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Take Care of the Tomato Plant

Jindol was whimpering. Old Jang had had him ever since his wife passed away, and the white Jindo dog was already turning nine. Because Jindol would only do his business in the garden or out on a walk, Old Jang usually kept the door to the garden slightly ajar, but today a strong late-spring gust had slammed it shut. For hours, Jindol paced back and forth at the door. Unable to hold it in anymore, he trotted to the closest thing to grass in the house – Old Jang’s thick green blanket on the living-room floor.

Old Jang, who had dozed off while watching TV, remained oblivious. However, as the wetness spread he stirred awake.

“Aigoo, why is it so cold?”

He opened his eyes, only to see Jindol’s dewy eyes staring back at him. Feeling guilty, he got up immediately.

“Whoops. The wind must’ve got the door… I know you didn’t mean to pee here. Don’t worry, we’ll just toss it in the wash and it’ll be good as new…” Jindol perked up slightly at his comforting words. His tail gave a little wag as he nuzzled Old Jang’s knee. Old Jang carried the heavy blanket to the ancient washing machine and pressed the faded power button. When nothing happened, he jabbed at it once more before selecting the setting for blankets.

It was late at night, but Old Jang didn’t have to worry about disturbing his neighbours. He lived alone in a white two-storey detached house with a spacious, well-manicured garden behind a tall gate. When he’d moved here forty years ago, Yeonnam-dong was a quiet low-rise residential neighbourhood, but as Hongdae turned into a hot spot for the young crowd, the buzz gradually spilt over to the adjacent areas. Most of his neighbours had chosen to move out before remodelling their houses into retail spaces and leasing them to cafés and restaurants. Over time, Old Jang’s house, with its blue metal gate, became a rare sight in the neighbourhood, one of the few remaining buildings that were still lived in.

With three rooms on the first floor and another three on the second, it was far too big for one person and his dog. After his wife’s passing, Old Jang had considered moving out, but he couldn’t bear to leave behind their precious memories. From the magnolia, jujube, persimmon and mulberry trees lining the garden to the potted garden balsams, roses and cherry tomatoes, his wife’s touch lingered in every corner of the property. Old Jang was turning eighty, and it was getting harder to tidy the house and tend the garden by himself. Still, he persevered, knowing that his wife in heaven would be pleased.

Old Jang gulped down a cup of water and reached for the TV remote, thinking to wake himself up a little by watching the news. The washing machine rattled and spun and drained out the water before the melody came on to announce that it was done. Grunting, Old Jang pulled out the damp blanket, edging sideways to avoid stepping on Jindol, and draped it across the clothesline in the garden. It was still dark outside, but sunrise came early at this time of the year. He decided to leave the blanket out, thinking that it would probably be dry by the afternoon. Now that the blanket was washed and hung up, Jindol finally relaxed. He trotted to the persimmon tree, did his business, and kicked soil over it.

“Feeling better?”

Jindol tottered back to his owner, tail wagging hard as he woofed in response.

“Shh! People are still sleeping.”

Old Jang put a finger to his lips and Jindol quietened.

“Aigoo, our Jindolie is such a good boy,” Old Jang cooed. “It’s cold. Come on, let’s get back inside!”



In the afternoon, the seniors’ centre was always bustling with activity. Now that the neighbourhood was known for its young crowd, it was rare to see a gathering of elderly citizens anywhere else in the area.

“Dr Jang, my knees have been bothering me.” Madame Hong said, sipping the instant coffee she’d brought from home in a plastic bottle. “It used to hurt only when I walk, but these days, it prickles even when I’m sitting or lying down. Is there anything I can take to make it better?”

“What would a mere pharmacist know? You should get it checked out at the hospital!” Old Woo, who had somehow marked Old Jang as his rival, interjected.

“They’d probably get me to do all sorts of scans and tests at the hospital. I don’t want to waste an entire day there. Dr Jang, what’s your advice?”

Old Jang cleared his throat, ignoring Old Woo’s rude remark.

“There could be several causes. Maybe it’s age catching up, or it might be the cartilage wearing down—”

“Doctor? Doctor who?” Old Woo scoffed. “Did you forget how he had to shut down that pharmacy of his after the scandal?” He was alluding to the incident last year where Old Jang misread a prescription and gave the wrong dosage of pills to a patient. After that, he’d chosen to close the pharmacy at Sinchon station that he’d run for more than fifty years.

Old Jang coughed.

“I’ll text you later.”

“Someone still thinks he’s a pharmacist,” Old Woo sneered, casting an aggrieved glance at Madame Hong.

“Old Woo! You’re hurting Dr Jang’s feelings. We should be looking out for each other now that we’re in our twilight years…”

“Madame Hong, you’re hurting my feelings. So I’m Old Woo, but he’s Doctor? Are you looking down on me?”

Madame Hong turned to Old Jang, tugging lightly at his sleeve. “Dr Jang, let’s go. Jindol’s waiting for you outside.”

At the sight of Madame Hong, Jindol strained against his leash, wagging his tail in joy.

“Jindol, you poor thing. Sorry you couldn’t come in because of that obstinate old man. Look, I brought you a snack.”

Opening a red bag she had crocheted herself, Madam Hong took out a pack of beef-flavoured chew sticks.

“Ah, you shouldn’t have gone to the trouble. Jindol’s a lucky boy.”

“Don’t take Old Woo’s words to heart. He was an outcast in his last seniors’ centre and he hasn’t changed one bit. All he does is go around picking fights!”

“I’ll text you some supplements to take for your knees.”

“Aigoo, I’d appreciate that, Dr Jang.”

“Not at all. It’s good to know I’m not completely useless yet. Are you going to pick up your grandson now?”

“Yes, I should get going.”

Old Jang waved his hand, signalling they should go together. “I can take this boy on a walk around the school.”

“Oh, no. I’m not going all the way to the gate…”

“But isn’t that where you pick him up?”

Madam Hong hesitated, rubbing her left ring finger, which was severed at the knuckle.

In a quiet voice, she confessed. “My grandson tells me not to wait near the school. I suppose he doesn’t want his friends finding out that his grandma is missing a finger… I lost it in an accident with the sewing machine when I had to work myself to the bone to raise his father. Oh well, what can I do? I can’t let my grandson be teased because of me.”

Madam Hong smiled bitterly as she caressed the stump. She tried to make light of the situation by joking about how her life’s dream had been to wear a wedding ring, but Old Jang could tell that she’d suffered over the years. Pursing his lips, he nodded.



Old Jang and Jindol headed for the park. Although Yeonnam-dong wasn’t as crowded in the afternoon as it was at night, the streets were still busy. It was spring, but the weather was already warming up. Old Jang spotted a couple of people in t-shirts. Crossing the road, he couldn’t help but notice a young woman emerging from a laundromat with an armful of clothes. Everyone else was wearing headphones or scrolling their phones, but this young lady was grinning from ear to ear, as if she’d just had a moment of enlightenment. Curious, he went to take a closer look at the shop.

YEONNAM-DONG SMILEY LAUNDROMAT

The name had been painted with care. Above the sign, yellow lights lit up the letters in a warm glow. A large window stretched from the ceiling to waist height, allowing a clear view of the interior, and the ivory-coloured bricks down to the pavement gave the shop a cosy, inviting look. Sunlight filtered in through the glass, touching the industrial washing machines inside. Next to the window, there was a wooden table with a coffee machine, and by the wall stood a small but well-stocked bookshelf.

“Looks like a library or a café. What a lovely place. What do you think, Jindol?”

Jindol wagged his tail enthusiastically.

When Old Jang returned home, the first thing he did was feel the blanket on the clothesline. It was still a little damp, but he was sure it would dry soon enough. The problem was the smell. Either Jindol’s pee was too pungent, or the old washing machine wasn’t working properly anymore. Old Jang’s brows creased at the stench.

“I don’t have a spare one for tonight…”

Oblivious to his owner’s predicament, Jindol stretched out in front of the potted tomato plants, basking in the sunshine. Just then, the doorbell buzzed.

Old Jang opened the gate to find his son and daughter-in-law waiting. His daughter-in-law was holding a department store paper bag, the tail of a dried pollack fillet poking out at the top.

“Come in, you must be tired from the journey.”

“Not at all. We drove,” his son said, flourishing his car key with its logo of a rearing black horse.

They had come to hold a simple jesa ceremony for Old Jang’s wife. Because she’d died in a traffic accident, they didn’t have a proper portrait to use as a memorial photo. In the end, they had to make do with a passport photo she’d had taken twenty years ago in her fifties, when she had looked much more youthful.

The couple had to pick up their son from the English cram school later, so they finished the ceremony before eight. The incense smoke had yet to dissipate, but his son and daughter-in-law were already clearing away the offerings.

“I haven’t seen Suchan for a long time…” Old Jang said wistfully.

“It wasn’t that long ago,” his son replied. “He came during Seollal.”

When she was done washing the dishes, his daughter-in-law emerged from the kitchen with a tray and sat down next to Old Jang to peel some pears.

“It isn’t that lonely with Jindol around, right? You can also head to the seniors’ centre in the day and get some sun.”

“Yes, Jindol’s a blessing. We like exploring the neighbourhood. Quite a few interesting shops have sprung up in the area.”

“Interesting shops?”

“Just today, we saw a laundromat that feels like a café. You can make a cup of coffee and read books there. Youngsters these days sure love their coffee. There are cafés everywhere. But caffeine can be addictive, a better alternative is bamboo or green tea… You should try to drink less coffee at the hospital. Switch to tea instead.”

“Father-in-law, don’t worry. He knows how to take care of his health.”

“Dad, since we’re on this topic…”

His son swallowed hard.

“This… um, house…”

“That’s enough.”

“You haven’t heard me out yet!”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it? Still the same old spiel about getting me to turn it into a shop and rent it out while I move to a small apartment!”

“Please, calm down. Listen. Even her sister – you know, the one who’s a drama scriptwriter – recently bought a building nearby and she’s collecting good rent. Isn’t it great to have a steady flow of income? Why do you think people are calling this place Yeontral Park? This neighbourhood is hot property right now. Didn’t you just say you’ve seen interesting shops around? People out there can’t wait to jump in for a slice of the pie – opening laundromats, of all things! Why are you insisting on keeping this much space for yourself!”

His daughter-in-law, who was plating the cut fruit, also chimed in.

“He’s right. It’s not easy to maintain this place by yourself… I’ve asked around and there’s strong demand for property here. The rent will be much higher than what you might expect. It’s better than leaving the second floor empty like you do now.”

“I’m saying this one last time. No.”

Despite Old Jang’s clipped tone, the couple pressed on.

“Suchan was accepted into Fairmont Prep Academy in Orange County. Do you have any idea what the fees are like, Dad? At least a hundred million won per year. And that’s not counting the cost of everything else – renting a house for my wife and Suchan, getting a car, and the living expenses!”

“Orange County? You’re sending Suchan to America?”

“I have to. Graduating from a public school here isn’t going to help him compete in this world.”

“I sent you to a public school and look at you now – a doctor at a university hospital. Back in my day, all I had was a pencil and look how far I came.”

“Not this again,” his son muttered, a dark flush creeping up his neck.

“Seriously, aren’t you already doing well enough? You’ve got a nice apartment in Gangnam, why aren’t you satisfied? You said you wanted to live as well as others did. That’s why I didn’t say anything when you insisted on having a Gangnam address and asked for my help with the down payment.”

“But, Father-in-law, these days nobody stops at living as well as others do. We should always aspire for more. That’s why we want to give Suchan the best education. Our Suchan…”

“That’s exactly my point. Why are you two always comparing yourselves to others? It’s going to wear you out, but in the end, Suchan will be the one to suffer. You know what happens if a crow-tit tries to walk like a stork?”

The conversation was going nowhere. Shaking his head, Old Jang’s son stood up and reached for his jacket.

“Fine, Dad. You can stay here forever with the memories you hold dear, but they aren’t going to be worth anything. Let’s go, dear. Suchan is waiting for us.”

Putting down the pear she was cutting, Old Jang’s daughter-in-law gave him a slight bow and hurried after her husband. Jindol jumped up onto the sofa and settled down next to his master. A moment later, they heard the gate slam shut.

“Jindol, must we throw away our precious memories just because they don’t make us money?”

Seeing Old Jang’s sad eyes, Jindol gave his wrinkled hand a lick.

Before going to bed, Old Jang always made sure to take his supplements. He shook out the pills – Omega-3, biotin, calcium, magnesium and multivitamins – and swallowed them in one go. Then, to ensure that Jindol wouldn’t be trapped inside again, he went to prop the door ajar before bringing in the blanket and spreading it out on the living-room floor. It was no longer damp, but whenever he tossed and turned, he caught a whiff of urine.

“The staff at the supermarket said it was their strongest fabric softener, but the smell…”

He curled up on his side and tapped the YouTube app on his phone, scrolling through the channels he subscribed to, mostly on politics or gardening.

“Oh! I promised Madam Hong I’d text her.”

He’d almost forgotten. He came up with a list of six supplements and sent it over.



In his fifty years of running a pharmacy, Old Jang had never once closed the shop on a whim. His wife disapproved of his rigid schedule, but at the same time, it was his strong sense of responsibility she’d fallen for, and she admired his dedication to keep the pharmacy open after the clinics had closed for the day. On his only rest day of the week, he would accompany her to the flower market at Goyang City, where she loved shopping for seeds and potted plants. Years later, the jujube trees they’d planted had grown taller than the walls around the garden, and together with the potted plants, they were the reason Old Jang would never turn the house into a shop.

That night, he couldn’t sleep for the stench. Remembering that the laundromat was open twenty-four hours, he got up, and with some effort, managed to stuff the folded blanket into one of the large plastic bags he used for kimchi making. With Jindol on his lead, they made their way to the laundromat.

It was eleven at night, and the neighbourhood was much busier than it was during the day. Old Jang looked on in envy at the youngsters sitting on the grass, knocking back canned beer. These days, he was starting to appreciate the common quip that drinking was a physically challenging activity. He could barely finish two small cups of cheongju. Meanwhile, Jindol was one step ahead.

They reached the laundromat in no time. Old Jang was about to tie Jindol to a pole, where he’d be able to see him from inside the shop, when he spotted the sign saying PETS WELCOME. The two of them stepped inside. Old Jang perused the instructions on the board, which were clearly written in a large font that was immensely helpful for elderly customers like himself.

Old Jang stuffed the blanket into the washing machine. As the wash was starting, he placed two dryer sheets infused with the laundromat’s signature scent into the dryer. After checking that Jindol was securely leashed, he scanned the small bookshelf by the wall. He was hoping to find a book to pass the time, but none of the titles stood out to him. Instead, he sat down at the wooden table and looked out the window. Even at midnight, the park was bustling with activity.

“All these will become our memories. Don’t you think, Jindol? No matter how wealthy you are, you can’t turn back time. Even a billionaire is only young once.”

Jindol wagged his tail.

“If only you could talk…”

Old Jang’s gaze landed on the olive-green diary on the table. Had someone accidentally left it behind? He was about to place it on the bookshelf when he noticed how well-thumbed it was. Curious, he flipped it open.

In the corner of the first page was a neatly written line: Towards a world where we can sleep without worry. The letters were indented on the paper as if the person had pressed down with great conviction. It didn’t seem like a regular diary. On the next page, a date on the calendar was marked with a red star.

November 25. Maybe it’s the owner’s birthday? Old Jang wondered.

The next page contained three words that filled up half the space.

WITHDRAWAL, PICK UP, DELIVERY

Below was a flowchart of sorts – 1-1 Zone, 1-2 Zone, 1-3 Zone – which Old Jang couldn’t make head nor tail of. He flipped through a couple more pages before pausing at a man’s portrait drawn in hurried lines with a pen. Narrow eyes, light, stumpy eyebrows, a high nose bridge and thin, somewhat crooked lips.

Where had he seen the man before? The memory nagged at him. For a while, he stared at the portrait. He tried going back several pages to look for clues on who he might be, but nothing turned up. A self-portrait, perhaps? Old Jang dug through his memories, but it continued to elude him.

His head was starting to throb, so he decided to turn his attention back to the rest of the diary. In contrast to the first few pages, which were all written in the same hand, those that followed were filled with messages in different handwriting. From messy scrawls about being bored waiting for laundry, to questions about good restaurants in which to dine alone in Yeonnam-dong. He saw one asking for advice: I have a blind date this weekend, what should I wear? Below, others had written suggestions. Was the diary left there by the laundromat owner, or had someone lost it, Old Jang wondered. Either way, over time, it had turned into a shared space for people to jot down their thoughts and worries.


I don’t want to live anymore. Why is life so hard?



Old Jang’s eyes paused on one of the entries. No-one had responded to it. Was it because people shy away from commenting on the lives of others? Or did they just not care? He pondered for a moment before picking up the pen on the table. He wrote slowly, pouring his heart into each stroke and letter.


There are bacteria in the soil that have antidepressant properties. I know young people these days hate it when the elders go, “Back in my day”, but indeed, back then, people would dig and play with soil. Did you do that too? I think playing outdoors in the dirt helps to wash away depression. If you don’t mind an unsolicited suggestion, I’d like to recommend keeping a potted plant. Touch the soil, give it some sunshine, water it. As you’re taking care of it, enjoy some fresh air yourself. Sometimes I wonder if the plants are taking care of me instead, because I feel so much happier being out in the garden.



Old Jang set down the pen and surveyed his neat writing. Meanwhile, the dryer he had transferred his blanket to had also finished its run.

I hope this will help…

Old Jang collected his blanket and buried his nose in it. Not a trace of the pungent stench remained, nor of the faint old-person smell he sometimes caught a whiff of on his clothes. Looks like I’ll be coming here often, he thought. He stuffed the blanket back into the plastic bag and went to get Jindol’s lead.

At the convenience store next door, Old Jang stood in front of the cooler fridge, perusing the selection of drinks. Besides leaving a reply, he wanted to do something else for the person who had left the despairing message, perhaps get them something nutritious. He decided on a vitamin drink and reached for the biggest bottle.

Just as he placed the drink next to the diary, a woman who looked like she was in her late thirties stepped into the laundromat. It was well past midnight. The first thing he noticed was her dark eye bags. Old Jang glanced down at the pink strawberry-pattern pyjamas that had fallen out of her laundry basket, and when their eyes met, she gave a start. A thought suddenly struck him. Was she the one who’d written the message?

At the pharmacy, he had occasionally met women suffering from depression. They’d tell him how their hearts drummed anxiously all the time, that they were permanently on their toes. Was there something they could take to help with the anxiety and lethargy, they’d ask him. Old Jang could prescribe Noiromin tablets, but he was reluctant to dispense the medication as the immediate solution. Instead, he recommended that they incorporate mussels into their diet, which was good for thyroid health, or honey, which could help regulate their moods. He would ask them to come by again if they still weren’t seeing any improvements and he’d give them the medication. And, with a smile, he’d pass them a complimentary vitamin drink.

If the woman had indeed left the message, Old Jang worried that she would no longer write in the diary if he approached her carelessly. He quickly left the laundromat with Jindol. Outside, his thoughts continued to linger on the woman. He hoped she’d read his reply, but it seemed that she was wary of his presence. After loading the washing machine, she cautiously glanced out the window.



“Mummy, I pee-peed…”

Nahee stood by the bed and shook her mother awake. Deep wrinkles furrowed Mira’s brow, as if someone had pressed a three-pronged spear to her skin. When she didn’t respond, Nahee went over to the other side of the bed and woke her dad up.

“Mira-ya, Jung Mira. Nahee wet the bed.” Irritation laced Woochul’s voice.

Mira made an indistinct sound.

Woochul shook her shoulder. With a groan, she pushed herself to a sitting position. Nahee stood timidly by the bed.

“You peed?” Mira’s voice was thick with sleep.

“Mummy, I’m sorry. I thought I was on the toilet… maybe I was dreaming. The sheets are wet.”

“It’s alright, dear. Come, let’s go to the bathroom,” Mira said, pulling Nahee into a hug.

Nahee had been wetting her bed often recently, and each time, she’d come over to wake Mira up. She would be starting elementary school next year and it worried Mira that she was still having accidents. Their tiny bathroom didn’t have a tub, so Mira tossed the soiled sheets onto the tiles and rinsed them with the shower.

A sigh escaped her. Nahee glanced up meekly.

“Mummy, I’m sorry…”

“Don’t worry, darling. Mummy’s just a little sleepy.”

Being woken almost every night was tough. Mira considered asking Nahee to wear a nappy, but she worried it would only make things worse, so she helped her daughter change into a new set of knickers and strawberry-patterned pyjamas.

Then she read her a bedtime story and in no time, Nahee fell back asleep. Mira watched the steady rise and fall of her daughter’s chest, then ran her hands tiredly down her face. Exhausted, she ended up dropping off by the bed.

“You should’ve come back to our room. You’ll be more tired sleeping like that. You’re complaining all the time as it is,” Woochul said the next morning as he changed into the uniform he wore as a repairman for home heating systems and boilers.

“That’s not why I’m tired. Why can’t you, for once, be the one to get up, clean up and put her to sleep? Why must it always be me?”

“Because Nahee only wants her mummy… And I have work early in the morning.”

“What about when I was working too? Did you help out then? Come up with better excuses, seriously. Or just be honest. Admit you can’t be bothered!” Mira exploded.

After they had Nahee, it was impossible to make ends meet without a dual income, so Nahee was sent to daycare while they were at work. Mira had been working for several years – since before she got married – at a duty-free shop on the fringes of Hongdae, selling cosmetics to Chinese tourists who came on tour packages. It only hit her how much the cost of living had gone up once she returned from maternity leave. Hiring a full-time nanny would set her back eighteen hundred thousand won for two weeks, more than her monthly salary, which defeated the purpose of working in the first place. In the end, it was decided that she would stay at home for two years to take care of Nahee and they’d try to survive on Woochul’s meagre wage.

From the room next door, they heard Nahee stir.

“You’re being too loud,” Woochul hissed. “Sorry, dear. I’ll be sure to work harder to put food on the table!”

Looking at his slumped shoulders, Mira felt a stab of regret at her outburst. I should’ve held it in, she told herself as she got up to prepare breakfast for Nahee. As the sweet aroma of egg drop soup and seasoned zucchini filled the house, Nahee woke up.

“Mummy! That smells delicious!”

“Yes, it’s your favourite. Go get washed. Our Nahee can brush her own teeth, right?”

“Yes! Nahee is already six!”

Nahee looked like she was in a chipper mood today. It would be easy to get her ready for school.

Mira waved until the yellow school bus disappeared into the distance before trudging through the narrow streets back home. They lived in a two-room low-rise flat at the fringes of Yeonnam-dong, some distance away from the prominent Yeontral Park. It was an old building, fitted with sliding windows that opened onto the veranda, though as they used it as a makeshift storeroom, they were always closed. The unit itself wasn’t south-facing, so after eleven in the morning, barely any sunlight filtered in.

Mira put the soiled sheets and other dirty laundry into the washing machine, poured in a generous amount of detergent, closed it, and pressed the power button. She was cleaning up in the kitchen when she heard a rhythmic rocking and an indistinct low moan. Her face reddened. Who was making such passionate love in the morning, she wondered, giggling. However, the moaning continued well after she’d finished washing the dishes. And the rhythm was strangely consistent. Could it be…? She headed towards the utility room. There it was. The culprit – their washing machine!

It was four years since they’d moved in. Mira had wanted to take out a loan – sell her soul to the bank, in other words – for a small apartment in a high-rise building. However, her application was rejected because she was no longer earning an income. Pressed for time, the couple had no choice but to quickly find a cheaper alternative, and that was how they ended up in their current flat. The landlady had claimed that it was fully furnished unit fitted with a brand-new washing machine and air con, and Mira was pleased that she wouldn’t need to shell out extra for new appliances and furniture. It seemed risky to make that kind of investment only to realise that they would not fit into their future home – if they could afford to buy one. In any case, their budget was so small they were in no position to be choosy.

However, after moving in, she started to doubt the owner’s claim that the appliances were recently purchased. They broke down so often that she suspected she must have got them cheap at a second-hand market. Woochul had tried to repair the washing machine, but he seemed to have made it worse – to judge by the obscene racket!

Ding dong.

The doorbell rang. Mira answered the intercom. It was their downstairs neighbour. She was working from home, and the noise from Mira’s apartment was making her conference call awkward.

Mira was mortified. “I’m sorry. Believe me, we aren’t doing anything. It’s our washing machine…”

Putting down the receiver back on its cradle, she rushed to turn it off. We haven’t even done the deed for the past six months, she grumbled, aiming a good kick at the machine. The spin cycle had yet to finish, so Mira had no choice but to wring out the sheets with her bare hands. Large droplets splattered onto the cracked blue titles. As her wrists began to ache, it got harder and harder to squeeze out the water, and that frustrated her even more. Fuming, she called the property agent’s office.

“Hi there. I’m the tenant at the third-floor unit in Wonjin Villa. The washing machine has broken down again. I read on the internet that if appliances are included in the jeonse agreement, it’s the landlord’s responsibility to fix—”

Mira’s anger had subsided, and she was speaking calmly, but the agent cut her off.

“Yes, ma’am. I was just about to give you a call…”

The agent was usually bubbly, so his subdued, careful tone gave her pause. Instinctively, she knew that she wouldn’t like what he was about to say.

“The landlord said she’s planning to raise the key money after the current contract ends. I’m sure you’re aware that house prices are rising these days, right? Not to mention that you signed the contract for a relatively small sum back then…”

“Has it been two years already? Time flew by so quickly, I completely forgot about the renewal. Could I ask how much—”

“Fifty million won.”

“Fifty?!”

She yelped in shock. She hadn’t expected anything past thirty.

“Yes. In fact, she was thinking of seventy million won. I had a hard time persuading her to lower it.”

“Fifty million won is too much. This building is nowhere near the subway, and it’s only two rooms… Could you talk to her for us?”

“I’ll see what I can do when I speak to her about the washing machine.”

“No! We’ll deal with that ourselves. Just talk to her about the renewal. Please. We can’t keep moving every few years. There’s the agent’s commission fees, the movers’ fees… My daughter has just settled into the kindergarten here and we have to enrol her in an elementary school next year… I’d really appreciate your help. Could you let me know this evening?”

Mira pleaded with the agent one last time before hanging up. She sighed into the phone. Her heart thumped in her chest. Woochul wasn’t answering her calls. Perhaps he was busy at work. For now, she’d focus on wringing out the laundry and hanging it on the drying rack.



At dinnertime, Mira updated Woochul on the situation. Immediately, the mood went cold, like the leftover kimchi stew sitting on the table.

“Mummy, what’s key money?”

“You’re still young, you don’t need to know.”

“Are we moving? Nahee wants a house with a swing. Or let’s live in Daehyeon Apartments. Everyone in my class lives there, and they always play together at the playground after school. But they told me I can’t play there because I live elsewhere. They say the playground is really fun. Mummy, can we move to Daehyeon Apartments?”

Nahee was oblivious to the fact that her parents were already stressing over a fifty million won deposit. An expensive apartment was out of the question. Just then, as if it had been waiting for an opportune moment, Mira’s phone rang. It was the property agent’s office. Mira put the call on speaker.

“Hello? Sajangnim… did the conversation go… well?”

“It’s going to be tough. You know how unyielding she can be. In fact, she’s thinking of selling the building, pricing it in line with the key money deposit of each unit… And from the perspective of a building owner, reducing the deposit by ten million can make a huge difference in the selling price, so it doesn’t look possible.”

There was a long moment of silence.

“… Sajangnim, are there any other places available on our budget?”

“Hmm, I’m afraid there won’t be many. I’m sure you know prices of new homes have at least doubled in the past five years – the key money will follow accordingly. Let me see what I can find. But don’t get your hopes up. You might want to consider living slightly out of Seoul, perhaps in Gyeonggi-do.”

Woochul, who had been listening in to the conversation, rubbed his face in frustration when Mira hung up.

“Fifty million won…”

“Impossible. How can we cough up so much?”

“Mummy, what’s fifty million? Is something good happening?” Nahee asked as she ran circles around the table with her mouth full of rice and toasted seaweed.

“Kim Nahee!” Mira yelled. “I told you to sit properly during mealtimes! Look at the seaweed flakes all over the floor! Everyone knows how to eat properly at your age. Are you going to be like this in elementary school too?”

Nahee burst into tears. Tears and snot stained the rice grains stuck around her lips.

“Don’t take it out on the kid,” Woochul said. “Come, darling, Daddy’s here. It’s okay, it’s okay.” He pulled Nahee into a hug.

Mira watched them, shamefaced.

At bedtime, Nahee was still sulking, so she asked for Woochul to tuck her in. The rejection hurt, but Mira was glad for some alone time to collect her thoughts. Nahee chirped away happily, so it was past midnight when Woochul finally hit the pillow and dropped off immediately.

Mira checked the laundry. More than twelve hours had passed, but everything, including Nahee’s school clothes for the next day, was still dripping wet. Mira summoned all her strength to wring them out again, but it only made her hands hurt. Maybe she should send Nahee in the same clothes tomorrow. But Nahee was already being subtly snubbed for living in an old flat. If she started going to school in the same clothes two days in a row, perhaps even the teachers would start to treat her differently. The thought gutted Mira. She dumped the wet laundry in a basket and carried it out the door.

Weaving through the dim backstreets, Mira emerged onto a row of brightly lit shops bordering the Yeonnam-dong Community Centre. On the tree branches that arched over the footpath at the park, the first green buds had appeared. She was reminded of a song: “One touch and you might burst.” What a perfect line to encapsulate her feelings. A young woman in a cobalt miniskirt and heels swept past. Mira turned at the smell of her strong perfume. Unthinkingly, she stopped to watch as the woman walked away from her. That confident strut… Mira felt she was looking at her younger self. Her heart gave a squeeze.

She tightened her grip on the laundry basket and continued on her way. At the laundromat, she studied the price list. Even using the dryer alone wasn’t cheap. It was then she remembered the new place that had recently opened nearby… was it Smiley something? She decided to check it out.

It’d been a long while since she was out alone at this hour… Just having the spring breeze in her face made her feel a little better. Inside the Yeonnam-dong Smiley Laundromat, her expression brightened at the price list. It was well worth the extra walk. She put their signature scent dryer sheet in with Nahee’s things and pressed the start button. The express cycle would only take thirty minutes. She looked around the shop. The warm lights added to the cosy vibe, and she was glad to have the whole place to herself. Just then, her favourite song came on over the speakers. Back in the days before YouTube and smartphones took over, 24-year-old Mira had loved singing along to Wonder Girls’ Nobody whenever it was played on TV. Her body remembered the moves and she started swaying to the rhythm. With her right index finger, she pointed to the right three times. Then the same to her left. She was pleased that her muscle memory was still intact. The next song came on. Hey, I know this too! What a waste not to sing along. Years ago, she’d watched the singer perform it live at a university music festival. As she followed the dance and jumps, albeit with more restraint now, her cheeks took on the fiery red of sunset.

It had been so long since she had sung until she was out of breath. When the song ended, a wave of emotions crashed over her. Tears streamed down her face. Just as Nahee had wailed, now Mira started sobbing loudly. Thankfully, nobody walked in.



“I love this smell!” Nahee exclaimed as she buried her face in the bedsheets and the clothes. Without needing to be nagged, she put on her socks and hurried Mira to take her downstairs to catch the school bus. Mira felt a lot brighter today as she held Nahee’s hand. Just ahead at the turning for their side street, the yellow school bus had pulled up.

When the kindergarten had requested, albeit politely, that she walk Nahee out to the main street because the alleyway leading to the flat was too narrow for the bus, Mira’s face had burned with embarrassment. But she could only force herself to nod.

Today, Mira smiled, waving at Nahee until the bus was out of sight. But once she was back home, she sighed at the mess in the living room. She quickly tidied up the flashcards and the ice-cream set that Nahee had played with in the morning, then went to the kitchen to wash the dirty dishes in the sink. As she scrubbed away the grime, she studied the veins protruding from the back of her hand, reminded of the grilled mackerel that Woochul had picked at and deboned before he left for work. Her mood soured.

When she finally had time to catch a breather after all the chores were done, she picked up her phone. After a long dial tone, the call connected.

“Mira?”

“Dad… how’ve you been?”

“Same old, same old. Why, something up?”

Mira hesitated. Her father was a taxi driver in Busan. His earnings must’ve been affected by the big corporations’ monopoly on ride-hailing apps, so she felt awful bringing up money.

Mira unconsciously switched back to Busan dialect. “Nothing… I’m fine, too. Dad, are you on the road?”

“I thought you’d become a Seoulite,” her dad quipped in his heavy accent. “Great to hear you haven’t forgotten your roots.”

“Of course, always Busan through and through. Dad, are you picking up a passenger now?”

“No, no. I’m at the hospital.”

“Huh?! What are you doing there?”

“I’ve been having digestion issues, so I’m here to get a stomach and intestine endoscopy. Your mum’s here with me, do you want to talk to her?”

“No, no, it’s okay. It’s probably not the best time to catch up. I hope the tests go fine. When did you start feeling unwell?” Mira asked, worry lacing her voice.

“It’s nothing serious. How’s Nahee? And Kim Son-in-law?”

“They’re well. Don’t worry about us. Focus on taking care of yourself.”

“Alright, alright. Talk soon.”

Mira could hear the background bustle on their end as she ended the call. Luckily, she hadn’t got straight to the point. Her dad’s health worried her, but right now, she desperately needed to find that fifty million won. Mira made another call.

“Thank you for calling Jinhyo Duty-free Shop.”

“Team Leader Jeon, it’s me, Jung Mira. I used to work in China Team 3.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end.

“Oh, Mira-ssi. How’ve you been?”

“I’m good. How about you? I was wondering—”

“Are you asking about a part-time position?”

“Yes. At this point, I can’t afford not to work… My loan applications are being stonewalled at the bank because I don’t have a job. I’m sorry. I feel bad for not keeping in touch and suddenly calling you to rant about my problems.”

“Don’t say that. I understand… but right now we aren’t looking to hire part-timers…”

Team Leader Jeon, who was in her late forties, was her senior both at work and in life. Mira could tell she was sorry she couldn’t give her better news.

“Ah, I guess it’s difficult right now. We tried leaving Nahee at kindergarten for the whole day, but it felt like it was making her even more whiny and babyish, and I also feel so guilty… so I was thinking it’d be great if I could just work from nine-thirty to about three-thirty…”

“Mira, I’m a woman, too. I’ve been through the same thing, and I truly empathise, but it doesn’t look possible.”

“I understand, thank you. Sorry to bother you with my issues.”

“Don’t say that. It’s nice to hear from you again after so long.”

Before ending the call, Team Leader Jeon added. “Your daughter will probably need you around even more when she goes to elementary school.” Her voice was gentle as usual, but her words landed heavily on Mira’s ears.

Her temples throbbed. It seemed impossible to fill the gaping hole in their budget. She considered phoning her in-laws, but quickly dismissed the idea. Instead, she opened the property app, set the search parameters to the Mapo-gu district and adjusted the key money deposit to the range she was comfortable with. She tapped the search button. Zero results. It looked like their current place was still the best option. Woochul’s office was in Seogyo-dong, and if she were to return to the duty-free shop at Hongdae – she refused to give up hope yet – it would be better to remain in the neighbourhood.

Mira had started at the duty-free shop after graduating top in the business Chinese class at her two-year college. She had done well for herself there, selling cosmetics to tourists. Occasionally, she’d receive a big tip from a wealthy lady, and when she was selected as employee of the month there were additional rewards. The work suited her, so she was reluctant to give it up. And now it seemed it would be impossible to find a new job when she’d had such a long break in her career. Life was nothing like those far-fetched TV dramas where women could balance their career with parenting.

Instead of wishing for a good man to fall from the sky, all I want is someone to help take care of Nahee so I can spray perfume in the morning and start a fresh day at work. Mira pursed her lips into a tight line. Each time she widened her search area by a little, one or two listings would pop up. Before she knew it, she’d gone all the way to Ilsan. But even if it was on a jeonse contract, they still couldn’t afford anything decent. Money. The issue was always money. Her eyes were hurting from staring at the small screen for so long. Mira felt her frustration rising again. She needed to cool off with a shower. The anger rash was creeping up and she could do with one fewer problem to deal with.

The cold water ran rivulets from her face to her legs, cooling her down. Mira dried herself with a bath towel and wrapped it around her bare body. Just as she stepped out of the bathroom, the front door opened. Woochul came in holding Nahee’s hand. Their daughter was in tears.

He shouted. “Mira! What’ve you been doing all day!”

Startled, Mira lost her grip on the towel. But she couldn’t care less. She rushed to hug Nahee, who was wailing at the top of her lungs.

“Mummy,” Nahee sobbed. “Mummy.”

Even in Mira’s embrace, Nahee continued to call for her. Something serious must have happened. After a while, Mira got dressed and gave Nahee a packet of banana milk. Having calmed down a little, Nahee took the yellow straw from the plastic covering and poked it through the foil. Mira’s phone rang. It was the kindergarten. She cleared her throat and answered.

“Good afternoon… Yes, my husband mentioned…”

“It must have been a shock. I had no choice but to phone your husband because I couldn’t get hold of you.” The principal, a lady in her late fifties, spoke soothingly.

“Yes… He told me about the incident. Was Jihoo badly hurt?”

“He got a scratch on his face. About 1 cm long, next to his eye. It didn’t look that serious, but of course Jihoo’s mother doesn’t see it that way. Also, because it’s on his face… She’s requesting an apology.”

“Have you checked the CCTV?”

“Yes, we did. Jihoo didn’t lay a hand on Nahee. So we’re confused that Nahee insisted he hit her. Of course, kids do sometimes lie if they’re afraid of being scolded…”

Mira let out a sigh.

“Do you need Jihoo’s mother’s contact details?” the principal asked.

“I should be able to find it in the mums’ group chat. I’ll message her privately. I’m so sorry for the trouble.”

“I hope it can be resolved amicably. If you would like to see the CCTV, feel free to come down to the school. We should have been more careful, so please accept our apologies.”

The principal had been the one to call her about the school bus situation. She’d sounded so empathetic then, as if she truly had Mira’s interests at heart. And in that same gentle tone, she had explained exactly how Jihoo and Nahee had come to have a tussle that morning over some toys and Nahee had hit Jihoo in the face. Mira felt her stomach sinking. Jihoo was a new transfer student, so she’d not met his mother. What if she’s the type to kick up a fuss? How did the boy get scratched? Was he badly hurt? Her thoughts were a tangled mess.

“Mummy. I’ve finished my milk! Mummy… Can we get a puppy, please?”

After the snack, Nahee was feeling a lot better.

“Nahee, why did you hit Jihoo?”

“Mummy, please… can we have a puppy?”

“Kim Nahee. I asked why you hit Jihoo.”

“But he hit me too,” said Nahee, sulking because Mira had ignored her question.

“The principal said she saw everything. Jihoo didn’t hit you. Are you lying?”

“He did! It’s painful. Here,” Nahee whined, pointing at her elbow. Mira examined the spot, and the other elbow for good measure, but there was no trace of bruising or redness. Mira put on a stern face.

“Are you sure? Jihoo hit you? You’re going to get it from me if you’re not telling the truth.”

“… I am.”

The short-lived effect of the banana milk must have worn off because Nahee was looking as though she’d been terribly wronged. Tears swirled in her eyes.

Woochul, who had changed out of his uniform, now spoke. “Why didn’t you answer your phone? Nahee kept crying for you. What were you doing?”

“Showering,” Mira said, suppressing the ball of fire welling up in her.

“You should’ve waited until later, when I’m back. Hadn’t it occurred to you that the kindergarten might call?”

“Later? When’s that?” Mira snapped, her temper flaring. “By the time you come home, I have to cook dinner. Before that, I have to prepare her snack and her dinner. Clean up after her mess and put away her toys. By then, it’s time for her shower. I don’t mind showering together, but in that tiny space? Impossible.”

“Alright, alright, sorry. Why are you getting so angry again?”

Nahee’s wails got louder as she clutched the empty milk box.

“You soothe her,” said Mira. “I need to call Jihoo’s mother.”

Woochul bent down and gave Nahee a bear hug while Mira put on a grey cardigan and stepped out.

“Urgh, so cold!”

The pavement was wet. It must have been raining. Mira frowned as she accidentally stepped in a puddle.

“Nothing’s going my way,” she sighed.

Shaking her slippers to get rid of the water droplets on her calves, she took a deep breath and dialled. The moment the call connected, Mira started to apologise profusely and offered to pay them a visit, but Jihoo’s mother frostily replied that there was no need. Instead, she sought compensation for his medical fees. A dermatologist had examined her son and said he’d need to undergo a series of laser treatments to lighten the scarring, she added. Rather than dragging out the dispute, she’d make do with a one-off compensation payment of one million won. Mira choked, as though a hardboiled egg yolk had lodged itself in her throat. However, Nahee was clearly the party at fault, so she could only agree meekly to the terms. She bowed deeply and apologised again into the receiver.

That evening, they transferred a million won out of Woochul’s bank account and it felt like the drop pin for their new home had shifted further out of Seoul.

“Sent.” Woochul’s voice was subdued.

“Alright.”

“But our expenses this month…”

“You don’t have to remind me. I know. We’ll just have to tighten our belts. You have work in the morning. Go to bed.”

They turned their backs on each other and lay down. She couldn’t sleep but she tried to close her eyes. She’d need the energy to face a new day tomorrow.

Just as she was finally drifting off to sleep, she felt a shake on her shoulder.

“Mummy… I wet my bed.”

Nahee looked so woebegone that Mira just felt sorry for her. Kindergarten was a child’s first taste of society, and it must’ve been hard on Nahee, too, getting into a fight with her friend. Mira felt guilty that she couldn’t do much to help. She got her a change of pyjamas, folded the stained bedding and left it in the bathroom as she spread out a fresh sheet. In no time, Nahee was fast asleep, and Mira went back to bed. Sometime later – had it been a few hours? – Mira felt Nahee shaking her awake again.

“Mummy… wake up.”

Mira groaned.

“I, uh…”

Hearing the hesitation in her voice, Mira pushed herself up.

“Again? Did you just pee again?”

“Mummy, I’m sorry…”

Mira gripped Nahee by the shoulders.

“Nahee-ya, please. If you’re truly sorry, could you just stop it? I’m really tired!”

Nahee burst into tears. Woken by the commotion, Woochul tried soothing her.

“You sleep here with Nahee,” Mira said. “We don’t have any clean sheets. I’ll make a quick trip to the laundromat.”

“Just go tomorrow. It’s late…” Woochul’s voice was thick with sleep.

“Tomorrow will be too late. I’ll go now.”

Mira put on her grey cardigan, and after rinsing off the pee in the shower she gathered up both sets of sheets and stepped out. The damp sleeves of her cardigan clung to her skin and the smell of pee followed her as she walked briskly to the Smiley Laundromat.

She quickly stuffed the sheets into the washing machine and when the drum started spinning, she settled down at the table by the window. The olive-green diary was spread open on the table. She’d noticed it during her previous visit. It seemed like people were scribbling messages in it. She wasn’t particularly curious, but suddenly, a line caught her eye. Goodbye, spring. That moment, something welled up inside her. Tears pooled in her eyes and rolled down her cheeks, splashing onto the table. She wiped them away and flipped the page.

Picking up the ballpoint pen on the table, Mira wrote:


I don’t want to keep going. Why is life so hard?



As she wrote, it felt as if a wave of helplessness was drowning her, and that she was shrinking and disappearing. Is there any hope? Like the spinning drum behind her, life had been relentless, never allowing her a break. Before getting married, she’d spent all her time at work, and now parenting had swallowed her whole. When was the last time she had spoken her own name aloud? At home, she was like the malfunctioning washing machine – a useless piece of junk. She felt so miserable. The tears wouldn’t stop, not even when she threw back her head and stared at the ceiling. She took a deep breath and swallowed hard. Still, the tears kept flowing.



There was no way they could cough up fifty million won, so remaining in Yeonnam-dong looked impossible. Instead, Woochul and Mira turned their sights to the outskirts of Seoul. They were just about to make their way to Gyeonggi-do to view a potential unit when Mira’s phone rang.

“Hey, Mum, I’m a little busy now. Call you back in the evening?”

There was silence on the other end.

“Mum? Are you crying?”

“Mira, your dad…”

Mira quickly kicked off her shoes and returned to the living room, tossing her bag onto the sofa.

“What’s happened? Don’t cry. Talk to me.”

Her mum was sobbing.

“Mum! You’re scaring me. Say something.”

From Mira’s expression, Woochul immediately knew something had happened.

“Did Dad get into an accident?”

“No, that’s not it… your dad… has stomach cancer.”

Mira’s phone slipped from her fingers as she sank into the sofa.

“I’ll fly out later today. No, no. Now. I’ll come home right now.”

“No, you stay there. He has to be hospitalised immediately for the surgery, and they’re only allowing one guardian.”

“So even if I go now, I can’t see Dad? But shouldn’t I get to see him before he’s wheeled in?”

“He didn’t even want me to tell you before the surgery, but I’m so scared.”

“Tomorrow… no, now. I’ll leave now.”

“Mira-ya… just stay at home. I shouldn’t have called. Kim Son-in-law needs to go to work, and what about Nahee? Who’s going to fetch her from school if you’re here?”

If only she could leave everything behind and set off right away for the airport or take the next express train to Busan. Mira thought back to her wedding day. Before her march-in, right outside the wedding hall, her dad had looked into her eyes. Mira-ya, I wasn’t a good dad. I couldn’t give you the best things in life. Yet you’ve grown up to be an amazing, beautiful young woman. I’m sorry I couldn’t do better. Then he had placed his trembling hand over hers. Right now, she wished she could offer him the same comfort.

As soon as the call had finished, Mira booked her flight. Even if she couldn’t see her dad immediately after his surgery tomorrow, she wanted to be close by. “Don’t worry. I’ll take some time off to be here for Nahee,” Woochul said, pulling Mira in for a hug. In less than a day, she’d grown gaunt.

That evening, because they’d missed the appointment with the property agent, they were told that someone else had snapped up the unit. Her dad had cancer. The washing machine was still broken. It was all a complete mess. Mira sighed. Come on, she told herself sternly. In such moments, she had to stay strong. Stuffing Nahee’s strawberry-print pyjamas, Woochul’s work overalls, her grey cardigan and the towels into the laundry basket, Mira stepped out.

She’d come to love her late-night visits to the laundromat. Watching the youngsters enjoy themselves made her feel like she was experiencing freedom vicariously through them.

Inside the laundromat, an old grandpa was standing in front of the table. For a moment, she hesitated at the door. Dressed in a well-pressed checked navy shirt, which he had paired with grey cotton pants, he had silver streaks running through his full head of hair. He looked like a warm and affectionate person. Carefully, she stepped past the Jindo who laid docilely by the door. A moment later, the elderly gentleman left with his dog.

A thought suddenly flashed across her mind. Did he read it? But she quickly reassured herself. There was nothing to worry about. She hadn’t left her name in the diary. Mira couldn’t wait to check if someone had left her a reply, but, conscious that the gentleman was still outside the shop, she hesitated, glancing over her shoulder several times. Only when he had disappeared into the distance did she sit down at the table. Next to the diary was a large bottle of vitamin drink.

She quickly found the page. Below her entry was a single reply, written in a hand that seemed to exude sincerity and wisdom. Could it be the elderly gentleman just now? Mira imagined his handwriting would look like this. But no matter who it was, someone had read her message and taken the time to reply. For the longest time, it felt as if she’d been alone, listening to the echo of her own voice. She was grateful to have someone on the other side reply, I hear you.

Hmm, a potted plant and some fresh air for herself. Mira twisted the cap of the vitamin drink and with a pop there came a burst of refreshing citrus scent. What would be a good plant to start with, she wondered. Beneath the dignified handwritten message, she penned a short note of thanks, adding that she’d be moving out of the neighbourhood very soon.



Two weeks had passed since Mira’s flying visit to Busan. Thankfully, her dad’s surgery had gone well. The cancer hadn’t spread, the doctor said, but he’d still have to undergo chemotherapy for a while. Because she was also busy house-hunting, it had been some time since Mira had last visited the laundromat. Fortunately, Nahee hadn’t been wetting her bed as often.

Old Jang was still worried about her. The moment he saw her, he instinctively knew that she was the one who had left the message. Her vacant look and her dark eye bags lingered in his thoughts.

“Did she take the drink?” Old Jang murmured to himself as he watched Jindol’s thumping tail. “Maybe one bottle wasn’t enough. I should’ve bought a whole box for her to take home…”

I’ll do that next time, Old Jang decided as he laid the fluffy thick blanket on the floor. Fresh from the dryer, it was still warm. Jindol curled up next to him. Surrounded by warmth and the unique scent of the laundromat, sleep came easily that cosy spring night.



Old Jang was squatting by a flower bed in the garden. With bare hands, he patted down the soil, which glimmered in the spring sunlight. The tomato plants had grown taller and clusters of the round fruit dangled from its stems. Old Jang broke into a satisfied smile. Just last week the tomatoes were still green, but now they had turned the loveliest shade of red. He plucked a small one and popped it into his mouth.

“Aigoo, how delicious. Sweeter than sugar.”

Jindol sniffed at the honeyed scent on Old Jang’s palm.

“You want one? But you can’t eat tomatoes. What about a special treat today? Ground chicken breast. Sound good?”

Jindol wagged his tail enthusiastically. Old Jang took off his straw hat. The sky was clear, not a single spot of white dotting the blue expanse.

On the gas stove, a pot of water was bubbling. Old Jang dropped in a whole chicken breast. Slowly, the pinkish tinge of the meat faded into white as scum gathered on the surface. When the meat was cooked, Old Jang expertly scooped it up with a strainer.

“Jindol, you’re in for a treat,” he smiled.

When it came to store-bought treats, Jindol would only give them a cursory sniff, but he was always enthusiastic about the ones his master made him. Old Jang could already sense his excitement. He hummed a happy tune as he busied himself in the kitchen. It was lunchtime soon. He took out a plastic container of ox bone soup and a pack of frozen dumplings. Today he’d make dumpling soup for himself.

Yelp!

A sharp, piercing cry cut through the air. Jindol! Old Jang quickly turned off the gas and rushed out to the garden. Jindol was slumped on the ground by the gate, howling.
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