, with even more desperation on days filled with despair and loneliness, I would make my way beyond the ridge that was blocking my view, my arm rattling on the windowsill of my train car.

It has been sixteen years since this promise.

I still have not made my journey to see the birds. It is not that I have forgotten. On the contrary . . . with the passing of each year, there were even more days when I reminded myself of the promise, the white egrets emerging even more splendidly in my heart. Even when I massaged my tired feet, I would think about the forest that I had yet to visit and the flocks of egrets asleep with their faces to the stars, and somehow I could maintain composure in the face of the weariness that my fatigue brought me, and even in the face of the rare joys that found their way to me. Even the bitter miseries, the cold solitudes that fell for days like rain—they would somehow feel insignificant and ephemeral, giving me the strength to greet the new day and live on.

But now, this name, Hui-jae, haunts me—have the flocks of egrets flown into the distant sadness from all those years ago, from that time when her absence came to be? Was I able, back then, to remind myself of my promise to someday go see the forest?
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I am sixteen. I step inside the lone, remote room. I open the window. My eyes turn round and wide. Had the train arrived just as I opened the window? The window, the size of a wrapping cloth, looks out on the subway station across from the vacant lot, and an uneven flow of heads, nothing else but the heads of these peoples’ bodies, is pouring out. As the people move up the stairs of the subway station and rush out, like an incoming tide, to the fork in the road, only their heads and nothing else are visible. In less than five minutes, however, the people have seeped away somewhere and the fork in the road is completely empty. All those people, where have they gone? It seems it was a dream, these people, who in just five minutes crowded in and emptied out. I stand looking, listening to Cousin open the small window in the kitchenette. Cousin and I sweep and wipe down our room. We sweep up the traces that the former tenant left behind into the dustbin; pick up a shard of red brick that seems to have been used to level the cupboard; throw out scattered pieces of tissue paper from the attic, and the old, abandoned kerosene stove.

Oldest Brother places some money in Cousin’s nineteen-year-old hands.
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