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Prologue

He read somewhere stories about Asia and The Land of the Morning Calm where men were the masters of their society, and how women knew their place in it. That excited him. He hadn’t much luck in the business of relationships with women back in his native Canada, where the way most women understood their roles in a relationship and his idea of a woman’s role in a relationship were as far apart as modern medicine and medieval sorcery. What he perceived to be and referred to as the Orient developed in him a desired tendency to seek adventure in an exotic land, a land where obedient black hair beauties follow around behind their men, holding to their behest, bowing gracefully, kowtowing to their whims and wants. At least that’s how he perceived it to be.


Part One

Daehel Kcunk sat restlessly in his seat thinking that this was the worst day of his life and the best day of his life. But then he realized that his thought was someone else’s thought, that he had heard the line in a movie or read it in a book somewhere, but he wasn’t sure. Daehel Kcunk wasn’t sure of most things he thought – or did – especially why he was sitting on a Korean Air flight heading for the capital city of Seoul, or why he had signed a contract agreeing to spend an entire year in a country he knew almost nothing about, teaching English language in a public school.

He wasn’t sure, too, that the real reason he was on a plane to Korea was because he consciously refused to acknowledge to himself that his plan to make some money teaching English, and to find one of those young, black hair beauties he had so often dreamt about to subserviently follow him back to Canada and nestle with him in matrimony at his family’s Manitoba wheat farm was not very well thought out. But Daehel Kcunk was tired of being alone and tired of people in his farm community asking him when he was going to find a wife, thus he was on his way.

“Bibimbap or Chicken with Rice,” a flight attendant asked, crouching down next to Kcunk’s seat along the aisle, reaching into one of the lower shelves of her food service cart, waiting for Kcunk’s reply.

“Whaa?” he blabbered out. “Be.lim.pop, what’s that?” Kcunk said in a tone more like an exclamation than an interrogative.

“It’s explained on the menu,” the attendant told Kcunk.

“Menu – there’s a menu?” came his thoughtless response.

“In your pocket, Sir, there’s a menu,” the young woman spoke, gesturing towards the information pocket just below the serving tray on the back of the seat in front of Kcunk.

“My pocket,” Kcunk said stupidly not seeing the woman’s gesture, unconsciously fumbling around his shirt pockets. Kcunk’s shirt was the kind seen around logging camps and hunting lodges in the chilly climes of Canada – brightly colored, multi-plaid, flannel, large double pockets, a big, loud kind of shirt. Kcunk always wore them in the colder months; polo sports shirts mostly in the summer.

“I think you’ll like the chicken, Sir,” the attendant smiled at Kcunk, quickly deciding that this was probably the passenger’s first time on an international flight, or probably closer to the truth his first plane ride ever. “The Bibimbap’s a little spicy,” she said in a very low tone, not wanting to create any embarrassment for the man as the expression on his face was beginning to suggest. She unlatched the serving tray catch in front of Kcunk, lowering and locking the tray into place, placing the chicken and rice dinner on it.

“Oh, the chicken’ll be fine!” Kcunk coughed the words out in some embarrassing sounding cadence just as the attendant placed the dinner on his tray. She didn’t offer Kcunk a choice of drinks. She knew from experience with his kind of passenger to just explain that a can of coca-cola came free with the meal – she needed to move on.

“Coke, oh good, thanks.” That was all from Kcunk.

The attendant was right in her judgement about Kcunk. He hadn’t been on many airplanes before. Once when he was a child, he and one of his grandmother’s sisters took an Air Canada flight from Winnipeg to Toronto to visit some relatives for the summer. Unfortunately the old girl was air-sick throughout the entire flight, thus she didn’t want to run the risk of getting sick again on the return trip, so she and her sister’s grandson returned home that summer on a cross-country bus. The flight to Korea was the second time Kcunk had stepped aboard an airplane. He had driven in a rental car from Manitoba to Vancouver, where he began his journey to Seoul.

***

Kcunk sat in his economy size seat, it being uncomfortably too narrow for his large, athletically built frame. He looked down at his chicken dinner, staring at its foil covered seal strategically thinking where he should pry the foil loose first. He fumbled with the corners of the covered meal struggling with the foil, working tediously at it with the plastic knife he had taken from the napkin and eating utensil package that lay next to his can of coca-cola. Giving up with the well crimped corners of the foil, they being too difficult to undo, Kcunk attacked the meal at its center, slicing into the foil precisely over the part of the meal where the chicken sat in all its hot juices, squirting steaming hot gravy all across his fingers.

“AW-GEEZ!” his provincial politeness yelled out, him jerking his left arm quickly away from the meal, smashing his stinging hand into the serving tray at the seat next to him, spilling a cup of tea all over the food of the man sitting to his side.

“NICE GOING PAL!” the guy said in a sarcastic cutting tone, looking at Kcunk with a not very friendly side-long glance. Kcunk didn’t speak, only he sat awkwardly looking at the man for a second or two, then down at his own tray of food. The embarrassment was too much for Kcunk to cope with, so he left the slashed opened meal alone not sure what to do, the hacked apart foil oozing gravy over the edge of the meal dripping its mess onto the serving tray underneath.

“Ahw, shit! This guy probably thinks I’m the biggest jerk that he’s ever sat next to on a plane. What the hell’s the attendant goin’ to think when he sees the mess I’ve made?” Kcunk embarrassingly muttered his thoughts across his mind, his eyes still looking down at what he had done.

When he did look up he looked into the face of a tall, good looking young man who responded to the attendant call-light above the seat of the man next to Kcunk. Quickly and professionally the young attendant removed the two messes Kcunk had made of the dinners, replacing the man’s meal with a fresh one. With the embarrassment running rampant across his emotions, something in Kcunk told him not to make another attempt at dealing with an in-flight dinner, so he declined the attendant’s offer to bring him another meal.

“I’m not really hungry, anyway.” Kcunk tried smiling the words in order to save what little face was left of the situation, but the curl of his upper lip and the silliness shying in his eyes suggested more of a pout and nervousness that didn’t help his embarrassment any.

***

After the dinner service had been finished and the in-flight film presentations began, the big Canadian reclined his well over six foot body-length into his seat, leaned back and electronically plugged himself into sight, sound and as much distance from communicating with anyone that his uneasy predicament might allow. He sat languid, his big, muscular legs stretched far under the seat in front of him, his arms plunked-down on the rests on each side of his seat, his elbows jutting out over the seat’s edges, one into the aisle, the other inches into the space of the seat next to him. But he pulled that arm inward towards his side, not wanting to risk another unpleasant look from the guy whose meal he had just destroyed. He sat like that for a very long time staring at the movie screen monitor mounted on the cabin ceiling a few meters further up the aisle, but Kcunk wasn’t paying a lot of attention to the film being shown. His mind, distances of time and space away from where he was, heard thoughts from someplace in his youth asking Kcunk over and over questions that he had never heard the real answers to, like the one about his name that he had asked his family members about so many times when he was young. Even to the present, Daehel Kcunk wasn’t sure what kind of name he possessed or of what ethnicity, nationality, race of people, culture or language produced such a sound.

His father had once told him that the name was Scandinavian in origin and that the family’s forbearers had been Vikings who did trade with the Native Indians of Canada, and generations later settled down as hunters, trappers and farmers. But Kcunk knew from his schooling that his father’s story was probably just a story. His mother always laughed when Kcunk’s father spoke of Viking heritage. She claimed the Kcunks were just a bunch of poor Polish potato farmers who got to Canada by mistake. She told Kcunk that his father’s people were put on the wrong ship back in Poland and ended up in Canada. They were supposed to be going to a place named Faro, in Portugal, but the emigration authorities in Gadansk where they set sail from had put them on a ship headed for Denmark and then to its territory, Faroe-the Islands. When the Kcunks reached the Faroes, the authorities there had no itinerary for them and put them on the next ship out to sea. It was a Canadian trader that was steaming back to St. Johns, Newfoundland from Belfast. It had stopped in the Faroes for some emergency but minor repairs and the captain agreed to take the Kcunks on to Newfoundland.

A story passed on from Kcunk’s maternal grandmother’s side of the family claimed that the Kcunks were disembarked in St. John’s and taken in by some religious people there who took pity on them they looked so pathetic. Later they were integrated into Canadian country life on the main land, the story went. Some of Kcunk’s relatives, the one’s he visited in Toronto when he was a child, believed that the family’s name wasn’t really Kcunk. They said that the immigration officer in Newfoundland where the family came ashore, “probably didn’t understand the old peoples’ pronunciation of the family name.” They believed it to be Cunak and that the family was originally from Turkey. Kcunk never knew what to believe. He also didn’t know what to believe about his given name. Again, his father insisted that it was a very old, very proud Scandinavian name. He told Kcunk that Daehel was his great-great grandfather’s name, not that Kcunk had met anyone who had known anything about the man. Kcunk’s mother, always liking the chance to bash the old man, said it was just a screwed–up Kcunk family way of spelling the name, Dale. They were so illiterate, she always teased – but not really. Whatever the truth, none of the stories ever made any sense to Kcunk, or to anybody else who had heard the stories for that matter.

***

After the meal fiasco, Kcunk readily put himself into some kind of self-induced mental exile, which only allowed him to wave his hand and shake his head in a cold, aloof gesture of NO that told the flight attendants and the man sitting next to him whenever they tried to communicate with him that he didn’t want to be disturbed, not that the man next to him tried heartedly to talk to Kcunk. Nor did the attendants go out of their way to extend any niceties to him, as they figured it was better to let Kcunk sleep and or stay in his self-imposed trance rather than have him crashing about making a mess of things, thus Kcunk spent the rest of the flight sitting in his languid state, silent, staring at the movie monitor, occasionally dozing off but not really sleeping.

The only reading material that Kcunk had was the Korean Air tourist promotion magazine in the information pocket on the back of the seat in front of him. After the embarrassment concerning the dinner menu and his shirt pockets, he finally realized what the flight attendant had been trying to explain to him earlier, and when his humiliation was foolishly convinced that no one was looking in its direction Kcunk nonchalantly lifted the magazine out of the pocket and slowly started glancing at its pages.

About a quarter of the way through the book, Kcunk noticed an article in English print about the origins of the Korean people. So he started reading:

“Legend has it that Hwan-ung, the son of Hwan-in (who was god of the heavens and ruler of all), yearned to live on Earth among the mountains and valleys. Recognizing his son’s desires, Hwan-in sent Hwan-ung and thousands of helpers to rule the Earth and to teach human beings on Earth happiness.

When Hwan-ung decended upon the Earth, he came first to Mount Bektu in what is now present-day North Korea along the border with China and Manchuria. He named the place “Shinsi,” the City of God, or as some say, Holy City. Along with his ministers and their assistants to the clouds, and the rains, and the winds, Hwan-ung instituted laws and moral codes and taught human beings around that place about various arts, and about medicine, and about agriculture.

In a cave deep in the forests of Mount Bektu not far from where Hwan-ung’s Holy City was located, lived a bear and a tiger. For quite some time the bear and the tiger had been watching how well Hwan-ung and his ministers were treating the human beings and how much the human beings were learning. So one day, the bear and the tiger approached the Holy City and prayed to Hwan-ung to change them into human beings. Upon hearing the sincerity of their prayers, Hwan-ung summoned them to his palace and gave them twenty cloves of garlic and two bunches of mugwort. He then ordered them to only eat these sacred foods and remain in their cave out of sunlight for one hundred days. But after only a few days, the tiger got restless and wandered off into the forest. The bear, however, stayed in the cave and after twenty-one days had passed, Hwan-ung transformed the bear into a beautiful woman.

The bear-woman was extremely grateful for the transformation and made offerings to Hwan-ung. But shortly thereafter she became sad because she had no mate, so she went and sat beneath a sacred sandalwood tree and prayed to Hwan-ung, this time to be blessed with child. Hwan-ung was deeply moved by her desire to be a mother so he called the woman to his side and took her for his wife, and soon the woman’s prayers were answered as, within a brief time, she gave birth to a son who they named Tan-gun Wanggeom (Altar Prince [altars being made of wood from the sacred sandalwood tree] where the bear-woman prayed for a child).

The legend says that Tan-gun grew to be a rational and wise man and thus became a powerful leader, who, in 2333 BC, moved to the part of the realm that is modern day P’yongyang, in North Korea. It was there that Tan-gun is said to have established the Gojoseon Dynasty (The Ancient Land of the Morning Calm). After a long and respectful reign, at the age of 1,908, Tan-gun left his princely land and returned to Bektu Mountain to sit among the sacred and venerable gods who resided there… and so the story of the Korean people began.”

“I wonder if the people I come from – who ever they might be – have great folk legends of their beginnings as the Koreans do,” were the words that came to the forefront of Kcunk’s thoughts. “But probably not,” his answer ended the thought in defeat.

He put the magazine back into the seat pocket and doing so he noticed a brochure type card bent and crumpled behind some small paper bags. He pulled the bags forward in order to remove the card and instantly from his childhood cloudy images of his grandmother’s sister making loud, disgusting noises from regurgitating into bags just like the one in front of the brochure card came to mind. Kcunk suddenly remembered why he and his grandmother’s sister had taken a cross-country bus back to Manitoba from Toronto those many years ago. Almost with religious respect, he slipped his right hand away from the bags, removing the bent, crumpled brochure card with his left hand as he did. It was the in-flight menu. Bibimbap, he read, is glutinous rice served with several kinds of vegetables topped with a fried egg, all mixed together with a spicy, tangy red pepper paste. He was glad the flight attendant had suggested chicken even though he didn’t get to eat any of it.

***

Daehel Kcunk finally made it to the end of the long flight from Vancouver to Seoul without further incident, enduring a very unnecessary alone trip across the big, wide waters of the Pacific. The plane touched down at Seoul’s Kimpo airport about five o’clock in the afternoon. Kcunk left the plane quietly, unnoticed. He then quickly skirted his way along several corridors and ramps, trying to get ahead of the other passengers on their way to the immigration check.

When he stepped up to present his passport to the immigration officer, he was asked where his landing card and other declaration papers were.

“Landing – Whaa?” he bumbled.

“You need to go to that table over there at the rear of the room and fill out the proper forms, Sir,” the officer-in-charge told Kcunk, pointing to a table with signs and cards and papers on it that Kcunk didn’t realize he had hurriedly rushed past in his dash to get to the immigration check before everyone else. Putting himself in mental exile back on the plane, Kcunk never paid attention when one of the flight attendants was walking up and down the aisles of the plane, asking people if they needed landing forms. Kcunk, in his own stewed inexperienced thinking, figured he needed only his passport to enter another country so he never heeded the attendant’s helpful inquiries.

Once again embarrassment raised its silly head on the shoulders of Daehel Kcunk. He left the immigration check-in line, shuffled his way to the far end of the room where the document papers table stood that he had so busily flashed by just moments before, the eyes of many people in line looking with no consideration in his direction.

And so it was, a few thousand years after Hwan-ung descended upon the northern part of the Korean land, Daehel Kcunk descended upon the southern part of the land, thus his Korean story began albeit not as gloriously as Hwan-ung’s story. Kcunk had descended not upon any princely mountain but upon the city of Seoul, and he wasn’t sent there by the “God of Heaven and the Ruler of All,’ but by some conjured up nonsense about exotic places and adventure and obedient women and his need to find one.

***

Seoul is cold in winter, particularly in January when the winds howl across the country, blowing down from northern China and Mongolia. They bring with them ice and snow and temperatures in degrees of unbearable harshness, and even Kcunk, being from the cold of Canada, standing in the airport arrival lobby in his flannel shirt and his Canadian hockey jacket, realized that the weather in Korea in January was not conducive to exotic and adventurous, but attuned more to caution and survival. It would be his first awakening to the real Korea.

Daehel Kcunk had no way of knowing how many awakenings in Korea he was to encounter as he stood in the airport lobby watching throngs of people thrashing to and fro, in and out of the automatic doors, which mainly stayed open, allowing frigid winds to whip across the room. Kcunk stood silent, amazed, more like dumbfounded at the massive chaos and clumsiness taking place all about him. He wanted to move but wasn’t sure in which direction to go or even if he could go, with so many people pushing and shoving, hacking, crashing into one another, shoulders ploughing into shoulders, suitcases smashing into thighs, knees and shins, some on little wheels being dragged behind the pushing and shoving, rolling over feet, bruising into ankles.

“Holy Shit. This is friggin’ crazy!” the words cracked across Kcunk’s tongue. He had accepted the stereotypical Asian exemplified by western movies and television programs he had seen. He believed that all Asians were people of introspection, reserve, courtesy, politeness and people in meditative control. Kcunk was learning fast. Kcunk was learning differently.

“These people are Asian?” the question came to mind. It seemed to him that everybody in the airport lobby had a “Me First” idea of civility, and an extreme hurried urgency to get somewhere – NOW! It would be sometime yet until Kcunk learned about the “Pali-Pali,’ hurry-hurry competitive and oft jealous “only my family” mindset of the Korean culture.

Kcunk was hungry, very hungry and tired. He hadn’t eaten since before he got on the plane some ten or more hours ago, and since he didn’t really sleep during the flight, Kcunk was running out of steam. He needed to get to some food and to a hotel so he could shower and rest, for the next day he was to meet someone from the school where he was to be employed. He saw several eateries along the lobby not far from where he was standing, but when he got to them all their signs were in Hangul Type, the Korean alphabet with letters being mostly straight-lined, very little cursive script. He had no idea what any of it meant.

“This stuff looks disgusting!” he mumbled into the busyness around the room when looking at a window of one of the restaurants near where he stood at some menu photographs of the foods being served there. “Nothing I want to put into my mouth,” he spoke the words in a surly way, upset that nothing he was looking at he could eat and that not one of the signs he could see was printed in English.

“An international airport and not one sign posted in the international langauge!” his anger caustically rushed out of his mouth. Then, across the room he spotted a large sign printed in English: “INFORMATION.”

Dodging, bobbing and weaving, side-stepping his way through the heavy numbers of people pushing and shoving, laterally scrambling like a crab scurrying across a river bottom trying to stay out of reach of predators, Kcunk moved across the floor of the airport lobby, trying to keep out of reach of predators of his own, the menagerie of madness besieging the place. “Excuse me – sorry – Hey, watch where ya’ goin’ – outta ma way,” Kcunk pushed his colloquial Manitoba countryside manners at the crowd while trying to get to the INFORMATION sign and hopefully some rule of order, and maybe an understanding of what all the chaos in the place was all about.

Kcunk finally maneuvered his way through the throngs of pushing and shoving, making his way to the sign. As he neared the desk just under the sign he began to feel somewhat of a relief, the kind of relief a sailor might feel upon arriving in a familiar port after being bashed about by pounding seas. “Ah, English,” Kcunk thought, “someone who speaks the same language as I do, someone I can communicate with, someone who can tell me what I need to know about a hotel and how I can get to one,” the words rolled along one after the other in a sense of comfort.

Kcunk thought he had approached safe waters. But he was wrong again. He wasn’t prepared to try to understand why there was a sign in English letters spelling out the word “INFORMATION” when there was no one at the information sign desk who spoke the language.

There was a young woman – obviously Korean by Kcunk’s thinking, not that he could tell the difference between a Korean face, a Chinese face, a Japanese face or the face of any other Asian people – sitting behind the information desk. But when he asked her how he could get to a hotel for the night, her face went blank with a blush, her eyes’ line of sight glanced down in what appeared to be embarrassment not allowing for any communication or information. Kcunk started to speak loudly, demandingly, repeating his question in English about a hotel at the woman. “HOTEL! HOTEL! HOW I GET TO HOTEL!” his big red face disproportioned in frustration, looking like a circus clown’s, blurted out. But the young woman was reserved in her patience and her demeanour was placid and calm in the very image Kcunk had of anyone Asian. She politely got up from her seat and walked away – “Hey, Hey where ya’ going?” his confusion called out in her direction but to no avail, leaving him standing alone, empty, feeling dumb again.

Just as his frustration came shy of its breaking point, about the moment he was going to start randomly stopping people around the lobby asking them if they spoke English, a middle-age Korean man came running up to him carrying a makeshift cardboard sign tacked to a short wooden pole. The sign read: Mr. Kunks.

“You mista Kunks?” the guy breathlessly blurted out. “I miss you,” he said excitedly, trying to catch his breath after dashing across the lobby.

“What!” Kcunk retorted, looking at the misspelled name on the sign. “I’m not Kunks!”

“You not Kunks – who you,” the man kind of questioned.

“Who you?” Kcunk replied, thinking to be clever by returning the man’s misspoken English.

“I Mister Suh,” the man said, reaching out his hand in friendly gesture. “I come get you but I miss. Many cars – time over. You not Kunks?”

“I’m Mister Kcunk!” Kcunk purposely put a strong emphasis on the last K and told the man that there was no S in his name, and that whoever made the sign left out the C. But Mr. Suh didn’t understand a thing Kcunk was babbling about. He just kept shaking his head affirmatively up and down, all the while smiling.

Tiredness had a way of making Kcunk forgetful as well as surly, inconsiderate – snappy. But he gathered his wits about him putting his hand out to meet the man’s greeting, figuring that at least the guy was friendly and he did speak English even if it was spotty and misspoken, and that it may be his only chance to meet someone who could tell him what he needed to know.

It took a few minutes to dawn across Kcunk’s awareness, but he soon realized that there was supposed to be someone waiting for him at the arrival gate after he cleared the immigration check, apparently Mr. Suh. And that Mr. Suh got caught up in heavy traffic that’s why he wasn’t at the airport to greet him. But he couldn’t understand why he wasn’t told about Mr. Suh before he left Canada. But Kcunk being Kcunk, he wasn’t sure if he had gotten a communiqué as such, so he pulled himself together and somewhat apologetically told Mr. Suh that he was sorry, that there must have been a miscommunication about the two meeting each other.

“I’m sorry, Mr. So – Kcunk botching the man’s name – “I didn’t know you would be waiting for me. There must’ve been a mistake somehow.”

Mr. Suh smiled agreeingly, not really assured at what Kcunk was getting at but accepted the sound of the apology, guiding Kcunk and his rucksack of belongings along a corridor that somewhat avoided the mainstream of people still thrashing about, the two of them making it out of the airport, Mr. Suh driving his newly made acquaintance to his home.

***

When the two arrived at Mr. Suh’s home, an apartment about a twenty-minute drive from the airport, Suh’s wife and daughter and son were waiting at the front door. Kcunk was surprised to see the whole family clambering around the entrance to the place, not thinking that the family might have been unfamiliar with anyone foreign and that he could be a novel to their eyes.

“Even in situations where husbands come home late at night with a colleague or two intoxicated from over drinking, the family is supposed to be waiting to greet their guests,” a guy told Kcunk one day sometime after Kcunk had been in the country for awhile. “It’s Korean custom of good manners,” the guy explained.

Kcunk didn’t speak his thoughts about such a custom back to the guy, that he didn’t understand how a couple of drunks stumbling through the entrance of someone’s home late at night could be considered guests, let alone part of some call for good manners. But he was told that “it’s Korean business, you don’t need to think about it.” And he didn’t.

“Welcome to our home,” Mr. Suh’s wife smiled, gesturing her hand openly across the room, suggesting Kcunk to come in, Kcunk looking at her with some bewilderment him hearing a voice welcoming him to the home, but never seeing Mrs. Suh’s mouth move in speaking manner, only with a smile. Then the Suhs’ daughter stepped forward into the light of the open door, Mrs. Suh stepping back away. The daughter had been standing just off to the back of Mrs. Suh somewhat in the shadow of the not very well lighted room. She had been the one who Kcunk heard speaking even though it was Mrs. Suh who made the gesture. The stepping forward was somewhat of a relief, for Kcunk thought for moment he was starting to hallucinate from the longness of his trip and the fact that he hadn’t eaten for well over half-a-day. Kcunk was a farm boy. He wasn’t used to going too long without eating heaps of heavy foods – thick steaks, loins of pork, roasts of lamb, mounds of potato mashed with rich gravies. Mrs. Kcunk’s homemade breads, that big kind of eating.

“Please sit, you must be tired,” the teenage daughter spoke again to Kcunk, making a gesture with her hand similar to her mother’s but towards a large, puffy leather couch along the opposite wall to the entrance. Mrs. Suh returned from stepping away offering Kcunk a delicate plate of sliced pears and apples with little cherry tomatoes forming a ring around the edge of the dish and a small cup of tea. After an introductory chat, in which Kcunk learned that the daughter had been studying English in middle-school, and that the nightmare crowd at the airport was because everyone there was returning from their Lunar New Year holiday that Koreans call “Sollal,” and that time of year and the harvest Thanksgiving/Ancestor-Memorial holiday, called Cheusok, held in the autumn were the two busiest times for travel in Korea.

“It’s a time when millions of people fill all the seats on planes and trains and buses, and automobiles are packed with families heading off to relatives’ homes for festivities,” the daughter said. By the time Kcunk finished listening to the daughter’s explaination he had devoured almost the entire plate of fruit by himself. Mr. Suh then showed his guest to the room where he was going to be sleeping for the night, for the next day Mr. Suh was to introduce Kcunk to the school where he was to work and then take him to the apartment where he would be living for the rest of the year. At least that was what the contract Kcunk had agreed to read and what Mr. Suh explained would be the next day’s itinerary.

In the morning, after a western style breakfast of bacon and eggs and toast and coffee which Mrs. Suh had so proudly cooked for Kcunk, he and Mr. Suh went off to meet the hierarchy of the school. The drive to school was another awakening about Korea that Daehel Kcunk wasn’t prepared for. The short drive the night before from the airport to Mr. Suh’s apartment, Kcunk was too tired to pay attention to, so he wasn’t aware of the frenzied, frantic, harrowing and dangerous way that automobiles move about in Korea.

“You no worry, I drive many year,” Mr. Suh said, looking away from the traffic, looking directly at Kcunk sitting in the passenger’s seat of Mr. Suh’s car as it sped through an intersection where the traffic light had already turned red just a second before.

Kcunk felt a quick surge of adrenalin whip into his chest causing his heart to pound beats of blood wildly, excitedly up through his juglar veins and into his head. He tried to say something but out of the corner of his right eye he saw someone jumping out of the way of a car ripping around a corner, the driver apparently oblivious to the person trying to cross the street. The sight of the pedestrian coming inches from being slammed into by the car stopped Kcunk from speaking. Nothing came out of his mouth his breathing becoming tight, restricted, his temples pulsing with fear.

Horns were blowing. Mr. Suh stepped on the gas pedal, his car racing just up to the bumper of the car in front of his joining all the other cars on the street as the traffic pushed along moving virtually bumper-to-bumper in a forward – stop – forward – stop motion of madness.

“No worry, Mr. Kunks,” Mr. Suh repeated to Kcunk whose eyes looked as if they were about to explode right out of his face. “Korea style – I drive long time – no crashee!” Mr. Suh said in an assured tone. Kcunk only sat, numb, shakingly not assured.

And then two cars raced up alongside Mr. Suh’s car, one on the left trying to edge its way in between Mr. Suh’s car and the car in front of him even though there was only a meter or so distance between the two, the other moving up on the right between Mr. Suh’s car and the curb.

“Holy Crap!” Kcunk screamed. “Unbelievable,” he continued as the two cars pushed forward to fill a semi-voided space in the lane. There was no way that it could be enough room for both vehicles to fit side-by-side to the curb, as Mr. Suh’s car was already in the right-hand lane. But the guy in the other car kept blowing his horn, edging forward, gesturing with his left hand for Mr. Suh’s car to move over. The car was so close to Mr. Suh’s car that Kcunk could see the driver’s face in detail – a fuzzy looking mole, he saw, nudged into the corner of the man’s nose – but there were no words exchanged because the January cold kept the cars’ windows in the up position, their heaters roaring. The man in the other car looked over at Kcunk’s foreign face with a sour expression on his own face and made what Kcunk interpreted as a spitting gesture towards him. Again the man waved for the car Kcunk and Mr. Suh were in to move over. Kcunk made a snarling facial expression back at the guy, raising his right hand in a closed-fist gesture, extending his middle finger as rigid and forceful as he could muster.

“YOU NO DO!” Mr. Suh yelled, reaching over to grab at Kcunk. “You teacher, Gentleman!” he affirmed. “No do that! This Korea, you no bother – Korea style – only Korea people business,” Mr. Suh went on, somewhat trying to explain to Kcunk about the Korean driving culture and somewhat chiding him for interfering with Korean people’s ways.

During the explanation and chiding, Mr. Suh lost his concentration on the issue at hand, the two cars and the other driver’s determination to squeeze into the right-hand lane, and Mr. Suh’s determination to hold his place in the lane. Losing its competetive place, Mr. Suh’s car had fallen back just enough for the other guy to nudge his car ahead, forcing Mr. Suh to relinquish his advantage. Kcunk saw the man in the other car nod his head in what appeared to be some kind of polite recognition of gesture as he edged his car into the right-hand lane just in front of Mr. Suh’s car. Kcunk couldn’t believe what his eyes were looking at.

“Holy Hell!” is all Kcunk could say.

***

Kcunk and Mr. Suh arrived at the school where Kcunk was to teach. Suh parked the car, asking Kcunk if he was okay, Suh noticing the pale color on Kcunk’s face.

“Oh yeah, I’m fine,” Kcunk told Suh even though his insides were quivering like a fish just taken out of water, flipping about – shaking. The fright of being in the midst of that catastrophe of traffic had rattled Kcunk’s entire nervous system. He hadn’t experienced anything like it before.

“We go now!” Mr. Suh spoke turning off the car’s engine, grabbing Kcunk by the arm. “We meet school president.”

Walking into the main lobby of the high school in downtown Seoul, Kcunk wasn’t quite sure of what he had gotten himself into.

“HI, HELLO, NICE TO MEET YOU, HELLO, HI, HELLO, GOOD MORNING,” came a barrage of greetings in various tones and pitches of voice from a half-a-dozen or so of the school’s students who were moving about one of the corridors in the opposite direction to the way Kcunk and Mr. Suh were heading.

“Huh? – OH, HELLO,” Kcunk’s blurted-out response to the students was after the fact, him turning his head around looking back at the students as they were already well past him and Mr.Suh before Kcunk had grasped what was going on. His nerves hadn’t really settled down from the traffic experience as he was now anticipating meeting the school’s hierarchy and teachers which just added more anxiousness on top of his already shaking anxiety.

In an ante-room next to the school’s principal’s office Kcunk sat in a large leather chair waiting for Mr. Suh to finish conversing with the “president” as he called the principal of the school. In a short while Mr. Suh came out of the principal’s office and joined Kcunk, telling him to wait a moment, that a teacher would come soon, a teacher who spoke English fluently. The principal remained in his office. Kcunk remained sitting in the large leather chair.

Miss Kwak was introduced to Daehel Kcunk as quick as she had come into the ante-room. Mr. Suh simply said “Miss Kwak English teacher.”

The three of them sat closely by one another, Mr. Suh speaking to Miss Kwak directly but only in Korean. Kcunk sat not part of the conversation, feeling alone, almost insulted by his culture’s standards – people speaking in their native language in front of those who don’t speak the same tongue – “highly impolite where I come from,” he wanted to say but didn’t. Then another man entered the room. He was introduced as Mr. Chung. He, too, sat nearby Mr. Suh, Miss Kwak and Kcunk, but he remained quiet.

Mr. Suh and Miss Kwak finished talking and Mr. Suh stood up, bowed and left the room. Having no way of knowing it at the time, Daehel Kcunk would never see Mr. Suh again. Miss Kwak then looked at Kcunk and spoke, telling him that there had been some mix-up in assigning foreign teachers to the different school districts. She told Kcunk that the assigned school he was to go to was at the school where Mr. Chung was in Charge. Her English speaking ability was quite impressive and Kcunk was surprised at the fluency at which she spoke her words and phrases. She told Kcunk that she had studied in Canada for two years, in Toronto where she got a master’s degree.

“Oh, I have relatives in Toronto,” Kcunk explained, thinking that he and Miss Kwak had something personal and private in common. He also thought Miss Kwak to be very attractive and liked the sound of her being a Miss. Every young, single Korean woman, especially the ones Kcunk thought attractive, would be a target of his fantasy of a subservient Asian beauty being obedient to his whims and wants and snuggling up next to him in matrimony back on his family’s farm. He wasn’t fully paying attention to the woman’s words as his fantasy danced across his foolishness. He just sat listening to the sounds coming out of Miss Kwak’s mouth, not thinking about how she was very good at convincing him that what she was saying was important, and how her method of coaxing him to go with Mr. Chung to his school was very sophisticated almost cleverly cajoling. He was only paying attention to Miss Kwak’s long, flowing ebony hair and her bright Asian shaped eyes and her legs, her lengthy slender legs seducingly leading him on. Kcunk’s mind was rolling but not about the business at hand.

Miss Kwak then asked Kcunk to please come with her and Mr. Chung. “I think, if it isn’t an inconvenience to you, it would be very kind of you and very favorable for our school if you would go with me and Mr. Chung,” she spoke softly in a tone of voice that could have led Kcunk to Kingdom Come and back again, completely unthinking of where or why or how he was being led. In his head full of self-inflicted nonsense, he misinterpreted Miss Kwak’s words when she said please come with her and Mr. Chung, to mean that the three of them would be going to Mr. Chung’s school together. He liked the idea of himself going somewhere with Miss Kwak.

But what Miss Kwak meant wasn’t anything of the sort. She simply meant that the three of them would go into the principal’s office where she would explain that the problem was solved and that Mr. Chung and Kcunk would be leaving for Mr. Chung’s school immediately. Another awakening was about to enter the world of Daehel Kcunk. His lack of experience and knowledge of anything outside of his Canadian culture didn’t allow him to grasp that what Miss Kwak said and how she said it was beyond his depth of uderstanding. Kcunk was too busy otherwise inside his own conjuring cultural mindset to comprehend what someone else’s cultural mindset might mean.

“No problem, Miss Kwak,” Kcunk, almost answering before Miss Kwak finished speaking, smilingly acquiesced. Looking a little surprised that Kcunk had agreed so easily to the switch in schools, Miss Kwak quickly curtailed the surprised expression that was rising on her face, thanked Kcunk and told Mr. Chung in Korean that the situation was tentatively good. Mr. Chung nodded and then stood up. Miss Kwak then asked Kcunk to follow her and Mr. Chung into the principal’s office, where she explained to the man in their local vernacular that the issue had been resolved, and that Kcunk would be going with Mr. Chung. The principal thanked Miss Kwak and shook hands with Mr. Chung, thanking him too, and that was that, and then Miss Kwak, Mr. Chung and Daehel Kcunk left the school and walked to the parking lot where Mr. Chung’s car was parked. As he unlocked the car doors, Miss Kwak held out her hand to thank Kcunk for his going with Mr. Chung. “My principal is very pleased that the problem was solved so readily,” she said. Before Kcunk could get a grip on what would hit him with much disappointment, Miss Kwak turned and walked back towards her school. Once again, Daehel Kcunk stood empty and dumb failing to comprehend what had just taken place.

He stood lost in confusion next to Mr. Chung’s car in the parking lot watching Miss Kwak go back into her school, not knowing what to think, only staring at her long, slender legs as she walked through the doors of her school. “What the heck just happened?” some embarrassing voice inside Kcunk asked itself.

“GO NOW!” another voice came to Kcunk, but it was loud, firm and came from outside of Kcunk. It was Mr. Chung. “CAR PLEASE IN NOW,” the man continued. Kcunk turned slowly looking at Mr. Chung who was already in the car, sitting behind the driver’s wheel. Then saying nothing, Kcunk walked to the passenger’s side of the car and got in. “That woman just hustled you,” Kcunk’s embarrassment sounded, but it sounded rather unconvincingly that it was Miss Kwak who had hustled him, leaving Kcunk confused, unsure simply not knowing whether Miss Kwak was very good and very clever at cajoling or not. He hadn’t the slightest idea that perhaps it could have been Daehel Kcunk himself and his conjured up way of thinking that tricked itself.

***

Getting acquainted with one another was a very tedious endeavour for the two men, as Mr. Chung’s English speaking abilities were about the same as Mr. Suh’s, and Kcunk speaking no Korean made communicating almost impossible. They both sat for awhile not saying anything, Kcunk thinking that he had been taken advantage of because he thought that Mr. Chung’s school was not far from the high school where he just was. But he and Mr. Chung had been riding for well over forty minutes and Kcunk didn’t see any buildings along the way that resembled a school except for two small schools they had passed not long after they left the parking lot of Miss Kwak’s school. They were far out of the city when confusion and nervousness finally forced Kcunk to speak to Mr. Chung.

“Where we going?” he asked.

“Go my school” Mr. Chung answered directly but in a slow mode of speech.

“How far?” came Kcunk’s next question.

“ Fah?” Mr. Chung spoke questioning the word.

“Yeah – time – miles,” Kcunk tried to define the word FAR.

“Time” Mr. Chung looking at the clock on his car’s instrument panel responded.

“10 clocks,” he said.

“No! time driving to your school” Kcunk continued.

“Ah, Time Drive – maybe 3 clocks.

“Three o’clock – what, are we going to the end of the country” Kcunk’s voice rose up in pitch.

Mr. Chung looking confused made a gesture with his right hand that drew a full circle thrice in the air – “One, two, three,” he counted.

“Oh, three hours.”

“Hour Yes, Three hour – I forget word, yes, Hour, Hour, Chung repeated.

The attempt to communicate found the two clunking on in the same bumpy, frustrating manner for the rest of their trip together. Shortly after the talk about time and distance, Mr. Chung told Kcunk that his family “Andong.” Kcunk didn’t know if that meant that Mr. Chung’s family name was Andong – the name, Chung Andong, briefly coming to light across his thought – or if that was someplace where the family was from or if that was where the family was living. So he could only do the obvious and asked if “Andong your family name?” Kcunk spoke the word as if it was pronounced Ann-dong.

“Family name CHUNG,” Mr. Chung fired back with some indignation in his voice.

“I see,” said Kcunk. “Your family home in Ann.dong?”

“Yes, Andong family.”

“Your school in Ann.dong,” Kcunk asked.

“ No! School in Uisung Town,” Mr. Chung explained.

“Weesung – where’s that?”

“No wee – Uhuee” came a very strange sound out of Mr. Chung’s mouth.

Kcunk tried terribly to imitate the sound but to no avail. “Man, that’s a hard word to say,” he told Chung.

“NO HAHD! You try Ken!”

Kcunk continued bashing the word around the car but he made very little progress trying to conquer the difficult pronunciation.

“You pamily PAN.CU.BA – Miss Kwak speak you pamily Pancuba,” Mr. Chung interrupted Kcunk’s miserable attempt of saying the word Uisung.

“No Vancouver, Small town in Manitoba,” Kcunk answered.

“Man.tob.pa, I no know Man.tob.pa”

“Big place – I’ll show you on school map when we get to your school,” Kcunk stated surely. “School, okay,” Chung mumbled, not really understanding the rest of what Kcunk said. The two sat quiet for most of the rest of the trip, only a few scattered words flung about with some uh-huhs and a few yeses and a few okay’s spoken in response.

***

Uisung is a very quaint town about three hours east of Seoul by car, almost in the middle of the country north of Taegu City and south of the small historic city of Andong. When Mr. Chung and Daehel Kcunk arrived in Uisung, Mr. Chung’s family was waiting for the two men at the Chung’s “Sky Mansion” apartment as Mr. Chung told Kcunk the building’s name, only he pronounced it “Suh.kye.ee Main.shun.” The family was waiting the same as the Suh family had been waiting for Kcunk when he arrived in Seoul the day before. There was Mr. Chung’s wife and his sister standing at the door greeting Mr. Chung and bowing to Kcunk, extending greetings in a mix of Korean and English. Kcunk was glad to hear that the sister spoke English with the same equal skills that Miss Kwak possessed. He also was glad to hear that the sister was single. Miss Chung was pretty he decided but a little on the heavy side for his requirements, and she had short, cropped hair which didn’t fit into Kcunk’s fantasy of long hair Asian beauties.

With the salutations finished the family and Kcunk proceeded into the rather small confines of the Chung’s apartment where they immediately showed Kcunk to a room where he would be sleeping for the rest of his stay in Uisung. He was told that because the town was so small and an old style Korean town that there were very few apartment buildings or apartments of any kind available so he would be living with the Chung family. He could use their daughter’s bedroom for his own personal space. The rest of the house was family space for everyone’s use, except Kcunk could not go into the Chung’s bedroom unless he was asked by Mr. Chung or his wife, Mrs. Chae. Kcunk had no problem with what he was told but he didn’t understand why Mrs. Chung’s name was Mrs. Chae. Another awakening settled upon him as Miss Chung explained that Korean women don’t take their husband’s family name when they marry, that they remain loyal to their father’s family clan name. He also didn’t understand why Mr. Chung and Mrs. Chae didn’t have their daughter living with them. Again, Miss Chung had to inform Kcunk of another custom common in Korea, one where children are often raised by extended family members.

Miss Chung was to be Kcunk’s personal interpreter and his co-teacher, someone to help him in his school duties as there were few people in all of Uisung, schools included, who could speak English fluently enough to communicate the school’s needs to Kcunk. But Kcunk couldn’t figure out why Miss Chung was in that small town working with her brother instead of being in the capital city of Seoul. He thought she could probably get a very good paying job as an interpreter for some large international corporation. After all, he had been told by Mr. Chung in his stumbling way when Mr. Chung introduced his sister to Kcunk that Miss Chung had graduated from one of the top universities in the capital and stood at the top of her class.

“Miss Chung top Dae.hok.yo – top Hak.seang,” he told Kcunk.

Miss Chung just stated the words “university” – “student.”

“Uh, I see,” is all Kcunk said in return.

But there was a lot that Kcunk didn’t see and a lot he needed to learn about Miss Chung and a lot he needed to learn about Korean social hierarchy, familial responsibility, duty and customs. But he did learn very quickly that he was going to be living in that small apartment with the Chung-Chae clans in Uisung, South Korea, with Mister, Missus and for much of the time sister Chung. Daehel Kcunk also learned quickly that he was in a world very different than the one he knew back in Manitoba, Canada.

***

Over tea in the morning Miss Chung told Kcunk that the town of Uisung had been a conservative bastion of old Korea down through the ages where traditions and customs continued on in daily practice. “It is a place,” she explained “where a person can experience behaviors and social habits true to the Korean people and their ways, a place where traditional foods are prepared using traditional methods of cooking and preserving, and a place where very old dialectical vernacular speech peculiar to that region of the country can be heard.”

She took her time talking in detail about the town and the area surrounding it and how the region had been an agricultural mainstay for “as long as anybody there could remember,” she factly stated. “It is said that garlic – mon.nuel is its Korean name – has been grown here for over four-hundred years. Uisung boasts that it is the Garlic Capital of Korea,” she joked. “In autumn when the farmers harvest the garlic, the whole town smells of it. Garlic is everywhere. And I hope you like garlic, because it is served at just about every meal people around here eat. I’m not joking when I tell you these things, Daehel – you’ll see.

Kcunk was caught off-guard by Miss Chung calling him by his frist name. He had rarely used the name himself and rarely told anyone his first name, and only allowed his parents and one guy he grew up with to call him Daehel.

Kcunk had hardly ever eaten anything with garlic in it as part of a meal back in Canada and he told Miss Chung so. She just smiled, telling Kcunk that he better get used to eating the stuff.

“The town also boasts that it grows some of the hottest go.chu. It’s our word for peppers. They are similar to the Mexican chili pepper. They, too, are in almost every dish people around this part of the country eat.”

Kcunk starting to worry that he wouldn’t be able to eat while living in Uisung Town, that everything would be overly spicy, stinking of garlic, tasting awful and tongue searing hot. His Canadian palate wasn’t used to a cuisine so full of life. He told Miss Chung that he probably would lose a whole lot of weight during his stay in Korea.

***

Uisung, like Seoul, is cold in winter but unlike the capital there is little to do outside the realm of work. So the first few weeks living in Uisung were quite difficult for Kcunk, trying to adjust to living with a family so much different than his own, and trying to find food that he could eat without scorching his mouth and tongue. Kcunk figured almost from the first days in his new environment that he would never take a liking to traditional Korean foods. He spent his time those first weeks getting accustomed to his life at the school where Mr. Chung was in charge and his life with the Chung-Chae clans in their close-quarter apartment and his continuous dependency on Mr. Chung’s sister for translations. He studied learning the Korean alphabet at night in his small room so relinquished by the family’s daughter. He spent time walking around the town whenever the weather permitted, familiarizing his self to where things were, learning to read in Korean the various signs on buildings and shops and roadways. He liked walking through the town’s old street market where middle-age ah.jum.mah women and elderly grandmother hol.mo.nies sat squatting on the ground next to boxes and bins and makeshift wooden tables full of many kinds of fruits and vegetables, most of the kinds of vegetables Kcunk had never seen before. He found a small shoo.pa-mart, as the sign above the supermarket’s entrance read in Han.gul the Korean language script. Miss Chung had explained that Koreans mix parts of English words with Korean thinking and perspectives to create new usually shortened versions of the words. It’s known as Kong.lish she somewhat embarrassingly said. At the shoopamart Kcunk could buy a few food products that he was familiar with – eggs, processed ham that was more like spam and some imitation cheese or cheese product kind of stuff- he had the run of the house in the mornings as Mr. Chung and his wife headed off early to work, so Kcunk would cook his own breakfast with the shoopamart products he had purchased. On weekends he slowly learned the diplomatic skills of refusal so that he wouldn’t have to eat many of the Korean foods that Mrs. Chae prepared. Although, to be polite he would try small portions of some dishes the missus put forth.

One day not too long after he arrived in Uisung Kcunk was meandering through the old street market when he spotted some very nice looking apples. A small plastic bowl with four or five pieces of the fruit sat on top of an upside-down wooden crate with a sign that read sa.gwha the Korean word for apples, but the sign had no price on it. Kcunk stopped in front of the makeshift stand and pointed to the bowl, but before he could say a word, the holmonie who was squatting on the ground next to the crate pushed herself up from her haunched down position, snapped open a black plastic bag and dumped the bowl of apples minus the bowl into the bag faster than fast, twisting the top of the bag closing it with a quick half-knot, handing it to Kcunk then holding up seven fingers she spoke “chil-chun-won.” Kcunk fortunately had mastered the basic Korean system of counting and figured out that the old girl was telling him that she wanted seven thousand Korean won, in the national currency. But he was still slow on the uptake about monetary conversion rates and how much a small bowl of apples should cost and what he was really paying for the fruit. But not to cause any embarrassment to himself he paid the tariff, thanked the old gal and walked away.

When Kcunk returned to the family’s apartment he proudly showed the apples to Mr. Chung and his wife, thinking that they would be impressed by his ability to navigate a business transaction on his own. Mrs. Chae only smiled and then asked Kcunk in her rudimentary English “money you give,” she said. Kcunk held up seven fingers saying something like “Chil-chun-won,” but his pronunciation was about as clear to Mrs. Chae as her English pronunciation was to Kcunk. But the seven fingers Kcunk displayed with pride were enough to send Mrs. Chae into a small fit of rage. “Whaaaa!” she exclaimed. “Too muchee,” she continued. “whaaa – Too muchee.” Mr. Chung just sat on the floor laughing. Then quickly grabbing their coats, Mr. Chung and Mrs. Chae rushed Kcunk out of their apartment building down to their car, Mr. Chung driving the three of them to the old market place where Kcunk had made his buy. Even without being able to speak Korean outside of knowing basic numbers and counting and such, Kcunk could tell that he had screwed up again. On the way to the market, he could tell the by way Mr. Chung and his wife were talking that there was some problem, that something was terribly amiss.

When they arrived at the old street market, Kcunk watched as Mrs. Chae led the charge. With Kcunk directly behind her and Mr. Chung walking just to Kcunk’s right-hand side they approached the make-shift table where Kcunk had purchased the apples. But nothing happened immediately. They just stood there Mrs. Chae looking down at the old woman who had sold the apples to Kcunk, he standing behind Mrs. Chae wondering what was going on.

Kcunk hadn’t learned much yet about the complex hierarchy of the Korean Confucian culture, which demanded Mrs. Chae the younger of the two women to make an honorific bow to the old woman before any communication could take place. And that she did, bowing slightly to the old gal stating some very formal sounding words in her direction. Kcunk just stood at the scene watching as the older woman heavily got up from her haunched position and addressed Mrs. Chae. The two spoke back and forth politely for a short time and then Mrs. Chae took a more forceful but still polite lead in the conversation, pointing to Kcunk and then to her husband who did not bow to the old girl but only nodded. Somewhat surprised Kcunk watched as the holmonie woman took another bowl of apples and carefully placed them in a bag, handing them to Mrs. Chae who then handed them to Kcunk. With confusion on his face Kcunk looked as if he was asking Mrs. Chae and the old woman if he should pay money. But quickly saving everyone face the halmonie waved her hand in a back and forth motion that told Kcunk that there was no money to be exchanged. Mrs. Chae and Mr. Chung nodded affirmatively to the woman and thanked her again in an honorific tone of speech. Then both turned to Kcunk looking at him in a manner that told Kcunk to nod and thank the old girl, which he did, realizing that he had just gotten his first lesson on how to deal with old Korean business ladies and the formalities needed to negotiate in proper Korean style.

A few days later at his school, while talking with Miss Chung, Kcunk learned that Mrs. Chae had informed the old woman at the street market that Kcunk was a teacher at the school where Mr. Chung was in charge and that Kcunk was living with Mr. Chung and Mrs. Chae and he was to be treated with fairness as long as he was working and living in the town. Kcunk didn’t realize the amount of respect that Mr. Chung wielded around Uisung town, and he didn’t know how well he was going to be treated by the ajummas and holmonies every time he wandered into the old street market from that time on.

***

About a week or two after the incident at the old street market, Kcunk walked into a butcher’s shop where he had seen some slabs of very mouth-watering beef hanging up in the shop’s window. As he approached the butcher’s meat display case not far from the doorway, he saw a particularly delicious looking display of sliced beef lain out beautifully on a plate in a spiral pattern with twigs of fresh green pine needles all around the edges of the dish. Kcunk couldn’t resist and the butcher behind the display case counter knew that he had his self a sale. He only need ask his customer how much meat he wanted, and so he did. Once again Kcunk found his self in a precarious situation in that he understood virtually nothing that the man said to him, as Kcunk’s Korean language skills hadn’t improved a great deal in the short time he had been in the country. So not to cause any embarrassment to his self or to risk upsettting the grocer, Kcunk held up one finger and blurted out the word “KILO!” Almost before Kcunk had finished saying the word KILO the butcher slapped a large portion of the sliced meat onto a sheet of wrapping paper and weighed it. Then he folded the paper closed, taped the folded parts shut and wrote the number sixty-six thousand on the back of the package.

At the same time he was writing the number on the package he announced to Kcunk “yook-shib-yook mon won.” Kcunk didn’t respond at first, he just stood there with a dumb look on his face, the man speaking so fast and with such a strong local dialect Kcunk couldn’t decipher his numerical count. Then the man held up the package of meat with the price written on the back and showed it to Kcunk, realizing that Kcunk didn’t understand what he had just said.

“Whaa – sixty-six thousand won?” Kcunk bellowed out.

With a serious frown on his face the man looked at Kcunk somewhat peculiarly but didn’t say a word. With the man looking at him in such a foreign way Kcunk knew that he didn’t have much of a choice but to pay the man the price he stated. Otherwise if he didn’t pay, the guy would lose face, get angry, Kcunk imagining the guy spreading the word around town what an idiot the foreigner teaching the town’s children is. Squelching any chance of ruinous rumors, Kcunk reached into his pants’ pocket and pulled out a wad of large green Korean won notes and counted off seven of them handing them to the man, but not looking him in the eye. The exchange was made, no courteous smiles exchanged, no words of thanks suggested, only Daehel Kcunk taking his change and package and shuffling out of the shop, his eyes line of sight straight down to the floor.

Walking back to the family’s apartment with his large package of sliced meat, Kcunk thought to his self how stupid he was for yelling out the word KILO especially when he wasn’t really sure just how much a Kilogram was. He remembered learning something about the metric system in school but because everyone he knew around his part of the country used the imperial system of measurement, he paid little attention to his teachers’ efforts to inform their students on how to make coversions from one system to another.

When he got to the apartment he put the package of meat on the kitchen table explaining to Mrs. Chae what he had purchased. This time the Mrs. didn’t hysterically raise her voice or even ask how much Kcunk had paid. She merely called her husband into the room telling him that Kcunk had bought the family a kilo of sliced Hanwoo. Mr. Chung didn’t laugh this time as he had when Kcunk told him and his wife how much he had paid for apples. Hanwoo, Korean prime beef, being very, very expensive, Mr. Chung and his wife didn’t buy a lot of the meat, especially on their teachers’ salaries. He only lauded Kcunk on his purchase and thanked him with a hardy handshake that threw Kcunk off guard. But a sense of understanding kindness surfaced and Kcunk accepted the idea that the family thought the meat was a gift from him and he gestured it as such.

***

The school where Kcunk was employed was a simple rectangular concrete and steel structure, the kind seen everywhere around Korea. There was virtually no aesthetic design or architectural fancy about the place. It was provincial and utilitarian and nothing more. There was no heating system except for an oil burning stove-type-furnace in the center of each classroom and office space, with pipe shaped flues protruding from their tops up across the ceilings of the rooms to holes knocked through the exterior walls. Air-conditioning was an opened window. When Daehel Kcunk first laid eyes on the school’s bathrooms he again stood dumbfounded looking at the crude ovals of ceramic inset into the cement floors to be used in squatting position. “Holy Shit!” was all he could say with no humor attached in pun as he stared down at the primitiveness of what was there.

And they were cold! The whole building was terribly cold in a way Kcunk had never experience – dampness. Kcunk was used to the Canadian cold of Manitoba but usually it was windy and fairly dry. The concrete structure of his school held in the winter’s dampness, making the building almost unbearable to be in. He couldn’t understand how students could study and how teachers could teach in that wretched, bone-chilling environment. But they did. Kcunk would have to wait until summer to find out that there was little difference between the two seasons. In summer he would learn that the concrete relinquished the cold dampness only to replace it with humidity, unbearable humidity. By nine o’clock most mornings during July and August, students’ uniforms were already showing signs of heavy perspiration. By ten, teachers and staff members had succumbed to sluggishness and weary. They, too, in short time showed signs of heavy sweat.

***

Kcunk’s first experience with Korean school bureaucratic hierarchy was when Mr. Chung and his sister went with him to meet the principal of an elementary school and some of the town’s school officials. When they entered the room where the meeting was to be held, Kcunk again couldn’t believe what his eyes were looking upon. The room was arranged in ceremonial setting formal enough for entertaining international dignitaries. There were two large flags on gilt poles standing on each side of a throne-like chair. The chair and flags sat up off the floor a few inches on a wooden dais-like platform. The chair was large, truly large Kcunk thought.

“This thing looks like some piece of furniture from a royal room in an old European castle or a seat someone might find in an ancient emperor’s tomb,” Kcunk spoke softly to Miss Chung. Mister Chung hearing the comment gave Kcunk a look of dissatisfaction about speaking aloud. Miss Chung, catching her brother’s slilent chiding, held her finger up to her closed lips in a gesture of quiet to Kcunk. “Oh – Sorry,” he whispered.

In front of the chair on the dais was a fairly long, ornately decorated table with a thick glass top. At each end of the table there were two more chairs but not as large as the chair on the dais. On the opposite side of the table, facing the big chair was an overly stuffed couch made of leather and wood. All the chairs, too, were of leather and wood.

When Kcunk was formally introduced to the principal, not having a lot of experience with Korean protocol, he wasn’t sure what to do. He had been slowly learning the everyday graces of social behavior by his dealings with people around town but he hadn’t really learned much about formal protocol besides what he had seen the day Mrs. Chae addressed the Halmonie at the street market when Kcunk had paid far too much for apples. All cultures, he figured, certainly have some style of formal salutations when meeting officials in a bureaucratic setting, but he didn’t want to bow or kowtow to anybody, his Canadian culture of equality and individualism not allowing for such subservient behavior. Kcunk was unthinking that one of the reasons he was there in Korea was to find a subservient long hair beauty who would kowtow to him. But that was different by his way of thinking.

He found himself not knowing what to do, Miss Chung not having informed him before they arrived to the place about what to do, her brother not wanting any talking in the room thus not allowing Kcunk to ask about what to do, so common sense told him to just put out his right hand in a goodwill gesture of greeting and nod, his Canadian culture telling him at the same time not to bow to the extent that it would suggest any form of belittlement or lesser social equal. After all, in his thinking, the Koreans asked him to come there to that little town. The people there should be the one’s bowing to him.

And so they did, with the principal of the school reciprocating the greeting by extending his hand, shaking Kcunk’s hand and bowing his head, then simply saying “an-nyong ha.se’yo – ban.gap.sum.ne.da,” the Korean expression for “Hello, pleased to meet you.” Kcunk had by that time learned enough basic expressions in Korean and quickly returned the greeting albeit somewhat clumsily. But his bumpy Korean was accepted with a smile from the principal and the other members with him and the meeting got off to a cordial start.

Kcunk and Miss Chung and Mr. Chung were asked to take a seat on the couch opposite the big chair on the dais, where the principal took his place. The other officials took their places on the chairs at the ends of the long table. Kcunk sat at first looking at the big chair. He hadn’t paid much attention to the principal’s physical size during their introduction, Kcunk being so busy thinking about protocol. But looking at the chair and the man sitting in it, he came to the realization that the guy was very small, very small indeed especially compared to Kcunk. A chuckle of amusement brushed through Kcunk’s mind when he looked at the man’s legs dangling over the edge of the chair not reaching the floor of the dais, although he managed not to laugh, but a flash of Alice in Wonderland, after shrinking in size, sitting on an oversized chair forced a grin of amusement entertainingly across his face. But a gripping effort fought back the grin fading it into sincerity.

“You like cha?” the principal spoke looking directly at Kcunk.

“Cha? Nae!” Kcunk having learned the Korean word for tea was cha, he answered “Yes” to the man’s question. And tea was brought to the table by a young woman, probably the principal’s secretary, Kcunk figured. Her legs he didn’t laugh at.

There weren’t many English words spoken at the meeting other than a couple of niceties such as “hello” and “please sit” and a few other small sociable attempts at communication. Mostly Korean was spoken with Miss Chung translating for Kcunk.

Mr. Chung pretty much sat silent, only looking at his sister a few times with what Kcunk perceived to be some sort of mental telepathic means of communication. But he wasn’t sure about what was going on between the two.

In between the lines of questioning and answering, Kcunk couldn’t keep his eyes off of the principal sitting in his oversized chair with his legs dangling over its edge. He noticed that the man was wearing a pair of rubber-soled, plastic, open-toed sandals, his socks sagging some around his ankles. He saw little stubs of black hair prickling out of extremely pale-white skin just above the man’s sock line, his trouser cuffs statically wrinkled had wrapped themselves around his legs inches above his socks. In the January cold of Korea and the school, Kcunk couldn’t understand how anyone could wear such foot attire. But later he learned that most teachers in the school were wearing the same kind of rubber sandals. He learned, too, that the principal rarely left his office which was well heated so the matter of shoe style was not a question for him. It was more of a customary practice, where leaving one’s dress shoes in a vestibule or small locker before entering the interior of a building or home was tradition. But Kcunk told his self he wasn’t about to wear rubber sandals or any other shoes except the ones he personally put on his own feet, or so he thought.

When the meeting adjourned, the principal again shook Kcunk’s hand, thanked him in his native Korean for coming to his school. And so, in suit, did the other officials who had accompanied the principal congratulate Kcunk, thanking him in turn. Then the principal turned to Mr. Chung speaking to him for a few moments, Mr. Chung slightly bowing to the man, the man then leaving the room. No one had said a thing to Miss Chung.

While Kcunk was shaking hands good bye with the principal he noticed that not only was the man very short, and his footwear clumpy and rubbery and his pants statically clinging and frumpy looking, but that the man’s hair was a mess. It looked to Kcunk as if there wasn’t a single strand of hair on the guy’s head that was the same length. The stuff just stuck out of his scalp in all directions. It was confusing to look at. Later Kcunk asked his self why was he bothered being concerned with protocol when he was introduced to the man, for the guy was so far from the concept of sophistication and worldliness that it probably wouldn’t matter how he had addressed him. But fortunately something inside of Kcunk told him not to listen to his own thinking. It was a new experience for Kcunk – not listening to his own thinking.

***

A few days later when Kcunk arrived at school for his first official day of duty, Mr. Chung suggested Kcunk put on a very floppy looking pair of slippers, the kind Kcunk had seen at his grandmother’s sister’s house whenever he had visited her back in Manitoba – fluffy, puffy, pinkish-red-plaid-checkered kind of things, closed toe, open back house slippers.

“You want me to wear those!” Kcunk spoke boldly when Mr. Chung slid the feminine footwear across the vestibule towards Kcunk. There were dozens of pairs of the slippers lying on the floor at the main entrance of the school where the two were standing. Mr. Chung slid a pair of the things in Kcunk’s direction by lightly kicking them with his right foot.

“No way!” Kcunk belched out, looking at Mr. Chung.

“Why you no like,” came Chung’s response.

“They’re old women’s house slippers,” Kcunk continued.

“All members can wear – very cute,” Mr. Chung insisted.

“AWL – Mr. Chung, PLEASE, they’re too embarrassing.”

“No problem – Korea style – this not Canada,” Mr. Chung spoke to Kcunk, then explaining that the principal mentioned to Mr. Chung that the Canadian teacher should follow Korean custom and that Kcunk should wear “inside shoes,” as they referred to the slippers. Then Mr. Chung almost demandingly declared “We go now – no time talking – class start soon,” he finished.

So there he was, the big six-foot four inch hockey jock Canadian farmer, muscular, strong, standing alone feeling foolishly dumb in front of his first Korean class, him wearing fluffy puffy old ladies’ house slippers. Then he saw that all the students in that room were wearing the same garb, making him feel even more foolishly dumb. When Mr. Chung introduced Kcunk to the students, they just stared, greeting him with textbook English memorized in kind.

“Hello, pleased to meet you,” they chimed in perfect unison. And so it was there in that little school in Uisung, South Korea where Daehel Kcunk was to start his long journey trying to teach English language to children who had no idea why they were supposed to be learning English language.

After that first day of school Kcunk was ready to leave Uisung town for good and forget that he had ever seen the place. He was angry, confused, cold and humiliated. He was angry because he thought he had been taken advantage of, manipulated because of his inexperienced nature to come to that miserable, cold little town, where he had to live with a Korean family instead of having his own apartment. He was confused because he understood when he signed his contract that he was to be working in a high school, but Mr. Chung’s school was a middle school, and the principal Kcunk had met was also in charge of an elementary school, where Miss Chung told Kcunk that he and she were to start an English learning program for the children there. They were to teach there four hours a week in between his middle school class schedule. Kcunk was aghast to the thought of him associated with little kids and squealing, screaming, silly middle school age kids. And he was humiliated too because he had to wear those fluffy, puffy, old ladies’ house slippers.

Kcunk and Mr. Chung and Miss Chung sat on the living room floor of Mr. Chung’s apartment discussing back and forth Kcunk’s concerns and the town’s need for a “native speaker teacher,” as Miss Chung referred to Kcunk’s position at the schools. The discussion didn’t go too smoothly as language and cultural differences made the understanding of each other’s reasoning extremely difficult for Miss Chung to decipher turning English into Korean and visa-versa. Kcunk’s concerns were superficial in Mr. Chung’s Korean way of thinking. Since Kcunk wasn’t a skilled or experienced teacher, Mr. Chung told his sister to tell Kcunk, he shouldn’t be angry but to use the opportunity to learn about teaching in Korean schools, and after a few years he could move up to high school level, which is very different in agenda and pursuits than the lower grades. As far as the apartment arrangement, Mr. Chung was somewhat insulted that Kcunk didn’t want to live with him and his wife, especially after the daughter had to give up her personal space for Kcunk’s convenience. Mr. Chung’s collectivism mindset understood little about Kcunk’s need for an individualistic lifestyle. He simply couldn’t comprehend the concept. Nor could Kcunk understand the Korean’s reasoning for why Kcunk should not be upset.

Miss Chung did her best translating her brother’s line of thinking to Kcunk, who sat rigid, hard framed and much above Mr. Chung and his sister, looking down at them, adding some more difficulties to the already bumpy talks. The expression on his face didn’t look particularly conducive to openness, thought Miss Chung, but she used her soft spoken but firm and intelligent knowledge of English to convey the brother’s message as civil as she could.

After some time, Kcunk started to realize that he really had few options in the matter. Miss Chung had explained that there was only one apartment complex in the town and it was small. She explained that Korean people were family people and everyone lived with someone else. It was rare in Korea, she told him, for people to live by themselves. Also it was a question of money in that Korean apartments were very, very expensive – supply and demand she attempted to talk about. There weren’t enough people in the town that had the money to buy an apartment so there weren’t any investors to take on the business of building a new apartment complex. Miss Chung also explained that if Kcunk wanted to leave Uisung town Mr. Chung couldn’t stop him; however, Kcunk wouldn’t be able to stay in the country very much longer in that he was still considered a tourist by the immigration department and there wasn’t but a few months left on his visa.

“Whaddaya.mean.tourist?” Kcunk ran his words together in an excited grumble.

“You’re still considered a tourist until you register with the local immigration authorities in Taegu City,” Miss Chung stated straight forwardly. She then went on to explain that her brother had to take Kcunk to Taegu City’s immigration department within ninety days of his arrival in the country, that the airport immigration only recognized his arrival to the country as a tourist. He needed to register again with local authorities in order to get a foreigners’ identification book, as she described the national registration passbook that all foreigners were required to hold according to Korean law. “It allows you to stay in the country longer than a tourist visa allows you to stay. My brother and I will take you to Taegu City in a week or so to take care of that procedure,” she finished.

Kcunk’s options suddenly became just about none at Miss Chung’s explanation of visas and registration books and such. But still, Kcunk wasn’t sure if he was being taken advantage of again or not. He really had no understanding of the matters he was in question about. Kcunk was lost. He had to rely on Miss Chung’s interpretations and hope she was honest in doing so. And he had to trust fully her brother and hope that he was a man of integrity. His whole existence, he felt, was in the hands of these two people. It was the first time Kcunk felt that he was not in control of his own affairs. He sat silent, realizing that he was truly in a foreign land, depending on foreign people for his well being. Daehel Kcunk succumbed to his host’s requests. For the first time since he had landed in that little town, Kcunk suddenly was struck with the understanding that he was really going to be in that town for a whole year, living with the Chung – Chae family, and that it was he who was foreign and not them.

For a couple of days after the living room discussion about apartments and schools and each other’s needs and such, Kcunk pretty much stayed to himself, holding inwardly close. He went to work at Mr. Chung’s middle school in the mornings and spent two or three afternoons with Miss Chung talking over ideas for teaching the children at the elementary school. It was then that Kcunk found out why Miss Chung was in town helping her brother by translating for him and helping Kcunk with his teaching duties.

Being quite let down by his own situation, Kcunk asked Miss Chung how could she cope with working in that little town doing work that she was, according to him, “way over-qualified to be doing.”

“Why aren’t you in Seoul, translating language for one of the large Korean corporations,” he wanted to know.

In her quiet, thoughtful and reserved manner, Miss Chung politely told Kcunk that she had been in Seoul and had been employed with a Korean firm. But because of the Confucian top-down, seniority laden, male dominated work structure of Korean society and especially the Korean corporate world, the so-called glass ceiling barrier to female career advancement was more like a “glass floor.” Miss Chung inverted the popular phrase to get across to Kcunk that most young women had little hopes of any advancement much above ground level positions in the Korean business world. She told him that despite her top of her graduating class standing at university, she was, nonetheless, looked upon by the men at her workplace as little more than a “coffee getter and memo taker.” She said that the top men never let her put her English language skills to use. She claimed they were too embarrassed about not being able to speak English, so in order to save face in front of a “lowly female,” as she condescendingly spoke of how she felt the men thought of her, they stayed away from most business situations where English language understanding was required.

Kcunk didn’t really know what to think about Miss Chung’s explanation. He just nodded his head and said something like “Oh, I see.” He thought for a moment about women in his native Canada and how they seemed to be more savvy and forceful about the respect they got in their work and in their personal lives. A touch of sympathy for Miss Chung and other young Korean women flashed across his mind but it didn’t stay long for inside Daehel Kcunk he secretly didn’t want young Korean women to be savvy and forceful. But he was somewhat understanding when she told him that helping her brother and being dutiful in a filial responsible way to family and translating for Kcunk was, by far, less humiliating and oppressive than being a coffee getter and memo taker. It made sense to Kcunk that her situation in Uisung town was an opportunity for her to use and practice her English language skills, although, he had little comprehension about what she was trying to explain to him about filial duty to family. Kcunk had always thought about Kcunk.

***

Just as Miss Chung had explained to Kcunk about her and her brother taking him to Taegu City, he was informed by her brother that he didn’t have to go to school on the forthcoming Friday, as the three of them would be driving to the immigration department in that town.

That Friday morning Kcunk looked at the large rectangular cement building that he was told was the immigration office. It didn’t look much different than his school, Kcunk thought, or most other buildings he had seen on his arrival into Taegu. Kcunk was beginning to learn about the lack of sophistication in standard Korean building design – rectangular and square, blocky, vertical, non-descript – cement – everywhere, cement.

The inside of the building was just as bland as the outside, no architectural fancy – large open spaces filled with desks, lots of desks with bureaucrats shuffling papers – lots of papers. Kcunk was guided to a room where there were a fair number of other foreigners. Mostly they were just milling about, chatting, waiting for the bureaucrats to shuffle their papers, call their names. There was only little need for any of them to be at that place, their only purpose was to give finger prints, sign their names. The whole procedure took less time than it took Kcunk to make a mess in the men’s restroom, where his aim in the squatting position at the oval opening in the cement floor missed its target, splattering Kcunk’s previous night’s fermented bean stew dinner all about the place. He spent considerable number of minutes with water-soaked tissue paper wiping slobs of brown and black off the cuffs of his pants and the sides of his shoes. Kcunk knew he would never get the hang of relieving his self in a squatting position.

Just before government worker lunch time, one o’clock, Kcunk was called into an office where Miss Chung and her brother were waiting. The two of them had been in several other offices all morning long, talking to various authorities and signing documents while Kcunk and the other foreigners hung around trying to figure out what was going on.

Kcunk was handed a small paper booklet the size of a standardized driver’s licence. It had a blue colored cover on the front with the Korean National seal embossed in gold printed into it. The inside of the booklet had a very small picture of Kcunk with his physical descriptions and his place of stay typed in Korean below it. There were about four or five pages in the booklet to be used for police and other official documentation. Miss Chung was to explain to Kcunk the purpose and function of the booklet in the presence of one of the bureaucratic officials, who – after she told Kcunk that every time he left Uisung town he was to stop at a police station in whatever place he was in and let them know that he was in their town – was to verify with a stamped seal that the holder of the booklet understood the terms thereof. After that procedure had been officially sanctioned, Miss Chung told Kcunk that it was very important that he register with the police when he traveled.

“What Am I – a Criminal?” Kcunk questioned with loud indignation, emphasizing his point. Almost before he finished speaking, Mr. Chung stepped hurriedly past his sister who was standing between himself and Kcunk, almost jumping right up to the Canadian – face to face.

“THIZ PERY PORTANT, P’LEECE BUSINESS, ARMY BUSINESS, KOREAN BUSINESS – YOU NO TALKING,” he intervened, cutting Kcunk’s loudness short. Me big problem you no do as officer man speaking,” Mr. Chung tried to make his self understood to Kcunk. In her usual manner, his sister quietly spoke, but not until her brother had finished talking. “My brother is legally responsible for your actions while you are here in Korea working under the contract you hold with his school. Everything is documented and is now official,” she told Kcunk. “My brother’s apartment is your legal place of residence. His name is on the record as your legal sponsor while you are in our country. You are a guest and my brother has to answer to the law if you cause any trouble or do something illegal. Please do not cause my brother any problems. He is a very kind man but he is also a strong man – he was captain rank in our army before. Please understand our situation,” she ended. Kcunk felt somewhat sorry for exploding like he did so he bowed his head a little more than his usual nod. “No problems from me,” he concluded the exchange.

There were a few more bows and a couple of handshakes and Daehel Kcunk, Mr. Chung and his sister were on their way back to Uisung town. But not until they stopped to have some lunch at a restaurant, where Mr. Chung told his sister and Kcunk that the people there served one of Taegu’s best known foods, “Dong-indong Kalbi.” The three sat down to what Kcunk told Mr. Chung and his sister was some of the spiciest barbecued beef ribs he had ever tasted. “Man, these are hot,” he declared, wolfing down two glasses of soft drink chased by a glass of water. Mr. Chung and his sister just stared, watching Kcunk guzzle all that liquid, one glass after the other.

***

Sometime after a few more weeks had passed, Kcunk was invited to another school where he was asked to give a lecture to a group of teachers and administrators. What about, Kcunk had no idea, nor did anyone who invited him to the school. Kcunk was only told not to worry.

“You no worry, no worry,” the people at the school told him. Of course, that assurance, or lack of assurance as Kcunk saw the situation, made him worry even more than he initially was worrying. Especially when he was told that Miss Chung wouldn’t be able to go along with him to translate for him, as she had a previous appointment in Andong City where she stayed when she wasn’t staying at her brother’s apartment in Uisung Town.

When Kcunk arrived at the school, he was introduced to the school’s principal and his assistants and tea again was readily served but this time with some small size cakes. The setting in which Kcunk and the principal and his staff met seemed to Kcunk to be much like the setting at the elementary school where the little principal in the big chair resided. At the second school there was a lot of formality, a couple of big, gaudy flags, and a lot of bowing and hand shaking.

After the initial greeting, Kcunk was escorted to a room with a sign on its door that read “Language Laboratory.” The room was situated on top of the school as if it had been added on to the original structure at some later date in the building’s history. And because it was sitting on the very top of the school, it was exposed on all sides to the mercy of the weather. And at that time of year when Kcunk was invited there, the weather was quite mercilous.

A man who spoke English to some degree escorted Kcunk to the room after he had introduced Kcunk to the school’s principal. He guided Kcunk to a stage area at one end of the room, where a console – podium arrangement complete with two computers and an audio control panel with an audio headset and microphone sat in place. Behind it all was a large whiteboard that had been mounted directly over an old style chalkboard. The whole set-up somehow didn’t seem to be permanent Kcunk thought. It all looked to him if it was somehow just temporary.

Kcunk was told to sit at the console and wait. “Some people come soon,” the man guiding Kcunk around the school told him. Kcunk sat for what seemed like a very long time waiting for “some people to come soon’ but no people came. Kcunk was starting to get cold just sitting there waiting with no heating system in the place. That was another reason he thought that the set-up looked so temporary.

In a while, longer than Kcunk wanted to wait, the commotion of busyness entered the room en masse. Dozens of people still wearing their coats and scarves, presumably the teachers and administrators he was supposed to lecture to, people who looked to be as confused about what they were supposed to be doing as he was, came into the room. They stood around as if waiting for some direction just as he was sitting around waiting for some direction. He was thinking about what he was going to say to these people. “Maybe I’ll just make an introduction. Maybe that would be enough. Maybe I’ll hold a question and answer session.” He really didn’t know what anyone expected of him. But he figured he would find out very soon.

A few minutes after the people came into the room five or six photographers showed up in a group. But, unlike everyone else in the room, they appeared to know exactly what they were to be doing as they scanned the room while preparing their equipment with the necessary lenses and flash accessories. Kcunk watched the photographers closely, deciding that they looked as if they had done whatever it was that they were about to do many times before. Then the principal walked into the room, escorted by his assistants to a row of chairs along the wall of the room off to Kcunk’s right.

After the principal had seated himself and got comfortably situated, one of the assistants conferred with the photographers who, by that time, Kcunk noticed, had moved into strategic picture taking positions around the room. Kcunk watched the assistant going back to where the principal was sitting and confering with him, then addressing a few words aloud across the room. Immediately the teachers and administrators took seats at the rows of table-like desks that were directly facing the podium-console where Kcunk was sitting, reached inside the desks pulling out sets of audio earphones placing them upon their heads. The man who had been guiding Kcunk around the school then came to where Kcunk was sitting and told him to put on his earphone headset and to pick up the microphone, stand, face the teachers and administrators. Before the man could continue his words, Kcunk reached for the “power on” switch to the console and computers. But before he even touched the switch to turn it on, the guide blurted out, speaking forcefully into Kcunk’s face “YOU NO DO!” at the same time slapping Kcunk’s hand away from the switch.

Kcunk, making a knee-jerk reaction to the man’s slap, pushed the man aside with one swipe of an arm that was born to years of heavy work, at the same time firing a line of ramble into the man’s direction. “What the heller y’doing, you jerk! How the hell am I going to talk to these people through the mic if it isn’t turned on,” he bashed out. The man in a somewhat brusque manner looked back at Kcunk declaring “YOU NO SPEAKING, YOU ONLY LOOK LIKE YOU SPEAKING,” he angrily stated, his voice nervously cracking.

“What? How can I look like I’m speaking when I’m NOT speaking,” Kcunk demanded.

“You – You,” the guy sputtered, beginning to lose his patience. “PRETEND SPEAKING” he shot back.

Kcunk felt the uneasiness and glancing out at the room saw that the people there, too, seemed to have some uneasiness about them.

“Ah,” Kcunk said trying to back out of the tension, “I SEE. You want me to PRETEND that I am talking to the audience,” he more calmly said, trying to put a smile on his face.

“Yes, Yes – You Pretend!”

Then hurriedly and somewhat red in his face, the man returned to where the other assistants were, taking his dutied position with them alongside the principal at the row of chairs along the wall. Kcunk stood at the console, dumbfounded, for he couldn’t believe what was taking place. There he was in the middle of an imitation lecture and all was set. Everybody was ready. The nod was given and camera shutters clicked, lights flashed and that was that. It was over. “Look as if you are speaking,” the guy had said. “Pretend.” And then something someone had said to him when he was waiting in the room with the other foreigners at the immigration office in Taegu City not that long ago popped into Kcunk’s head: “THE LAND OF SMOKE AND MIRRORS. WHAT YOU SEE IS NOT WHAT YOU GET.” He remembered one of the foreigners at the immigration office had told him that Korea’s national motto should be – the line that was running across Kcunk’s mind at that moment, that most of what foreigners thought was going on in Korea wasn’t anywhere near to the truth of what was really going on, and what was spoken in Korea wasn’t what was really meant. “Only when it is to the Koreans’ advantage,” another foreigner had said. Immediately the INFORMATION sign at the airport the first night he arrived in the country came to mind, and a slight grin slipped across his face.

Despite the small fracas at the console between Kcunk and the guide-assistant, Kcunk was thanked by the principal of the school just as he was thanked by the little principal in the big chair at the elementary school. Only this time, along with the handshakes, there was an envelope handed to Kcunk in which there was the school’s “token of appreciation for his work,” as he was told.
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