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THE SIBLINGS [image: ]


DO-KYUNG BLACKED OUT, THEN WOKE with a start, blacked out. He woke up when Su’s hand carefully slipped out of his, and at the quiet tread of a small animal passing by. But then sleep pulled him under again, and he dreamed an endless stream of scenes, pouring like grains of sand through an hourglass. Was he dreaming or was he awake, or dead? He couldn’t tell. He alternately fought to let go, and to hang on.

The night grew ever deeper. At one point, when it was so deep it seemed fathomless, something forced its way up Do-kyung’s esophagus. Bitter swill shot to his tongue and dripped from his nostrils. Do-kyung capped a hand over his mouth, groped around for the door handle with the other. The car door swung open as vomit burst out of him. The bilious liquid poured forth without end, not stopping even after he’d soaked the ground below him. He pounded on his chest and managed to cease the retching, but then a burning as violent as fire shot up from the pit of his stomach to his throat.

Foul, sticky fluids dripping from his mouth, nose, and eyes, Do-kyung wrapped his hands around his neck and turned to look at Su in the passenger seat. She was lying very straight on her back. Skin so white it bore a tinge of blue, hands gathered primly, awkward smile. She looked like a wax doll. Do-kyung carefully placed a hand on her chest. Her heart wasn’t beating. He held a finger below her nose, but felt nothing.

The long, low headlights of a faraway car emitted a white, undulating wave of light that turned orange, then white again. Spreading dim and wide, the lights enlarged and lengthened the limbs of a tree. Shadows like the antlers of an old and solitary animal grew smaller and darker as if a soul were moving through them. Do-kyung stared blankly at the outlines of the shadows as they grew vivid, then came the terrifying realization: The shadow is getting darker. The light is getting closer. Someone’s coming.

A dirt road leading to a deserted park. A lone luxury sedan parked askew. Inside, a woman who could be asleep or dead. A sight to raise suspicion in anyone. Do-kyung’s mind knew as instantly as a sheet of paper catches fire that he had to run, but his body could not leave the car. He reached for Su’s hand but yanked it back before they touched. He couldn’t take her or leave her. So Do-kyung locked the doors from the inside, got out of the car, and tested the door to make sure it was locked. Su was now a being completely different from Do-kyung. She lay perfectly still beyond everyone’s reach, like an illusion, like a doll in a glass coffin.

Above, on the hill next to the roadside, was a mess of rocks, branches, exposed roots jutting out every which way, and below, on the shoulder of the road, was loose dirt that people got stuck in and skidded off even when it wasn’t raining. Do-kyung chose the latter. His feet picked up speed in no time.



A STREETLIGHT OVERHEAD crackled and blinked. Do-kyung had run as fast as his legs would take him, wherever his feet could find footing, and it wasn’t until a car zipped by with a sustained beep that he realized he was standing in the middle of a four-lane road. He whipped his head around and looked as far as his eyes could see, then hurried to the other side. When he reached the sidewalk his legs gave out.

His right knee scraped the coarse sidewalk, tearing his light cotton pants and breaking skin. Bright red blood seeped into his cream-colored pants. Do-kyung gathered his palms over his knee and pressed his brow against the back of his hands. In the brief time he was curled up on the ground, the tattered fabric of his pants glued to the scrape. Carefully, he tried to peel off the loose threads by rubbing with the tip of his finger. Clotted scabs came off, springing fresh drops of vivid red. A groan slipped through his clenched jaw.

Su came to mind only then. Her hot, dry lips on the nape of his neck. Running his hands over the goose bumps on the back of his neck, he looked up at the park across the street. She’s still there. Su and Do-kyung used to drive up the dirt road, and hike the rest of the way to the top where the park was. It was a steep, narrow trail that led to not much—a clearing with a few benches, no view, nothing to do, and no one around. Su and Do-kyung had liked the park all the more for it and visited often. Do-kyung left Su there and ran.



IT WAS A supermarket cleaning job. Jin-kyung had wondered why the job was on a Saturday, when supermarkets were the busiest; when she got there, she realized it had gone out of business. The place had closed suddenly due to contract renewal troubles. The refrigerators and freezers were shut down with the contents still inside, and it was clear cleaning had never been a priority to begin with. Vegetables and fruits had liquefied, and some of the milk cartons had exploded under pressure of decomposition. No words could describe the stench of rotting meat. Mold, vermin of every imaginable variety, pools of festering juices on the floor. One of the cleaners retched the moment they walked in.



CLEANING WENT ON well into the night. Jin-kyung stayed behind to finish up, and the team leader handed her a large plastic bag and said, “Overtime pay.” She filled it with beverages in plastic bottles she’d set aside when cleaning out the back.

“They’re clean. They don’t expire for a while, and the cap seals weren’t broken,” the team leader said. “I’m going to take some myself,” she insisted as she loaded her bag. “I wouldn’t have been able to do this sort of thing at your age. There’s no shame in this, you know. This is all money. Make a lot of money. Work like your life depends on it. That way you’ll at least get to be L2. In the meantime, drink this.”

“But there’s no one to drink all the…”

Jin-kyung thought of the people she could no longer describe as “not around anymore” because they were just plain “gone.” She hadn’t seen Do-kyung in two days.



THERE WERE TWO classes of people in Town: L and L2. The ones with Town citizenship were referred to as Ls, or Citizens. These were people above a certain level of financial status who had knowledge or skills that Town required. Underage residents were recognized as Citizens only if they had parents or legal sponsors who were Citizens.

L2 visas were issued to those without citizenship qualifications who had a clean criminal record. Applicants went through a brief interview and physical examination. They were referred to around Town as L2, and their visas were good for two years. Two years were all they got. They were welcome to look for work in all areas during those two years without fear of deportation, but most workplaces that sought L2 labor were construction sites, warehouses, cleaning companies, and other hard labor for little pay. When the two years were up, L2s had to go through another round of interviews and physical exams to extend their visas.

Most L2s were natives who put themselves through the degradation because they didn’t have the qualifications to make Citizen and simply couldn’t leave their hometowns. When the L2s had children they couldn’t afford to raise, those children became L2s as well.

Jin-kyung wasn’t even an L2, but a Saha—she wasn’t anyone or anything deserving of a category. Saha was what they were called even if they didn’t live in Saha Estates, which Jin-kyung assumed the name came from. The term seemed to say, This is as far as you get.



WALKING THROUGH THE main gate of the Saha Estates, Jin-kyung scanned Block A, starting wide and slowly narrowing her scope: the seventh-floor walkway, Do-kyung’s apartment, his front door, and the kitchen window. All the windows of his apartment were pitch-black, as if he’d closed up the place and left on purpose. The exhaustion of a day’s labor, the ache in her arms and legs, and the weight of the plastic bags in both hands hit her all at once. Stretched thin by the weight of the beverages, the handles were digging into her fingers.

The bag in her right hand ripped, sending the plastic bottles rolling down into the front yard. Jin-kyung bent down to grab them, arms extending every which way and losing grip on the other plastic bag. Trying to catch the bottles from the second bag, she dropped the ones she’d already picked up. Jin-kyung let her hands dangle by her sides and watched the contents scatter away. The night breeze picked up the ripped plastic bag and held it in the air.

“Lost your marbles, and for this?” The custodian’s office door opened slowly with a squeak. The old man picked up the plastic bag that hadn’t ripped, and ambled around the yard picking up the bottles. When the bag was full, he filled his own pockets, tucked two under his armpits, and held two in his hands. He headed back to his office.

“There’s another one by the faucets,” he said without looking back.

Jin-kyung picked up the runaway bottle resting by the water pail near one of the faucets, and followed the old man. He put the juice in his refrigerator. There wasn’t much space, since it was stocked with food containers, bottled water, and bottled soju. He moved the containers around to make room, but could only fit two bottles in the end. He opened the freezer and stared into it for a while.

“Want one?” he asked, closing the freezer door.

Jin-kyung shook her head, but the old man twisted the cap open for her anyway. On the small television on his desk, ads for an apartment complex, dish soap, a dietary supplement, and a movie trailer came on, followed by the wrap-up news. Jin-kyung sat on the edge of the desk and took a sip of the juice. It was warm and sour. She couldn’t tell if it had gone bad, or if that was what it was supposed to taste like. The old man rolled back and forth in his chair and took big, noisy gulps of the juice and then sighed contentedly as if it were strong liquor.

The old man didn’t drink from the communal faucets in the yard. His fridge was always stocked full of expensive bottled water, which he used to cook with as well. In the summer, he would watch disdainfully as Jin-kyung drank straight from a faucet with her head craned sideways. One time, he came over and turned off the tap while she was drinking and said something cryptic: “Ever wonder why people at Saha die so easily? Why all the birth defects? You think it’s just because they can’t go to the hospital?”

On the TV, a female anchor relayed the accidents and crimes of the day, her lips smiling subtly.

“A woman was found dead in a car by a park entrance. Police are investigating. Ten p.m. last night, a Citizen out for a walk in the Compound Third Street Park near Saha Estates found the body and called the police. The body has been identified as a pediatrician in her early thirties who was reported missing by her family. She’d been missing for two days when she was found. The police reported in a press briefing that the car belonged to the deceased, and signs of sexual assault found on the body suggest rape and murder.”

Jin-kyung slammed her bottle on the old man’s desk, juice spilling over on impact. Su. Su was dead. Su was dead and Do-kyung had been gone for days. I must find Do-kyung, Jin-kyung thought, but didn’t know how to go about finding a man who didn’t own a cell phone, had no friends, and hadn’t been doing much lately besides drawing in his sketch pad. She got up to go search the park first.

“Where are you going?” the old man asked.

Jin-kyung paused for a moment and then started for the gates.

“Hold it!” the old man shouted urgently. It was the first time she had heard him raise his voice to this level. Always aloof and indifferent, the custodian lived in Saha Estates, his pay came from the Saha Estates residents, and yet he seemed to look down on them all. I’m not like you, his attitude suggested, I have nothing to do with you, I don’t care. And yet here he was, taking great strides toward Jin-kyung, grabbing her by the arm.

“Don’t go.”

Jin-kyung looked him straight in the eye. His eyes were a light, almost faded brown. His pupils weren’t dilated despite the darkness that surrounded them. Questions flooded her mind as she looked into his pupils that reminded her of wrinkles and age rings, but she didn’t ask.

“I don’t know what’s going on, Jin-kyung,” he said, breaking the silence as if to respond to her unarticulated questions. “Nothing good comes of groundless panic.”

There was something solid in the old man’s grip. Jin-kyung had heard he’d crossed the border into Town over a decade ago. The trajectory that led him to Saha was likely as punishing as Jin-kyung’s. Did he have family? His old eyes saw something young eyes could not.

The old man’s large hand loosened its grip on Jin-kyung’s arm.

“Thanks for the juice,” he said.





THE SAHA ESTATES

The village had lived off the fish farms for generations. One year, red tide began to devastate the fish farms, forcing them to close down one by one. Without decent tourist attractions to bring in money or a port for trading of substantial scale, villagers began leaving their hometown in search of a livelihood. Then one corporation made a deal with the local government. Office buildings and factories sprang up, followed by apartment complexes and an infusion of young people. Children played in new playgrounds, and yellow school buses meandered through the narrow, winding roads that now ran through the residential areas. The corporation pushed aggressively for expansion in the IT and biotech fields, and this yielded swift results. The village—now a bustling Town/city—received international attention. People started referring to it by the name of the corporation.

But the growth of Town did not mean opportunities for local businesses. The subsidiaries kept designing and erecting more buildings, and after surviving the competition they took over distribution lines and banks, keeping the money within the conglomerate. The tax benefits and support agreements that the desperate local government hastily agreed to came back to poison the local economy. Eventually the local government filed for bankruptcy. And after an interminable fight in the courts, the village was sold to the corporation. Bought out. This marked the birth of an odd city-state that was not quite company or country.

The life of one city had ended and a new chapter had begun, but there weren’t any palpable changes. The city had been functioning like a corporation for over a decade before it declared independence. Most residents who were employees of the corporation and its subsidiaries went to work at the same offices, sent their children to the same schools, and maintained the same lives they had before. But the non-employees were gripped with a fear they couldn’t name. Many quickly moved to the mainland. Protests small and large were held, demanding protective measures against foreseeable calamities, but the corporation insisted they would cross those bridges when they got to them.

The head of the corporation, a man approaching eighty, gave a city-wide address. “I’m only a businessman. All I know is how to make money,” he said. “I bought the city to foster an environment without regulations. Where people can earn what they deserve. I gave my youth to this company and city, but I don’t intend to turn it into my own kingdom. Town belongs to you.”

It was this address that gave the little city-nation the nickname “Town.”

Just before the official takeover, the corporation had issued a great volume of stocks under the guise of securing funds. Those who saw value and potential in the corporation that was about to become its own country formed investment firms and bought the stocks and gathered investors. Most of the investment came from native Town residents. The corporation became a government branch called the Ministry of Means and Industry when Town became a nation. The corporation vanished, which turned its stock into garbage. The airport, railways, roads, and public housing were sold to foreign investors for cheap. The majority of the foreign investors were relations of the company executives.

Town opted for a government of co-ministers. Specialists in education, law, labor, corporation, defense, culture, and environment sent in multiple names for recommendation, which were then discussed behind closed doors among incumbent ministers and candidates to put together a seven-minister council, one per field. The identities of the ministers were kept strictly confidential, and supposedly even the head of the former corporation, “founder” of Town, didn’t know who they were. The head of the corporation only appointed one person as spokesperson for the Council of Ministers.

The highest level of income, a near-tenure position, absolute power. But status that couldn’t be flaunted was no status at all, and a life led under the disguise of a fake job and identity had to be stressful. Leaking confidential information about the Council or revealing someone’s status as minister meant a maximum sentence. One of the founding ministers revealed classified information about the Council and himself in a private gathering and was executed in public. They made an example of him, was the prevailing opinion.

To quell the reasonable fear and confusion among the public, the Council of Ministers proposed a provisional bill simply referred to as “Special Law” and passed it. Television and radio channels were consolidated, as was the press. Certain departments were eliminated at the university. Professors, researchers, and students of certain fields suddenly found themselves without means. Location, type of establishment, and the personal history of the owners were all grounds for shutting down shops and firms, and there was no way to contest the Council’s decisions.

When more than three adults gathered on weekends or holidays, they needed to receive clearance first. This applied to religious organizations as well. Some words were prohibited from printing or saying out loud. Context was immaterial; mere expression was grounds enough for punishment. There were songs that couldn’t be sung out loud, books that couldn’t be read, roads that couldn’t be taken. People not to meet. Strange policies so commonly enforced called common sense into question.

The native residents were all promised citizenship when the city was first bought out. The promise was not kept. The Council of Ministers decided upon a citizenship and visa system to guard against illegal entry. Those who led quiet lives on the land where they had always lived were ordered to vacate, and what little they had was seized as public property. The “Special Law” did not check this process in any way. The policy targeted native residents, turning them into loitering criminals swarming Town. Town holding cells soon ran out of space. Proceedings were expedited, and summary indictments sentenced native residents to deportation in great numbers. The measure was intended to bring immediate order to the Town, the Council announced, but the harsh policies remained after order was achieved.

The Council of Ministers continued to operate the same way. When disease, accident, or death created a vacancy in the Council, a new minister was appointed to one of the seven seats, of which nothing was made public. The only affiliated person to appear in public was the original spokesperson that the head of the corporation had appointed in the beginning, who was terribly young when he took the post and was able to capably fulfill his duties to the present.



THE RESIDENTIAL AREAS formerly occupied by the deportees were swiftly leveled in the name of redevelopment, but the Saha Estates redevelopment kept getting postponed. In the meantime, a handful of people who couldn’t be Citizens but didn’t want to leave began hiding out in Saha Estates. The demolition notice that hung at the gate was periodically updated, each time with a later schedule. At some point, the Saha Estates residents removed the notice. A new notice was hung and removed, another hung, removed. A notice warning not to remove the notice was hung and also removed. After a few unseen tugs-of-war, the unthinkable happened: no more notices.

Not long after the notices stopped, the plumbing and gas lines for each unit were cut off. But the faucets in the yard overflowed with just a turn of the tap. Sewage drained well. Thanks to the solar panels on the roof, the electricity wasn’t completely cut off, either. There was the occasional power outage in the buildings, but no one complained. No police or government employees came poking around. Saha residents were able to work at nearby construction sites, warehouses, and other similarly filthy, dangerous workplaces. Life was livable. Those who came to the Saha Estates for temporary shelter began nesting with small furnishings and appliances. Stoves were adjusted to connect to LPG tanks. On the doors, hook-and-eye latches were installed on the inside and padlocks were hung on the outside. More windows began to light up at night.

As in any other apartment complex, the residents of Saha Estates silently acknowledged each other, patted the heads of children they didn’t know, asked which unit they lived in, if their electricity situation was okay, and whether gas was leaking from their tanks. Rumors circulated: this side got the most sun, that floor was deserted and spooky, so-and-so’s family moved units three times. Then an official residents’ association formed at someone’s suggestion. A steering committee was put together and a representative elected. Each unit paid a fee to hire a custodian to manage the facilities. That was forty years ago.

Town.

The country that did not accept citizens without capital, skills, or expertise. The country with the most comprehensive semiconductor core technology, handheld devices, and displays, the greatest number of patents in the field of vaccines, pharmaceuticals, and medical devices, and the largest, most advanced biotech research center staffed with the brightest team. The only country to adopt a Council of seven co-ministers for its government. The country entirely run by seven ministers lording over the puppet Parliament, who never revealed their identities, much less engaged with the public. The country that did not belong to any international organization or regional union. The smallest, strangest country, which went by the name of Town. In this rigid land that outsiders could not access and no one wanted to leave, in this mysterious, reclusive state, the Saha Estates was the only secret passageway.



HANGING OFF THE iron railing on the ground floor of Block A was a pair of rubber gloves. They belonged to Granny Konnim. She hung rubber gloves, kerchiefs, and rags on the railing from time to time. The old custodian and the ground-floor residents sometimes hung their wet jackets, shoes, or umbrellas there to dry.

The Saha Estates consisted of two buildings: The L-shaped Building A with fourteen units per floor, seven on each wing, and Building B, with seven units per floor, which ran parallel to one leg of Building A, the whole complex forming a U shape. The two buildings were spaced wide apart, but the courtyard in the middle was quite cozy. People referred to the courtyard as the Front Yard. A small playground, a parking lot, the communal faucets, and Granny Konnim’s small garden occupied the Front Yard. No child played on the playground; the swing sets and seesaws were so rusted through, they were porous as termite-infested wood. And the parking lot was always empty because no one could afford—or even drive—a car. The only space the residents got good use out of was the garden.

Paint peeled on the outside walls of the buildings, revealing a crack that ran long and deep. The iron railings on every floor were rusted and eroded, leaving rings of brown on the ground where water slid down and pooled on the bottom. The emergency stairs on the sides of the buildings were so run-down one could hardly scale them, so that egress was blocked. Collapsing onto themselves by imperceptible increments, the old buildings exuded dust. And in these buildings, the Sahas ate, slept, and grew old.

The stone pillar at the front gate that bore the name of Saha Estates also had a diagonal crack running through it. The words “Saha” and “Estates,” engraved and painted green, were divided by the crack. Saha / Estates. Saha. Estates. Resting against “Saha” was a stack of large black garbage bags that lay like wild animal carcasses, with yellow streaks of rot spilling from them.

The government did not collect garbage at Saha Estates. A contracted company was paid to dispose of the waste, and every so often its representatives expressed their resentment over the small fee Saha residents could afford. On the bulletin board by the custodian’s office, they would post a passive-aggressive notice asking residents to reduce waste. And sometimes they would go further, advising them to keep their doors locked, to keep their units sanitary, to refrain from bringing outsiders onto the premises, and so on. The Sahas had no luxury or reason to heed such sound advice.



ONE SPRING DAY, when the bomdong flowers had come in earlier than usual, Granny Konnim sat crouching in her garden with one trowel in hand and a second in her back pocket. The yellow flower buds reminded Jin-kyung of freesia. She picked a few and made a bouquet. Granny Konnim watched her without a word. She never said anything to anyone if they weeded, picked flowers, or harvested fruits and vegetables in her garden.

Boomboomboomboomboom. Jin-kyung knew without looking back that Woomi was approaching. Footsteps only Woomi’s large yet supple frame could make. Of all the people Jin-kyung had ever seen, Woomi was the tallest, had the largest head, the broadest shoulders, thickest knuckles, and knobbiest knees. With that frighteningly enormous body, Woomi always moved quickly, as if flying.

Woomi plopped down next to Jin-kyung as she worked on her bouquet. Jin-kyung said bomdong gets too tough to eat once the flowers come out, and that the flowers taste good fried, but she should watch out for bees hiding in the blossoms—and spoke also of other things of no consequence. Just then, something like a yellow piece of paper flew over and alighted on a flower Jin-kyung was holding.

“Oh, a butterfly!” Jin-kyung exclaimed under her breath.

A yellow more vivid than the blossom. Black whirls like a pair of eyes on the open wings. Feelers growing wide and tapering off at the tips, as if the insect were wearing the feathers of a tiny bird on its head.

“Pretty,” said Jin-kyung. “But they say ornate butterflies are poisonous.”

Woomi shook her head. “It’s a moth,” she said, her gaze fixed on the winged insect.

“Butterflies fold their wings when they alight. Moths keep them open. Butterflies have slender feelers with rounded tips, whereas moth feelers are feathery and shaped like leaves. As for poison—who knows? Maybe this fella’s poisonous, too.”

The yellow butterfly or moth flapped its wings again and flew away.

Born and raised in the Saha Estates, Woomi wasn’t able to receive formal education, but her head was an encyclopedia of information no matter the field. A pathological reader especially well versed in history and philosophy, she could also recite quotes from novels and poetry by heart.

Knowing Woomi was probably right, Jin-kyung added anyway, wanting to make this conversation last, “I thought it was too pretty to be a moth.”

Woomi curled one corner of her lip into a smirk. “Classification of species by prettiness? That’s funny.”

Woomi got up and went over to the faucets before Jin-kyung could get in another word.

Set in a hastily cemented cylindrical structure, the eight faucets around the circumference were the only sources of water in the Saha Estates. Saha residents fetched water from these faucets to drink, wash, and do laundry. Accustomed to fetching water on their way back home, no one complained. There was a row of large plastic water jugs and hand carts that the residents used, returned, and kept clean.

Woomi didn’t seem to notice the water overflowing. She was staring off with her left eye squinting, as if she’d bit into something sour. She let more water overflow onto the ground than was in the plastic jug, snapped back to reality, and turned off the tap. The old, rusty tap screeched in protest. Woomi would often space out, turn a tap too hard, and twist the handle clean off. Each time the old man had to change out a broken tap, he cackled without a hint of annoyance on his face and made fun of Woomi.

“Control your strength. Twist gently, like you’re handling a lady.”

“A regular joker, aren’t you? How about I gently twist your head off, too?”

Woomi broke things without meaning to. But she never panicked or apologized, and the old man was always all smiles even though Woomi put him in his place. Clean, clear lines appeared at each corner of the old man’s mouth when he smiled.

Woomi stacked three water jugs precariously in a hand cart, picked up another jug with her free hand, and pushed the cart coolly toward Building A. The bumpy, steep ramp that took up the left half of the steps was halfheartedly put together with cement. Woomi swiftly climbed the ramp, careful to keep the cart balanced.

Jin-kyung still had the bouquet of bomdong in her hand.

Granny Konnim clapped Jin-kyung on the shoulder. “Didn’t get to give her the bouquet, huh?”

Jin-kyung blushed.

Leaning against the railing on the second floor, watching everything unfurl in the yard, Sara couldn’t see the expression on Jin-kyung’s face, but she could see her cheeks flush. She went downstairs in quick steps.

Sara opened her big eye, the only one she had, widely and said, “Pretty flowers, Jin-kyung.”

Jin-kyung studied the bouquet with uncertainty.

“Who’s it for?”

“No one.”

Sara kept looking at Jin-kyung, who looked back at her obliviously.

Sara snickered, half-frustrated and half-disappointed, then asked, “Then can I have it?”

Only then did Jin-kyung offer her the bouquet. As Sara received it with both hands and filled her lungs with its fragrance, Jin-kyung walked off toward the stairwell. She’d been thinking about the butterfly the whole time.

“Thanks, Jin-kyung!” Sara shouted.

“What?”

“Thanks for the flowers. Thanks for making me the bouquet?”

Jin-kyung, still entranced, raised her arm and waved at Sara, who lit up with a smile and waved the bouquet in a big arc over her head.





JIN-KYUNG, UNIT 701

Jin-kyung ended up at the park. She couldn’t not go. Perhaps because of the late hour, there was nothing there but flimsy police tape—no police, no curious bystanders, or even people out walking. Not even the car where the body was reportedly found. About halfway up the hill, she came across a young couple in school uniforms. They wrapped their arms around each other’s waists and kissed, conscious of their audience, then threw a glance at Jin-kyung and giggled to themselves. When Jin-kyung reached the top of the steps, which were formed naturally with tree roots and earth, a small clearing of about eight square meters appeared. She stood on the edge of the clearing and looked down at the Saha Estates, just across the road from the park.

Though Saha Estates was markedly darker than other parts of Town at night, the smooth solar panels on the roofs caught the moonlight, and murky lights shone from a window here and there. Do-kyung must have stood here once and looked down at their home. I wonder what went through his mind. Where is he now? Jin-kyung shut her eyes tight, opened them again, and hurriedly made her way down. She picked up speed, lost her footing and slipped several times. Branches reached out their long arms and scratched her face.

Standing on the side of the four-lane road, Jin-kyung wiped the blood on her cheeks with the back of her hand. Parched, dizzy, and a bit numb, she stepped onto the road. A car racing toward her with awful speed beeped loud and long, swerving into the next lane to avoid her. She stumbled back and collapsed on the sidewalk. A chill started on her crown and made its way down her spine. When they were children, Do-kyung had waited at school, at the empty lot, at the playground for Jin-kyung, who was often late even though she knew he was by himself. In the passing wind, Jin-kyung could almost catch the sound of Do-kyung, a boy crying for his big sister.

Jin-kyung got up, stood with her feet together, and hopped in place three times. One, two, three. She gathered herself, looked both ways, then dashed across the road. And kept running. She went where her legs carried her, thoughtlessly, and eventually found herself back at Saha Estates.



IT WAS ONE night a year ago that Jin-kyung saw Su for the second time. Jin-kyung had been looking up at the sky beyond the railing and pacing the walkway. She walked from Unit 701 to 714 as she smoked, but couldn’t see the moon from any spot. Was it hiding behind the clouds? Or was it a new moon? She drew a calendar in her head, filled it with dates, and was calculating the moon cycle when she saw something moving in the distance below. It was too quiet around Saha on that unusually dark night, and two shadowy figures in the deserted yard joined, separated, joined again, and quickly moved past the custodian’s office, where the lights were out.

The figures slipped into Building A. One came out and headed across the yard, but spun around halfway and ran back. Jin-kyung ducked, extinguished the cigarette under the heel of her sneaker, and watched the figures in the dark. She could tell who one of the shadows was. She had an ominous feeling that this life and routine she fought to establish—this frail peace—was about to shatter. Jin-kyung plopped to the floor. A crack in the concrete wall ran from ceiling to floor.

Footsteps came up the stairs. Tatatatap. Tatatatap. Tatatatap. Just one pair of feet. Footsteps, silence. Footsteps, another stretch of silence. The figure coming up the stairs was running up a floor, stopping at the railing to wave at the figure in the yard. Another floor, more waving. The next floor, waving. The footsteps grew closer until the figure appeared by the seventh-floor stairwell. Someone Jin-kyung knew well: Do-kyung.

Do-kyung went up to the railing in great strides, leaned so far out over he seemed ready to jump, and waved his arms again. Long arms drew great swoops like rainbows in the dark sky. He made other peculiar gestures, then pushed the air with the back of his hand as if to say, Go, go. Another gesture at the railing, another look, another gesture. After several rounds of watching and gesturing, he headed down the walkway toward where Jin-kyung was crouching. Unaware his big sister was sitting at the end of the walkway, he quietly hummed a little tune to himself. A voice too hoarse for such a fast, jaunty tune. His raspy voice brought tears to her eyes. When Jin-kyung finally sniffled to stop her nose from dripping, the gentle humming echoing down the walkway stopped.

“Sis?”

“Who was that?”

Do-kyung didn’t reply.

“The Town woman?” Jin-kyung asked.

Do-kyung didn’t reply.

“Pretty.”

Do-kyung was quiet for a long time.

“You saw her?” he finally asked.

Yes, I saw her. The woman who casually frequents this place that must seem scary to Town residents. The woman who keeps running back to you. Who waits for as long as she can to get another look at your small shadow. Who makes you hum melancholy tunes. How could a woman like that not seem pretty in my eyes?

“Yeah.”

Do-kyung gave Jin-kyung a sideways glance. “So, you don’t… remember her?”

Jin-kyung thought of the shadow running across the yard. Small frame. Ponytail bouncing behind her head. Gentle footsteps. One face came to mind. There was a time when Do-kyung was badly scratched on a steel bar at the construction site where he worked. He said he’d picked up disinfectant and bandages at the supermarket and gave himself first aid, but the expert bandaging was telling. Jin-kyung pressed him and Do-kyung said Granny Konnim had helped him. When Jin-kyung thanked Granny Konnim the next day, Granny was surprised.

“Do-kyung got hurt?”

That woman had come to mind then, too.

“Don’t worry, sis.” Do-kyung extended his hand down to Jin-kyung, who was hunched in silence.

She grabbed his hand and pulled herself up. “You should give her a call later. Being out at this hour… she may not say as much, but she’ll have been scared.”

Do-kyung wrapped an arm around Jin-kyung’s shoulders as she turned the doorknob.

“Thanks, sis.”

Jin-kyung took another look at the yard where the figure had disappeared.

Inside the apartment, the siblings closed the sliding door to the large room they used as a living room/bedroom and lay down side by side. There was a small extra bedroom in the unit, but they had slept together on a mat in the big bedroom from the very first day they unpacked at Saha. Grown-up siblings did not commonly sleep in the same room, but it was no problem for Jin-kyung and Do-kyung. A grotesque mural etched by rainwater over many years filled the ceiling above them.
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