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To the memory of my grandfather,
Song Yun-kyu,
who loved words







I want to unfold.
I don’t want to stay folded anywhere,
because where I am folded, there I am a lie.


—Rainer Maria Rilke
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Book One

Explosions








Flight (1953)


The eldest brother was twenty years old when he left the island. His wife was eighteen. It was good fortune, the heavens smiling down upon him, that he was offered the position teaching sciences at a junior high school in Kyongju. He was young for the position, and less qualified than the other candidates, but the principal of the school was his wife’s great-uncle and wanted to give the young couple an opportunity to move to the city.


The eldest brother hated the island. He felt trapped, did not like the feeling of being watched, and known. He wanted his independence, to start his own family afresh, and did not want his children to suffer the boredom and small-mindedness of island life. He knew everything there was to know about everyone in the village and did not like any of it. He did not like that nobody cared what was happening in the rest of the world. He did not like that every young man knew his future from the time he was a young boy—that he would take over his father’s rocky plot of land, or rickety fishing boat. He did not like that learning to read and write Chinese characters, the standard pen for literature, was seen as a betrayal by the older generation. He did not like that the girls and boys were paired off when they were fifteen and sixteen years old—like animals, good only for procreation. He did not like that sometimes his uncle took one of his girl cousins into the back room and pulled the curtain closed, and that other men did the same with their daughters and nieces.


So when the opportunity came to leave the island, the eldest brother took it without hesitation. He and his wife packed a small trunk and were ready to leave within days of accepting the position. They did not yet know where they would live, but his wife’s great-uncle would allow them to stay with him until other arrangements could be made.


His younger brother Hyun-kyu—next in line among the three sons—was about to start high school. Hyun-kyu begged his brother to take him along to Kyongju, to the city. He was a good student and had been studying hard. He wanted to leave the island as well. He wanted to go to college. From the beginning, the eldest brother had discouraged him from clinging to such far-fetched ideas, but Hyun-kyu was determined. Now that he was almost fourteen, he knew that the village high school—ten slothful boys and an ajjummah who knew little more than her students—would be of no use to him. And the village library was running out of books for him to read. Hyun-kyu begged and begged, but his brother refused him. There would be no room at the great-uncle’s house, and certainly he and his wife would not be able to afford more than a one-room apartment. The eldest brother needed to make his own plans; he could not look out for anyone else. It pained him to think of it, leaving his sisters and brothers to fend for themselves, but he swallowed his guilt. He turned toward his own life.


The eldest brother and his wife arranged for the ferry to take them across the sea—a passage of some five hours, in good weather—early one Sunday morning. It was barely light out; the ferryman preferred to make the journey early, when the sea was at its calmest. The darkness of that morning was Hyun-kyu’s saving grace: no one noticed as he slipped onto the boat and hid underneath a wool blanket that was thrown over a pile of rope and life preservers. By the time his brother discovered him, they were too far along to turn back.


The eldest brother was angry to discover Hyun-kyu’s trick; but underneath his anger, he was also a little bit pleased. This boy knows what he wants, he thought. His wife defended the boy and pleaded with her husband for compassion. The eldest brother feigned an even greater rage at her defense, and then relented. “Very well,” he said, keeping back a smile. “We will help him along.”





Flight (2005)


Han Hyun-kyu has not been on an airplane in nearly thirty years. The last trip was with his children, when Ah-jin, his daughter, was nine years old, and Han-soo, his son, was seven. He took them to California—to Disneyland and Hollywood—because they begged him. Their mother did not come with them, and in their absence she made a sudden and unilateral decision about the children’s names—to start calling them Jane and Henry. “The schoolteachers and their friends call them by their American names,” she had said, shrill as always. “So that is how we should call them as well. We don’t want to confuse them.”


What is confusing? he thought. In Korean, there are different names for everybody, depending on the relationship. A boy calls his older brother hyung, a girl calls her older brother op-pah; the children call their mother’s sister e-moh and their father’s sister co-moh. What’s confusing? Aren’t they smart children?


He recalls that trip now, the beginning of Jane and Henry— of traveling alone with the children—as the beginning of something else as well. Something long and unpleasant and persistent. Something he is trying to escape now.


He has not let himself fear or dread this flight. He does not like heights—hills, bridges, airplanes. But he had put the thought of it out of his mind for the last month, ever since he bought the plane ticket. He was determined, and he would not let his fear get the better of him.


He managed to secure an aisle seat, and as he boards the plane and finds his row, he is glad to find that his is the end of a five-seat middle section, across the aisle from any windows. He does not want to see anything, or feel the mechanical movements over the wing. He remembers this clearly from that California trip: holding Ah-jin’s hand, trying to reassure her that all the sounds were normal—when in fact he was reassuring himself. He wonders now if she suspected his terror. He’s almost certain she did, perceptive girl after all, and this thought unsettles him at a place deep and wide in his gut. It is a familiar discomfort, but somehow clearer, more solitary and uncluttered just now—here, as he begins his flight.


The attendants perform their routine safety presentation. He tries to focus on their instructions but phases in and out, finds the words and motions too much out of sync, like those old kung fu movies with dubbed dialogue that Han-soo used to love. As the plane speeds down the runway, then lifts off and begins its ascent, he is surprised by how little air travel has changed in the last thirty years: the script of the presentation—please secure your own mask before helping others seems to him as counterintuitive now as it did then—the bumpy feel of takeoff, the clunk of the wheels retracting into the belly of the plane, like a final word. He finds all this familiarity reassuring.


The seat-belt sign goes off. He reclines his seat, closes his eyes. Breathes deeply. The flight attendant rushes by, he stops her with a tug at her sleeve, calls her “Miss,” asks her for ginger ale. She replies that beverage service will begin shortly, if he can wait just a few minutes. Her accent is thick. He realizes as she continues down the aisle that he should have addressed her in Korean. He doesn’t even really know how to address a young woman of her station anymore. The word isn’t the problem—a-gashiis universal—but the tone. The waitresses at Korean restaurants in the States are more Westernized and familiar; this woman is a Korean native, likely from a small town, judging by her docile manner.


Eleven hours to Tokyo; another two to Seoul; then an hour’s flight to the south, to Pohang Airport. He is on his way. He has done it. He has left it all, left her, behind. Without a word. For what, or how long, he does not know. But he has done it. He is on his way.


Half a century ago, he ran away from his home and family. He had tunnel vision then, he was a survivor, and fearless. Today, somehow, he feels uncertain and afraid, more like a child now than back then. But he is still a survivor, and he is hopeful. It is a desperate, frenzied hope—a second wind, begotten of nothing, born of utter depletion—which he has summoned up to get himself this far.


He falls asleep, right away, before the beverage cart comes by. But the flight attendant remembers his request and pulls down his tray table, leaves an unopened can of chilled ginger ale. The exhaustion of the last month—his plans, the secrecy, the pit of anger that had risen, throbbing, in his chest; and now, facing down his fears, all this surmounting—he didn’t realize how much it had taken out of him.


Minutes pass, maybe hours. Emerging from a fog (not sleep exactly, too much awareness in the nerves), he feels dried out and achy. Muscles like raw meat at the base of the neck, underneath the shoulder blades, between the ribs, red and tender and vulnerable. He hauls himself upright. Rubs his neck and licks his lips, runs a swollen hand through his silver, wavy head of hair, now beginning to thin. He is sixty-five years old. He feels a hundred. Or like he’s been hit by a speeding truck and left for dead, life fluids draining.


The fears begin to inundate. What will they think? What do they expect? What will he tell them of his life, his unhappinesses, his disappointments? What will they see? He purposely did not call his brother’s family to discuss his visit, but rather wrote a letter; for fear of questioning or awkwardness.


Drink, I need a drink. He notices the tray table, the ginger ale. He is thankful for this bit of mercy, opens the can and drinks. She remembered. She remembered. The young flight attendant rises to sainthood status in his mind. He can’t recall a thirst like this, nor a quenching so sweet. He gulps until half the can is empty. The woman sitting across the aisle—a woman in her fifties, professional, blond bobbed hair—stares. Her gold earring catches the light. Han Hyun-kyu looks at her, squints to gain focus. Holding the can, leaning over now and peering through his fog, he appears drunk. “You can get so de-hy-drated in the air,” the woman says, slight twang through a wide smile of large bright teeth.


“It was very nice of her,” Han Hyun-kyu says. “She remembered.”





Incoming (Wounded)


The news comes from Dr. Lee, a.k.a. Lee Woo-in, a.k.a. my mother. I am staying with Henry, I plan to start looking for my own place soon, but I need Henry’s familiarity, another body around, just for a little while. The new muffledness of my world is slight, but enough to be disorienting; it slows me down in every way. The headaches are bad. I struggle to focus, on anything.


Henry knows generally what happened, that I was on assignment, somewhere, near an explosion—wrong place, wrong time—but nothing more. He teases me about my short, just-past-stubbly hair and tells me to eat, eat, put some fat on. We joke and poke at each other, sit in front of the TV with greasy pizza and watch Lost. It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other, but we ask no probing questions, we let each other be.


Henry, for his part, is in his own fragile place, working through the Twelve Steps. Really working this time, putting days together. Almost two years sober, and half of that living on his own. My instinct, as always, is to protect him from everything hard and dark. He lives in a small, circumscribed world of rules and stability, which enables him to get through the day. I can see that he really is a different Henry. Humbled and worn. It seems he has decided, for now at least, that he would like to maintain stasis, eschew event or wild swings of any kind, and see where that leads. These days, it’s enough for each of us to get out of bed in the morning (sometimes later), and we each seem to know instinctively to grant the other the gift of low expectations.


The accident, in a way, was fortunate. I mean that the timing was fortunate, the convergence of a forced hiatus with a needed one. Fourteen months straight I’d been in the field—after the split with Paul—taking every assignment that came my way, one right after the other. My photographs got picked up left and right; my agency was pleased. I was going going going, focused and efficient, straight to the story, often into danger, bam bam bam. I needed to work, to clear my head, clear my heart; and for a while, it was working.


I’d been away from fieldwork for almost a year, my longest civilian stint. When I was ready, my agency took me back right away, no questions asked; and the assignments came quickly. It was gratifying to find that the contacts I’d built up over the years held me in good stead, even after a break, and that there was work to be had for a girl with a good eye, quick hands, and the right measure of willing madness.


I stopped off in Paris to check in with my agency a few times, but mostly I went nonstop. Julien, my agency director, seemed to know every hotel and restaurant in the world with a fax machine, so he always got me what I needed for the next thing. Usually nothing more than a name, a location, a phone number, and a password of some kind, my “in”: in the Congo, Tell him it’s for the consul’s daughter, he’ll know what you mean; or in Colombia, Remember: you’re doing a story on exploitation of farmers, you have to talk land reform.


It was nuts, the whirlwind pace of it—what veterans say you should avoid to keep from burning out. But for me, it was a welcome wave of hard work. I had nowhere else I wanted to be, nothing holding me anywhere. I didn’t actually imagine I’d escape my demons, I knew better than that; but my instinct was to get far, far away and to pay them no mind for as long as possible. Neglect has its effects, one way or another.


Officially, the incident was unexpected and could not have been avoided. No one would fault us. There were four of us, experienced in the field and in war. But it was more than a coincidence, I think, more than just bad luck. For myself, I can’t say that my reflexes were as sharp as they’d been at other times; somewhere—lurking, looming—I had things on my mind. There is really no forgiveness for distraction when you’re in the field. Attention is everything. You feel, you sense from your center, and every nerve is live. Your skin is on alert. You are all there; or else you’re in trouble.


I was in Baghdad, but I could have been anywhere. The bomb—planted in a parked car by the then just-budding insurgency—was meant for civilians. We were in the Green Zone, technically safe. But we were not even thinking about where we were; or at least I wasn’t. And maybe that was it (if there is an it): our affront to the universe was in letting our guard down. Believing just for an instant, unconsciously, in some kind of essential peace.


We had just finished an interview with a Sunni family. The story was that they had voluntarily switched houses with Shiite friends, because they were each living on the wrong side of the tracks. It was human-interest, low-risk, supposed to be a soft gig for us in between frontline work. I was with Gerald, the London writer from The Radical with whom I’d been going inside for the last three weeks; Asha, the translator, a U.N. contractor; and Ali, a university student in journalism who had been tagging along as a kind of self-appointed intern. We were in good spirits. We knew we had something, something different. Their eyes—a couple and their two young children—were earnest and knowing and pleading; their stories real.


It was a lead that I’d gotten, quietly, from a university contact, someone for whom I’d guest-lectured years ago in Paris; the Shiite was a relative of his wife’s. The timing was right, it came when we really needed it. We were tired, and relieved to find anything human—people helping people, friendship and decency. It came the way so many stories had come before—out of nothing, out of nowhere. (Of course, nothing comes for free ultimately. Agreeing to bring along Ali, my contact’s nephew, was in fact “payment,” and, fortunately, a good deal for both sides.) Those gifts had not come often, but at times when I’d been closest to some kind of final straw. Over the years I came to recognize that the universe and I, we had an agreement that way. And so time went on, and I kept going.


We’d been drinking a lot in the evenings, more than usual, and sleeping little. Gerald was looking terrible. I don’t know exactly how old he was, I’d guess about forty. He looked closer to sixty, and not just because of his balding. But coming out of the interview, I noticed that he had perked up, his posture had opened, he was looking up, literally, and had a kind of gleam in his eye. He was telling me how the patriarch of the Sunni family reminded him of his favorite uncle back in Leeds—“a jolly fellow, a real lover of life,” he was saying—when the car blew up.


It was a small explosion, relatively speaking. A handmade bomb, one of many planted simultaneously in civilian areas around the city to keep the insurgency at a steady clip. A reminder, a statement. Still, we were close enough. It was all noise and force, I couldn’t tell you a thing about who was there, what the car looked like, or how far away we were. We were inside it as far as I could tell. All space collapsed; and then we were thrown, a million miles, or more. The word blast had never meant anything in particular to me before. In my line of work, it’s a word as common as day, inert as milk. Now, for me, it has a singular meaning, specific to that moment.


Gerald must have died instantly, or at least quickly. A metal shard, likely a piece of the car’s fender, impaled him from behind, straight through the neck. Asha was closest to the explosion, and she was also killed instantly, her body dismembered. I didn’t see any of this, but was told by Ali, who saw everything and spared no detail, describing the deaths in absurdly flat tones, like a true reporter. He had fallen behind after stopping along the road for a Coke.


As for me, I was thrown hard into the side of a convenience store, a concrete building, but not hit by anything airborne. Somehow, the force of the explosion propelled Gerald and me in opposite directions—him into the path of the deadly detritus, me away from it. I came out with a concussion; second-degree burns; minor fractures in my left hand; a generous smattering of cuts and bruises. Because of the disorientation, it took three days to diagnose the real damage: loss of hearing. Partial—about 10 percent—in both ears.


Twenty-four people in all were injured, seven killed. Almost all civilians, many women and children because we were near a street market. There were two off-duty Iraqi soldiers in the vicinity—one spending time with his wife and children (all of them were severely injured but survived), the other on his way to visit a woman at a brothel.


Gerald had only his elderly mother, who lived in London, and an estranged teenage son who’d been adopted by a stepfather. While recovering in the hospital, I wrote his mother a short letter saying that I was sorry for her loss, and that I had come to think very highly of Gerald during our time working together. I asked if she would kindly send me his uncle’s name and address in Leeds, but I never heard back.


Asha’s ex-husband came from New York to identify and claim her remains—what were thought to be her remains. He stopped by my room to introduce himself and ask a few questions: How was she doing? Did she seem happy in her work? They’d divorced less than two years previously, after thirty-some years of marriage. She’d discovered his infidelity, an affair with her cousin’s wife. This she’d mentioned to me one night after too much drink. Mister Asha (I never got Asha’s last name; or maybe I did but can’t recall) was a handsome, compact man in his fifties, wearing a tragic look of contrition. He clasped his hands together in front and looked down at his feet while we talked, which was for just a few minutes. “Thank you,” he said as he left, avoiding eye contact and yet also trying to make it, “thank you.”


Ali came to see me almost every day during my weeks in recovery. The burns were the worst and took the longest to heal, especially my scalp and arms. Ali did not flinch at the sight of me—my shaved head, pocked with scabs and abrasions; my swollen, scraped-up face, half-wrapped in gauze to absorb the fluids that drained and oozed before healing could begin. Nor did he seem to experience any particular posttraumatic stress; he was focused and coherent. This was his world, after all, it was all he knew. My own state of mind, on the other hand, was both foggy and flinchy—like a strobe light in a smoky club.


Ali came, initially, to tell me that he had taken copious notes at the interview and wanted to write the article, in honor of Gerald. I knew, of course, that it was really for himself, a big break for him since The Radical had agreed to accept his draft if he could submit it quickly. I was happy to help; it gave me something to focus on, other than the pain of the burns. So we worked on it together, there in the hospital room. Ali’s ambition heartened me; without his daily dose of youth, I suspect that something inside me may have given in—curled up and withered away. I’d been there before, with Paul, I knew how easy it would have been. Ali’s visits kept me awake and alert.


My recovery was slow, and boring. I did not have a TV in my room, but there was one down the hall in the patient lounge, where we all—strangers in war, compatriots in trauma—devoted ourselves daily to The Family Ahmad, a new soap opera, Iraq’s first, to which nearly all Iraqi televisions (civilian and military alike) had been tuned since its premiere. The big wedding, the one viewers had anticipated for weeks, between a high government minister’s daughter and a handsome soldier from a lower class, had just been ruined by an unannounced weapons search by American troops. The Americans were portrayed alternately as bullies and buffoons; the patients seemed to enjoy this especially.


After they discharged me from the hospital, I took a week to just sleep, take off-assignment black-and-whites with my Leica, and sit around in cafés, smoking and bullshitting with other journalists. Listening to their grisly bravado was strangely comforting. Some of them knew what had happened, but they didn’t speak of it other than a few kind words about Gerald; and thankfully, they didn’t tiptoe around me.


I checked in with Julien in Paris to let him know I was up and around but would be unavailable for an undetermined period of time. When I was ready, I sent an e-mail to Henry back in New York and bought a one-way ticket. I was on my way home.


I was returning with the idea of rest in mind—an idea that in truth sounded to me like a lot of work. But I was longing, I was ready, for a clearing. Everything I’d left behind had begun to back up on me, and I suppose I knew that this time, this readiness would come.


As I turned toward home, an image formed in my mind—of me hacking through a tall, thick brush, methodical and focused; the scythe a gracefully curved steel beauty, deadly sharp, solid and heavy in my hand.


But those notions and images scattered by the time I actually got home. I had a premonition of this—a vague tingling somewhere behind my heart, a nervous quickening as the plane touched down at JFK Airport—of something awaiting me, something unforeseen and yet inevitable. And what I’ve come home to is turning out to be a different kind of explosion.





Domestic Security


1


Han Jung-joo balances on one foot, lifts the other up to the hose, under the running water. It is ice cold—clear mountain water—but she does not flinch, does not cry out. She runs her other hand, the one that is not holding the hose, over her foot, smoothing away dirt and grass. She does this in slow, even motions, rubbing her pale, thinly veined feet with a small thumb, spreading toes apart with fingers, careful not to soil or wet her long wool skirt. She holds this position with ease and calm, like a yogi demonstrating stillness and balance.


Her blue rubber slippers—Adidas brand, which her son bought for her in Seoul—are also filthy. She sprays them clean, then switches feet, switches hands, repeats the motions. By the time she is done, both hands and feet are shiny and slick, bluish white, throbbing in slow, hard pulses. It is not an unpleasant feeling. She inhales once deeply, gathering the crisp mountain air—metallic in its sharpness—into her lungs, and holds it. Feels the cold moving through her blood, heading for her heart. Three solid beats in her chest, a slight pain at the top of her head; she exhales. The morning gray begins to burn off as the sun weighs in. Familiar big sky, their very own heavens. Blue mountains, heavyset and blunt like stern old Korean men, rise wide and formidable above Hyun Sook Lake, where she and her husband have built their two-story Western-style home.


Entering the house through the back door into the laundry room, she now finds a small pink towel, fringed on the edges (a hand towel should reflect a feminine delicacy as opposed to the thick mannish plush of a bath towel), and takes a moment to dry and warm her extremities. Cho Jin-sook, a dark-skinned woman from a village to the south, whom she has recently hired as housekeeper, is in the kitchen and hasn’t heard her come in. Han Jung-joo brushes loose strands of bobbed hair—intolerably frizzy this morning and in need of a refresher perm (this afternoon’s appointment)—away from her face and takes a moment to think. The woman must be reprimanded for forgetting to latch the dog pen again. Han Jung-joo spent a good part of the morning coaxing Bear, the German shepherd, back into the pen, and making a mess of her feet and slippers in the process. Last night’s rains left the yard a muddy mess—good for the vegetable garden and grass seedlings that have sprouted, but even more important to keep the dog in the pen. With the cool weather settling in, it will be hard to get him to stand still under the hose for a wash. But this will be Cho Jin-sook’s problem—the inevitable consequence of her lapse, circling back, as error is wont to do.


Han Jung-joo pauses one moment longer before returning to the main activity of the house. The cat—a timid, scrawny calico when they found her, now fat and presumptuous—has entered the laundry room, tail high, purring and rubbing against the bit of bare leg below the hem of her skirt, warming her cold ankles. The morning’s trouble finished, she receives this bit of sweetness and returns it with a gentle scratch behind the cat’s ear. All the animals content and in their places; time to tend to the humans.


Cho Jin-sook is a woman in her mid-forties, married to a poor rice farmer who only recently acquired a small paddy of his own. She married late, by country standards; they have three children under the age of twelve. She is not a pretty woman—broad shoulders and flat bust, eyes narrow and spread far apart, dark leathery skin, a mouth full of crowded crooked teeth—and so her father had a difficult time finding a match for her. But she is strong, hardworking, loyal. Luckily, the man who agreed to have her recognized her qualities and has treated her kindly—no small bit of luck for a woman whose life could easily have gone the route of brutality at the hands of a more common man. Her previous situation, as housekeeper to a wealthy businessman’s family in Taegu, had become unsustainable—two hours’ commuting time by bus each way, a drain on both time and money. Now, from her village it was a forty-minute walk to the Han residence; and when her husband had time to drop her off, it was fifteen minutes by scooter.


Unfortunately, Cho Jin-sook does not like dogs. She tried not to let on during her interview a month before, but it has become obvious over time. It is the worst part of her day when she walks out to the yard, enters that pen, lays down food and water; then flees back to the house. This is the third time she has neglected to stop and secure the latch behind her.


Han Jung-joo smooths down her skirt and slips her feet into a pair of satin house slippers. She must make up for lost time now. Her husband will be down for breakfast soon. Cho Jin-sook must serve him first; she and her daughter will have their breakfast separately, after he has left for work.


The kitchen is warm and filled with the pleasant smell of stewed seaweed and garlic. Han Jung-joo enters calmly but swiftly, begins wiping down the breakfast table and setting her husband’s place. “Auntie Cho, you must get the rice and soup ready for Dr. Han first. Miss Min-yung and I will eat later.” Her voice is terse, and serious. “You must remember to lock the gate, Auntie Cho.” She says this while keeping her eyes and motions focused on setting the table. Cho Jin-sook, who stands over the stove stirring the guk, pauses. Ay! she thinks to herself. Idiot, not again! She has gotten the message: Mrs. Han has spent the morning taking care of her work and is not pleased. She wants to apologize, explain herself—the dog was barking at her again, baring teeth, she was afraid—but this will only irritate Mrs. Han further. Mrs. Han hates whining and excuses, she knows this. And she likes Mrs. Han very much. She wants to keep this position.


Cho Jin-sook keeps the moment of silence, confirming that she has understood the reprimand. Then: “Miss Min-yung is not feeling well this morning. I will bring breakfast to her room later on. She is still sleeping now.” Han Jung-joo nods her head. She suspected that her daughter might not make an appearance this morning. Four months pregnant, she has been staying in bed later and later, uninterested in eating and sickened by the smells.


“All right, then. We’ll get ready for my husband, he will be down any minute.”


The morning ritual is much simpler than it once was. When the three children were young, there was much more activity: lunches to pack, books and papers to gather, coats and shoes to button and tie. And they lived in a smaller house, the old Han family house, where they were crowded and had to coordinate so that each member of the family could use the one bathroom, eat breakfast, and go off to school and work. Han Jung-joo had become quite masterful at managing everyone’s needs and schedules, her husband and each child invariably organized and ready for the day. She took a great deal of satisfaction from this, a well-run household. Even now, with just her daughter at home, she maintains many of the same rituals and makes sure everyone is on schedule. Possibly she does not need the help of Cho Jin-sook, but she does not like the idea of just one set of hands. She has always felt that a supervisor and a helper is the best way. And with extra help, she is always available to her husband, for social occasions and assistance at his office when needed—extensions of the household for which she feels equally responsible.


And they have just moved to their new home, not three months ago. It is more than twice the size of their previous house, and requires more care and cleaning, as they built it using more sensitive materials. For example, the floors are made of soft fir, which dents easily, and so she is careful to make sure that the many area rugs are clean and in place and that the legs of all the furniture are securely adhered to thick felt pads. In the living room and dining room they installed track lighting, which makes the house bright and cheerful, but also reveals more dust, and so the dusting must be done daily now as opposed to twice a week. They also now have more modern appliances, so while Cho Jin-sook tends to the yard and garden, Han Jung-joo often deals with repair and maintenance people who drive in from town to assist her with problems that arise.


Han Jae-kyu now descends the stairs. Han Jung-joo is still getting used to the sound of footsteps on a stairway—they have never lived in a two-story home before—and likes the warning aspect of it, which helps her prepare. She can now tell the difference between her husband’s steps (clop clop clop clop— even and unrushed) and her daughter’s (CLOP-clop … CLOP-clop—one foot heavy, the other following, increasingly reluctant and obligatory these days). It has not occurred to her until just now to think whether either of them can tell her own footsteps; or what they might sound like.


“Good morning,” Han Jae-kyu says as he sits at table.


“Good morning.” Han Jung-joo brings his soup and rice and coffee. Coffee is a new element in the ritual, since they’ve moved into the new house. She was surprised when he brought it home one day—a bag of Starbucks whole beans and an elaborate machine that grinds the beans and brews the coffee all at the touch of one button. It was a gift from a patient who had just returned from a trip to Seoul. People often brought things to her husband from their travels—specialty foods and smart clothing and accessories from big cities—and most of the time, he accepted them graciously but either stored them away or gave them to his sons. This time, he showed an enthusiasm for the gift and asked her to put it to use right away. Han Jung-joo herself liked the smell and taste of coffee but did not like the jarring noise the machine made when grinding the beans. But he was so pleased when she served him his first cup, held it to his nose and inhaled deeply before drinking. He even brought home a box of new beans when the first one ran out, which he ordered from the city for delivery. “Put these in the freezer,” he had said. “They will keep longer.”


She does not sit down at the table, but returns to the pot and ladles a small bowl of soup for herself, which she sips slowly, lifting the bowl to her mouth and standing over the counter. Cho Jin-sook has gone to start on the laundry.


“Min-yung is sick again?”


“Yes, she is still sleeping.”


“Too bad. It will get a little worse before it gets better. Make sure she has some guk later. She has to gain weight.”


“She has lost three kilograms.” He considers this, but moves over it quickly.


“It’s all right for now, but she has to gain soon. You should take her to the oncheon, it may do her some good.”


“But they say …”


“Yes, they say that, but it is not true. Pregnant women have been going to the hot springs for centuries. There is no reason to think anything has changed. She can stay in the cooler pools.”


“Yes, well … maybe it will make her feel better. She is very unhappy. She is upset with Woo-sung.”


“Why should she be upset?”


“He has been in Taegu over a month now.” Han Jung-joo says all this matter-of-factly. She is careful not to express opinion, but to simply let her husband know the facts.


“A man has to work, make a living. He is doing as he should be doing.”


“Well … you were never away when I was pregnant.” She is speaking affectionately now, not making argument. Always careful-careful with her tone.


“Those days were simpler, we lived and worked in the same place. I worked long hours but I could come home during the day because it was so close.” His tone is playful. He seems in a good mood.


“Min-yung does not want to move to the city.”


“It is not a matter of ‘want.’ She has to go where her husband finds work. These days, there is no work here in the country.”


“Too bad he is not a doctor.”


“Why should he be a doctor? A business adviser is a good occupation. A stable company, very respectable.”


“If he was a doctor, then he could work for you, here in town.” She is flattering her husband now. He is the most successful and well-known physician for several towns and villages around. People come from long distances to see him. Han Jung-joo takes pride in this. And she makes sure to find ways of expressing it regularly.


“That is true. I have too much work. I am getting old.”


“You are still young,” she says teasingly. She finds her husband not exactly handsome—he has large ears and round eyes spaced close together, is short-legged and bony in build—but has always admired his competent, decisive temperament. “Only fifty-eight. Look, your older brother in America is sixty-five and still working.”


“In America it is different. People live to work instead of working to live. I do not think my brother is happy working so hard all these years. I think sometimes we should feel sorry for him.”


Han Jung-joo is silent. She is surprised by her husband’s words, which is unusual. There are very few surprises in their life now, after thirty-five years of marriage and three children raised and grown. He is also silent for a moment. Then: “The air is turning cold. Night is coming earlier. Make sure Min-yung wears a sweater, even in the house. And thick socks. She should sleep on a bed, not on the floor. What will you do today?” Dr. Han asks this question each and every morning. Han Jung-joo’s answer is more or less the same each day, with a few varying details.


“We will go to the market in town this morning, then tend to the garden and yard this afternoon. Hae-sik and Hae-joo will be here Friday afternoon for the birthday celebration, so I must prepare their rooms and do extra shopping, special treats for the children. I will have to keep an eye on Min-yung. If, as you say, she gets worse, she will need me throughout the day.” Her voice trails off, imperceptibly, even to herself. Her thoughts in relation to her daughter have lately begun drifting away from her, like a strange music drawing her into dark shadows; but she does not follow their lead, her will to focus is strong and instinctual.


Han Jae-kyu nods his head, brings his soup bowl to his mouth to slurp noisily the last of the guk. Han Jung-joo has intentionally neglected to mention her hair appointment. He will notice her fresh perm later, but better not to discuss it. It pleases him that she minds her appearance, but in a way that does not draw attention or make a fuss.


“All right, then. I’ll be off.”


Han Jung-joo ascends the stairs, pausing in front of Min-yung’s door. She sees that it is open just a crack and peers in to see if her daughter is awake. She sees that Min-yung is sitting up in bed, reading.


“Is there something you wanted?” Min-yung’s voice is a monotone; she does not look up from her book.


“We’re going into town now.”


“All right.”


“Is there anything you need?”


“No, nothing.” Han Jung-joo taps the door open, steps into the darkened room.


“You need more light. If you open the curtain behind you …”


“All right.”


“Min-yung ah …” She looks up, eyes only. Such a look, Han Jung-joo thinks. Why does she look at me so, what have I done? … She catches herself, smiles at her daughter. Min-yung’s expression softens as well, and a kind of truce—a faint sadness—opens up between them.


“What are you reading?”


“Nothing. I mean … it’s an old one. Baby Uncle gave it to me, long time ago.”


“A novel?”


“Stories. Strange ones, but also funny. From Russia. Na-bo-kuv.”


“Well, I am sure they have some good meaning. Baby Uncle always sends you nice things, from his heart.”


“Yes.” A half-smile, then Min-yung’s eyes are back to her book. She pulls her knees to her chest, still under the tamyuh.


Han Jung-joo looks around the room, takes stock of her daughter’s things—so many girlhood treasures, now crammed onto shelves—neat and orderly enough, but three layers deep and not an inch of empty space. She cannot imagine what the closets look like, or under the bed. When Min-yung was younger, they enjoyed showering her with dolls and figurines and other pretty things—she was the only girl after all. But the girl’s attachment to them, the way she packed them away and refused to part with them over the years—even this time, this move to their new house, now as a married woman, soon to be matron of her own home—troubled her. “What’s to worry about?” Han Jae-kyu said. “She is a girl, and she loves her toys, they keep her company. At least nothing goes to waste; most girls tire of things so quickly.” It seemed to Han Jung-joo that he was always defending their daughter, and she was always worrying.


Mostly, this gave her comfort. Her husband’s unconditional love and approval of the girl, their closeness. He, too, always fed her reading habit, with everything from old folk tales to the new fantasy adventures. Together they had read the first two Narnia stories, but then he became busy with his work and was too tired when he came home, so Min-yung would read on her own, on the couch next to her father while he watched the news on TV or napped in his chair. Han Jung-joo would sometimes find them there in the late evening, her husband snoring lightly, mouth open, and Min-yung asleep also, book on her chest, legs up over the back of the couch (she liked to read lying upside down). She was always happy to find them there like that; her daughter in those moments seemed so much at peace, so perfectly herself—not the nervous, inward girl she was in every other setting.


“You haven’t eaten.”


“I will go down later. I will fix something.”


“Ku reh. All right, then. I will have my cell phone.” Han Jung-joo steps back and closes the door. She thinks to open it again, to ask if Min-yung would like to go to the oncheon tomorrow, maybe she would enjoy it. Instead, she continues on to her bedroom—changes her clothes, fixes her face. Sets herself to the day’s tasks. She moves quickly down the stairs and calls to Cho Jin-sook: “Ajjummah, let’s hurry. It is time to go.”
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In town, the shop owners have begun bringing their wares in off the street. Some years, they are able to stay out through November, but the cool air has descended swiftly this October, and the winds coming in from shore already have bite. It is abalone season, the ajjummah dul are squatting over hotpots, stewing up jeonbok juk, abalone stew, to sell in large tubs. They talk to one another in loud, husky voices, smile silver-capped or toothless smiles, balance their weight over bow legs and slippered feet. (Only a few of them still wear hanbok; many now wear wide-legged wool pants and puffy ski vests instead.) The smell is everywhere—warm and fishy, but sweet—along with roasted chestnuts, radish kimchi, barley tea. The smells of autumn in this small seaside town.


Han Jung-joo remembers the days when she and her mother stewed jeonbok juk themselves—an all-day and overnight affair. She began working with her mother in the kitchen at an early age, seven or eight, while her brothers focused on their school-work. She was the only girl, and so her mother relied on her for help. Jung-joo’s father lived three hundred miles away in Seoul, where he was a mathematics professor at Ewha University. Her mother, her three brothers, and she stayed behind in North Kyongsang province, because, as the wife of the eldest son, Jung-joo’s mother was obligated to care for her father-in-law; his wife, Jung-joo’s paternal grandmother, had already passed away. He was ailing and getting on in years and required much care. A hardworking rice farmer and successful agricultural businessman for many years, Jung-joo’s grandfather nonetheless deteriorated quickly after his wife’s death, and, along with his body, his mind began to weaken. He became like a child—demanding, fussy, irrational; and jealous for Jung-joo’s mother’s constant attention. When Jung-joo’s father came twice a month for a weekend stay, her grandfather would scowl at the two of them sitting on the same side of the dinner table and ask why they had to sit together like that. “You go away!” he would shout at his son. And so, even when Jung-joo’s father was present, he was often banished—the upside of which was more time with the children. But it was mostly the boys who enjoyed their father’s attention in those days, as Jung-joo took on many of the other household duties that her mother could not tend to because of the senior male’s demands.


It was four years of this all-consuming devotion that Jung-joo’s mother paid to her father-in-law. During those preadolescent years, Jung-joo became like a mother to her brothers, two of whom were her elders, and one, Min-suk the baby, five years her junior. He was too young to keep up with the other boys, and so he became her little helper. It was Min-suk, through all the years, who stayed close, never forgetting her care of him during that time.


Even with all the work that fell to Jung-joo, she managed to go to school and make high marks. Her father knew she was a bright girl; Jung-joo’s was a practical, sharp mind, good at problem-solving and getting to the heart of things. He had seen her manage the household, settle conflicts among her brothers, even advise her mother on how to appease and handle her grandfather when he got especially difficult. She was precocious, wise, effective. By the time Grandfather Chae passed away and the family moved to Seoul, Jung-joo was twelve years old, about to enter seventh grade. Her father wanted her to try for entrance to Kyong-gi, the top girls’ school in Seoul. The most distinguished and affluent families sent their daughters to Kyong-gi Girls, and their sons to Kyong-gi Boys. Her mother thought it a waste of time to educate girls, to enlighten them and teach them literature and history and the arts, when their futures would lie in serving their husbands and children anyway. Why get their hopes up for some kind of independent achievement? Jung-joo’s mother was not bitter about this, but rather more or less complicit: a woman’s place was in the home, caring for her husband and raising children, not reading philosophy or developing opinions. Besides, the more opinions a young girl developed, the less marriageable she would be. An unmarried, educated woman was not only useless, but doomed. Jung-joo was a pretty girl, with a long, narrow face, lively eyes, and smooth fair skin. She was well mannered and already knew how to run a household. Why ruin her chances?
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