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I dedicate this book to the immigrants

of New York and to their struggles
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PROLOGUE

In my dream, I am in the back of a taxi, speeding to Kennedy to catch my flight to Italy. We slip in and out of the sun-dappled shadows of the Manhattan Bridge, a steel-caged tunnel, and hurtle on, almost flying through the air. The foot-tall deep orange turban elaborately wound about the head of the driver, a Sikh, an actor in a Bollywood epic, floats up like a lotus bloom, almost touching the ceiling of the cab before floating back down. Then, suddenly, I am flying out the open window of the taxicab, and before I know it, I am airborne, riding on a magic carpet. The wind, pregnant with a faint sea smell, whooshes by, its fingers spread. Below and around me, pelted with sunlight, everything seems throbbing and throbbing with new life. The East River shimmers like the iridescent silver scales of a million fish. Lower Manhattan, turning and shifting and flying back and shrinking to the size of a postage stamp, is sparkling like a newly built city. Tree branches writhe and stretch like birds sprouting wings. White pollen balls bloom in the sunlight into a zillion tiny flowers, drifting like confetti over Manhattan. I am thinking it’s unbelievably fantastic. Like flying through a Chagall painting. I wake up screaming and laughing from sheer terror and excitement.

Of course, it turns out to be what Koreans call a “dog dream,” because nothing like that happens when I go to Kennedy today. Instead, Mom’s waiting outside the Alitalia check-in counter with a suspicious-looking bag and a huge old ugly suitcase sporting two electric blue pom-pom tassels Mom tied to the handle (as extra insurance, as though the double strips of iridescent gray packing tape weren’t enough) so, she says, I won’t have trouble spotting it at the luggage claim in Venice. Then at the last minute, from the plastic bag, she produces a humongous bottle of kimchi she made for Inah, my twin sister. It’s her favorite kind, made from radish leaves.

I know I didn’t expect this would be a glamorous, jet-setter’s trip, but neither did I imagine it to be a mule trip. The sight of the kimchi bottle, as big as a ten-gallon cowboy hat, makes me nearly hysterical. Of course, Mom has anticipated my reaction. Undaunted and with the practiced eagerness of an insurance salesman, she assures me it won’t leak. She points to the mouth of the bottle, swaddled thickly like a mummy with the same gray packing tape she’d used to disfigure the suitcase. I am not convinced. I might as well travel donning a dunce cap. Mom knows and I know and every Korean knows that traveling with kimchi is almost as dangerous as traveling with a live bomb. Once it starts fermenting, the juice will bubble up to the top and spill out, ruining everything in the vicinity and, as delicious as it is, the smell, to say the least, is not that pretty. It could be as awful as the most pungent kind of cheese.

I am sure that’s what does it. Later, alone at the gate waiting to board my red-eye flight to Milan, I am all distracted and nervous. I find myself worrying about every-thing: Mom’s kimchi bottle I deliberately lost in the bathroom, leaving it by the trash bin; switching planes in Milan; and whether Inah will really be there waiting for me at the airport in Venice. She is known to be rather unpredictable, to put it mildly. I know she could easily change her mind and not show up. The thought really terrifies me. It’s one scenario I hadn’t entertained until now.

I try to tell myself it’s traveling alone that makes me so nervous. Who knows. Maybe in the back of my mind, I still associate flying with nagging uncertainties and new situations. Maybe I still carry that undefined fear that transplanted people never seem to be able to lose. People who uproot themselves and plant their feet on new soil. People who are permanently marked by memories of another terrain. Immigrants.

But then I remember the first time I called Inah in Rome to suggest the trip. How she’d screamed and hissed and hung up. I think she had been there nearly two months then. I’d had no idea what she was up to. At the end of her five-month backpacking trip through India, instead of coming home as she had promised Mom—even if for a short visit—Inah had gone to Rome. Maybe it had been as good a place to go as any. Vague as always, Inah hadn’t offered much of an explanation. All she had said was that she would be staying with a friend. A girl, she’d added, in case we wondered.

Maybe that was why. That was why Inah had so vehemently protested the idea of my coming to see her. For she had yet to explain it and many, many other things. Like what it really was that had made her abruptly abandon her doctoral studies at Oxford seven months earlier and take off to India. Maybe there had been no particular reasons. She thought she would travel for a while—that’s what she’d said to our parents when she’d eventually called home from New Delhi and broken the news. According to Mom, she’d said it so casually that, for a second, it had sounded perfectly reasonable.

But it was typical Inah. It wasn’t the first time she had done something like that. Making an important decision seemingly on the spur of the moment. Never bothering to consult anyone in advance. Over the years it had become a kind of pattern as she’d transferred from school to school and moved from city to city. Changing states and even continents. Turning into an academic junkie, a perennial student and an intellectual wanderer. Inah simply dispensed facts later. Just skeletal facts, only after they had become unalterable, irrevocable facts. Inah was someone who constantly climbed a slippery hill; she could fall off at any time. Mom lived in a constant state of trepidation. And yet we remained helpless spectators. Out of a sense of guilt and pity, we let Inah get away with almost anything. Like her five-month trip through India.

While she backpacked her way across India, Mom, of course, worried and fretted, biding time, waiting for her to end the trip and come home. She couldn’t stomach the idea of Inah traveling alone. Whenever there was bad news out of India—natural disasters like landslides or flooding, or a bomb exploding on a train in the south or fighting in Kashmir—Mom would call me. Her voice always thick with worry and fear.

Mom knew I was tracking Inah’s trip through the occasional postcards she was sending like afterthoughts. (It seemed a miracle each time that as flimsy a thing as a postcard would find its way from India to my apartment mailbox in Manhattan.) But I was never sure where she was at any given time, as the postcards would arrive weeks after the postmark stamped on them. They came from exotic-sounding places like Goa, Madurai and Bodh Gaya (where Sakya-muni achieved enlightenment, Inah remembered to note). Each invariably filled with a few pretentious-sounding, poetic lines she’d scribbled in her slithery handwriting. I couldn’t really explain why, but at the sight of her handwriting, I always felt a little anger rise inside me. Even though it would pass soon enough, scattering like a wispy trail of smoke, afterward, I’d feel a little like a scrooge. I guess I just wasn’t willing to admit it, but I begrudged Inah her freedom and luxury of “traipsing around.”

But I wasn’t being fair. For one thing, she couldn’t have had much money with her. She had to be traveling on a shoestring budget. Probably surviving on rice and beans, traveling on buses and “hard-seat” trains, and staying at yoga ashrams and dirt-cheap, filthy hostels with communal rooms. After a while, it must have been only grueling. And lonely, although she would never have admitted it. One could travel like that only so long.

The thing was that she kept extending her trip. After a month and a half of making her erratic way down south, from New Delhi, through Rajasthan down to Bombay, staying close to the coast of the Arabian Sea, Inah resurfaced in Calcutta, on the other side of India, on the Bay of Bengal. Then after nearly two months in Calcutta, she was moving again, heading north through Gaya, Varanasi, on to Kashmir. I got the impression that there was no clear plan. That it was more a day-to-day thing. That she was just playing it by ear. Winging it and making decisions based on passive impulses. Like someone following a rumor mill. It was as if she wanted to see where it would lead her. Maybe she was looking for a reason to end the aimless wandering, a motive to return but finding none. And I began to wonder.

It was only when Inah failed to show up after her trip despite her promise (she was a slippery fish that got away every time) that Mom convinced herself that something was very wrong. She could feel it, she insisted. She started asking me to go and see Inah. She practically begged me. So worried and desperate to maintain the tenuous link to her wandering daughter, a forever-shifting island. That was how the idea of the trip, really just an excuse to spy on Inah, was hatched. In Mom’s overactive imagination, Inah was a lone star, roaming and catapulting and hurtling toward the earth. Adrift and lost. Before she fell and crashed and burned without a trace, we had to catch her. And, of course, I was the one who could do just that. If anyone possessed the power to perform such a feat, it had to be me. I was Inah’s twin. I would be able to divine her thoughts and guide her back home. Once again, I had to turn myself into Mom’s movable bridge.

The problem was that Inah just wouldn’t hear of it. I kept pestering her, and she kept resisting. I must have called her a half dozen times. I have to admit that by the second or third call, I was so blindly in love with the idea of a free trip to Italy that I conveniently forgot the whole point of it. (I wonder if I would have pushed as hard if she had been in someplace less tempting, like Lithuania.) I was no longer thinking about Inah or the potential consequences of the trip or the responsibilities it would entail. The more she resisted, the more tantalizing and desirable the trip, or rather the idea of it, became.

So I persisted. And eventually, Inah gave in. She couldn’t stand my bugging her anymore. Reluctantly she agreed to meet me in Venice, and from there, we would make our way down to Rome, stopping in Florence and Siena on the way. Maybe she figured she would put up with me for two weeks, play my travel guide and flick me off. And I was too ecstatic to be scared. Until now.



When I board the plane, a steward looks at me and says, “It couldn’t be that bad.” It’s Inah. She has a way of burrowing into my thoughts, and once she’s there, she stays put, refusing to budge. It’s only then that I realize how wholly absurd all this is. The very idea of going and “saving” her for Mom. Across the Atlantic; a new ocean, not even our ocean of separation, the Pacific. But there’s not a thing I can do about it now. Nor about the butterflies that start flapping about in my stomach. It’s all too late.

On the runway, the plane sits idling for a long time. Outside, the afternoon is stalled in a soundless vacuum. It’s the fuzzy sunlight; everything looks a little surreal and slightly skewed as if in a Daliesque landscape, even the late April sky that hangs lackadaisically over the low-slung terminal buildings in laminated blue. I remember how, growing up as sullen teenagers on Ash Avenue in Flushing, a spring afternoon like this used to bore us to death.

Then suddenly, as though having finally mustered up enough courage, the plane barrels down the runway and takes off in a rumble. Lifting its nose to the sky. Levitating. Shrinking the earth below. Up and up, climbing the sky that suddenly resembles the scorched, chalky sky of summer. Flying over the sparkling blue Jamaica Bay bathed in a reddish glow, and a Long Island girdled with frosted white beaches.

Soon, we are over the slate blue Atlantic, where we will fly through an abbreviated sunset. The red disk of the sun plunges like a dropped ball behind the horizon, leaving a sliver of orange rind at the hems of the azure sky. It turns a deeper and deeper indigo, pitching a swollen tent of Prussian blue all around, toward the horizon. Then, it’s nothing but an endless sea of black tinctured with pearl and zinc. All night, we will be chasing the sun across the Atlantic, and I rather like the idea.






PART ONE








ONE

Mostly and usually, babies are born one at a time to ensure that they get all the attention they deserve. But Mom dreams of a glossy full moon over a mountain peak splitting in two, and soon afterward Inah and I arrive in this world together as “winter twins.” Already a year old by the way Koreans count age. We come in a hurry, barely ten minutes apart under the flood of cold, green fluorescent light in an overheated room at a university hospital in Seoul. Red and wrinkled and tightfisted and kicking feet, each no bigger than a hammerhead, and issuing the shrill cries of a squealing crow. Indistinguishable other than the greenish Mongolian spots we carry on our bottoms, which will fade in time. It’s January 1973, but still 1972 by the lunar calendar, the Year of the Rat. Wet snow falls all night.

We are the first children and will be the only children born to our parents. Mom is a twenty-five-year-old novice teacher at a primary school. Pretty mostly from her youth and her open moon face blessed with beautiful, pale, dewy skin. Daddy is forty-four, considered too old to be a first-time father or, for that matter, even a second-time father. He weeps as he holds his newborn twins in his arms. He can’t help himself.

Afterward, every Saturday, Daddy hurries home for the weekend from his teaching job in the eastern city of Choonchon, Spring Stream, and spends hours sitting next to us twins, transfixed, never tiring of looking at us, lying side by side, babbling and dribbling, sleeping and dreaming, he’s sure, the same dreams. Noticing things like new feathery hair sprouting all over our warm heads. Our faces filling out from Mom’s breast milk. His dark lips open, and smiles leak out. He talks in whispers to us twin girls. He tells us how we will always have each other as a companion on the road of life. How lucky we are.

Time flies, leaving us with no apparent memories. A year passes. Then two, three. We know these stories because they are told to us later. In careless repetition by tired Grandma at our bedtime. We are now four years old. Wispy little things. With spindly legs and arms. People in our old neighborhood at the foot of Nam San, South Mountain, where traditional, tile-roofed Korean houses run shoulder to shoulder along the narrow alleys crisscrossing each other in a seemingly endless gridlock, now refer to our old Japanese house as “the twins’” instead of “the Japanese house.” On the street, strangers, whom Grandma never fails to meet when she goes out with us in tow, stop and marvel and say we look as if stamped from the same mold. Laughing, they pat us on the head and ask Grandma how she could tell us apart. Every time, Grandma imperiously declares to the curious and always rapt audience, “You wouldn’t guess it, but they are different.” Pointing to me, she claims I am the quiet one of the two, a watcher, and then, pointing to Inah, she says, proudly, “She is the spirited one.”

It’s true. Already such a self-absorbed and self-involved thing, Inah is feistier and more vociferous. She leads, and I follow. Inah thinks out loud and I listen. Inah will try everything a little harder. She even talks faster, as if in a race. Almost in a stutter. In her slightly high-pitched tone. Impatiently repeating words. Stumbling and tripping over them because her mind races faster than she could string them up together and give them voice. Waving her arms. Anxious to keep the attention from slipping away. Her bright, sparkling eyes become two black rambling seas of emotion. It’s as if she knows and is in a hurry to grab what fun, love and attention she can.



Shoving past Grandma, Inah runs after Mommy across the courtyard. Her feet are barely inside her silver, fur-trimmed shoes, and on top of her head, from the elastic bands holding her feather-brown hair in two rabbit ears, the plastic cherry-colored beads jump and go click-clack like abacus beads, and the balloon sleeves of her jacket (iridescent green on one side and iridescent blue on the other; the colors of peacock feathers) go swish, swish making the sound of wind in the trees.

All the way out to the damp alley, where winter mornings always smell like soot, Inah hangs on to Mommy’s coat sleeve until Grandma grabs her, firmly planting her by her side.

“Say good-bye quick to your mother and get inside,” Grandma says, all bundled up like a snowman. “It’s cold.” Inah pushes off the scratchy sleeve of Grandma’s gray wool sweater that smells like salted oily fish and turns up her bun face to Mommy and asks if she’s coming home early. Mommy assures her that she is. What time? Inah asks. At four o’clock maybe? Maybe. Promise? Mommy hooks her baby finger to Inah’s, but Inah still looks unsatisfied.

“Bye, Mommy,” Inah says finally, looking dejected.

“Bye,” Mommy says, pretending not to notice the tears brimming in Inah’s eyes. She pats us on the head, first Inah and then me. Resigned, Inah watches Mommy walk down the narrow alley in her long tea-colored winter coat as the sound of her shoe heels, soft clucking tongues, drift away like melodies of a slow song. Then, just as Mommy reaches the end of the alley, Inah, stretching all of her wispy four-year-old frame, belches out one more time, “Bye, Mommy!”

“Bye, Mommy!” I repeat after her, copying even her slightly aggressive tone.

Mommy turns, smiles and waves back with her hand in a black leather glove. And then she is gone, turning the corner. Suddenly, the sunless alley, hemmed in on both sides by the stone walls of the houses, feels empty and desolate. Inah, sad-faced and looking puzzled, stares at the gray space where Mommy has just disappeared. Then, even as she is being pulled away by Grandma’s cold and cracked hand, Inah looks over her shoulder just one more time, wistful.

For the rest of the day, Inah waits, and I watch her wait. When noon comes and passes and the sunlight that floods the house in the morning pulls out, leaving the old, dank Japanese house dark as a cave, time slows down, and the afternoon drags on interminably long as uneven hours and minutes accumulate and play tricks. Inah and I, confused with our still hazy sense of time and not comprehending the arbitrary nature of it, play, eat lunch and take a nap, and constantly ask Grandma how many hours before Mommy comes home and count and recount, folding and unfolding our small fingers. We never get tired of this daily repetition of waiting because of the sheer shiver of excitement that punctuates the end of it.

Then finally comes Saturday, and Daddy, a college art teacher, is back home for the weekend. How anxiously Inah and I wait for Saturdays. Sharing that aching thrill, and holding on to the memory of his warm voice and unique smell, so familiar, so recent but nonetheless fading. With none of the certainty that accompanies our daily waiting for Mommy. But with the fierce affection we reserve only for him. Every time he walks in through the door, Inah and I simply soar and fly to heaven. Ecstatic and breathless and momentarily shy and very much relieved, we rush and dive into his wide-open arms.

The next morning, even before sleep falls from our eyes, we rush to our parents’ room to wake him up so unceremoniously, pulling off the cover and shaking his arms. Jostling each other, Inah and I beg him to get up and play with us. Our hearts skip when he finally opens his blurry eyes, looking a little confused and sorry at the memory of sweet sleep, and massaging his sour morning stomach through his loose pajama top. But he’s ready to oblige us twins, who are climbing onto his lap, competing for his attention.

Soon, we get him on his hands and knees and climb up to his back and go on a horse ride. Out of the room, across the maroo, the slippery, varnished wooden floor, cold as ice in the winter, and then down the dank hallway splashed with morning sunlight. First in a halfhearted trot but soon in a full gallop, he goes carrying Inah and me on his back as we shout, “Iri-yah, ggil-ggil!” to get the Daddy-horse to hurry up even more. After a while, Daddy-horse gets angry and raises and tilts back his head and hisses and jumps up and down (we can see his splayed hair on the crown ripple like black waves), threatening to toss us up into the air. Inah and I shriek and scream, scared out of our wits, desperately clinging to his long, skinny back, wiggling and rolling.

Then, reaching the other end of the hallway, at the foot of the wooden staircase, Daddy-horse stops full and refuses to move. But we shrilly order him to climb up the steps and take us to the big, mildewy tatami-floored room upstairs, his painting studio, shut up for the winter. He pulls up his neck and cries for our mercy, but we shake our heads, laughing and giggling. He turns and asks us how we would like it if Daddy-horse grew wings on his shoulders and became a flying horse and carried Inah and Yunah to the sky over the river and mountains instead. No, no, no! We will be too scared! Just take us upstairs, Daddy-horse, we say. Crawling, he scales just a couple of steps before he collapses, out of breath. We scramble off his back fast, and bend down over Daddy-horse, sprawled on his back over the steps with his eyes shut tight and his long arms dangling at his sides. Terrified, we plead, “Apa! Apa!! Wake up! Open your eyes!” But he doesn’t wake up or open his eyes. Inah places her sticky thumb and forefinger on one of them and tries to pry the lid open, but it closes right back when she lets it go.

Now convinced Daddy is really dead, Inah and I are ready to burst out crying. That’s when he suddenly springs back to life. Opening his eyes wide, he bolts up, spreading out his arms and roaring over us, “Woo-waah!!” Inah and I jump up like two beans on a hot pan and run for our lives, screaming and squealing. Grandma looks in, loudly clucking her tongue, and says what a beautiful sight it is: an “old man” about to turn fifty in just a couple of days, horsing around with his two little girls. Fiercely protective of him, Inah hates Grandma so for that brief second, but Daddy just laughs.

By late afternoon on Sunday, though, Daddy is gone, and Inah and I start waiting and counting out loud for the next Saturday all over again. In our unerring conviction that the future holds only more fun and excitement.






TWO

It’s another Saturday, but Daddy still hasn’t come home when Inah and I change into our tutti-frutti pajamas. Mommy tucks us under the covers and reads us a story from the book of Korean folk tales; a story from long, long ago when “food grew on the Food Tree, and clothes grew on the Clothes Tree …” We know the story by heart.

After Mommy leaves, Inah and I lie in the dark with Grandma in the middle, tall as a haystack, all bundled up in her scratchy sweater and padded dungarees. I can’t see Yunah, Inah complains from the other side of her, and Grandma says just close your eyes and go to sleep. What’s there to see in the dark anyway. You saw Yunah all day and isn’t that enough. I can’t get out of my clothes yet because I will have to go out and open the door for your father, in case your mother falls asleep and doesn’t hear.

“Ha, he’ll like that,” Grandma says. “I don’t ever say one nice thing to him and always show him a scowling face. Ha, ha.”

“How come you don’t like Daddy, halmoni?” Inah asks.

“How come? How come! He stole my baby daughter. That’s how come. It wasn’t just any daughter. It was a daughter I got at forty-five years of age, already old as a witch. Whoever heard of a woman having a baby so old?! Certainly, I hadn’t. My first daughter I had at nineteen was already married by then. Your mother was a miracle baby. So what if it was a girl? I didn’t mind it a bit. It was your grandfather who minded it. He had left me years before for that fat concubine of his because I didn’t give him a son. That’s what he said, I didn’t give him a son. Like I was being spiteful to him. Well, he got his wish, for he got a son all right. Only he turns out to be dim-witted in the head. Then as a bargain, he gets three more daughters from her, one after another and another like it’s harvesting season. That should be the end of the story, you’d think. But no. One time he comes back, don’t ask me why, and plants me a baby. He then waits around hoping it will be a son, but should he be so lucky, it’s another girl. So he turns around and walks out for good. Huffing mad. He goes back to his fat concubine who’s now grown as big as a hippo. I said they deserved each other. But that’s another story. No one knows how I raised your mother. Alone. But I wouldn’t have given her up for all the jade and gold in the world. I did everything I could for her. Now, after all that, do you think I was planning to give her away to any man who came along? Certainly, not to an old bachelor, a dauber at that with nothing to his name. Now you know. It’s nothing personal. Your father certainly knows why I am so mean to him. Oh, to think that I used to be a number-one man-worshiper, too!” Inah and I giggle, covering our mouths. “What are you two giggling about? As if you understand a thing I am saying!”

Soon Grandma is snoring, blowing out a whistling noise through her parted lips. And trees whistle too in a thin voice outside. A beam of light slides in through the rice paper door and climbs to the ceiling. I hear Mommy in the next room. She’s still awake. On the other side of Grandma, Inah is wide awake, too. She tosses and turns. She’s thinking and thinking in her busy little head.

“Halmoni,“ Inah whispers in the dark after a long while.

“I thought you were sleeping,” Grandma says in her tired, scratchy voice.

“How come Daddy hasn’t come yet?”

“He should’ve been home a while ago. It must be the snow. If there’s a snowstorm, he won’t be coming with all those roads running through the mountains. Don’t stay up waiting. You can see him in the morning. Why aren’t you tired, anyway? You should be from gibbering all day like two noisy birds.”

But we’re not sleepy. We watch the ceiling where the beam of light is slithering across like a snake.

“Halmoni, tell us the story again, the time we were born,” Inah says, turning to Grandma.

“Yes, halmoni, tell us that story again,” I say.

“Don’t tell me you are awake, too,” Grandma says in her surprised voice. Inah and I giggle. “And haven’t you heard the story enough times?”

“But we want to hear it again. I was born first. Before Inah. Tell us how I popped out of Mommy’s belly button and cried and cried.”

“You weren’t just crying. You were all fussy, kicking your legs and screaming. All squished and red in the face. And then Inah followed. Very calm, not like Yunah. So your father thought, oh, she’s going to be the calm and patient one, and named her Inah, the Patient One. The first one he named Yunah, the Sparkling One. But if you ask me, I’d say it should have been the other way around. Because it turns out that Yunah is the quieter one of the two of you. And let me tell you, I don’t think there’s one patient bone in Inah.” Inah giggles proudly.

“Grandma, when we were born, Daddy cried. Right?”

“Sure he did. The first and last time I saw him cry. He was so happy. But all I could see was a hardship gate open wide in front of him. Now, go to sleep! It’s getting very late. And if you don’t, you know who might come for a visit.”

“The Japanese girl ghost?!” Inah and I whisper, listening for that psst, psst foot-padding sound the Japanese girl ghost makes as she wanders around at night, up and down the hall outside our room and the stairs. She’s lost and looking for her mother.

“That’s right. She will open the door to see who’s talking and talking in the room so late at night.” Shrieking, we cling to Grandma like two monkeys and bury our faces in her scratchy wool sweater. “Aggggh!” Grandma hisses and shakes when Inah’s cold hand slips in under her shirt, groping for her old hang-down breasts that are wrecked with wrinkles and have two dried jujubes for nipples. They are the same dried-up nipples Inah and I used to suck after Mommy painted her ninnies with iodine, and cry because no milk would come out. We were two years old. Too old for Mommy’s breast milk.

“Now go to sleep,” Grandma says. “Both of you.”

In sleep, I slip into Inah’s dream and together we fly on the back of Daddy-horse, who has grown big white wings on his shoulders. Up and away. Soaring and soaring into the sea-blue sky. Inah and I are so happy and excited, we raise our hands and shout and laugh.






THREE

Inah thought I should be able to see the snow-capped Alps as we approach Milan. But instead, it’s a sea of fog we fly into. It’s the kind of fog—white, opaque and dense as steam—that conceals everything from view. It closes in on us in a billowy wall as we descend blindly through the interminably gray space over Milan airport.

It’s barely six in the morning. The transit area where I wait for the connecting flight to Venice is all but deserted. The airport snack shop is just opening. At the service counter inside, two Italian men in crisp dark blue uniforms are chatting over their coffee in their scratchy morning voices. Outside the steel-framed glass wall, the somber sky hangs flat, like a hammered-out sheet of tin. The morning sun, unseen.

I read for a while and then give up, distracted by the new and old worries hatching like schools of tiny fish in my head. I notice the Italian man who sat next to me on the plane. He has taken refuge in the seat by the glass wall. (During the time it took to cross the Atlantic and change continents, we didn’t exchange a single word.) On the orange seat next to him sits his striped burlap bag. Like another person, a traveling companion. Mute and faithful. It’s the way he sits so still, slouched over, wrapping his big bent head with his thick, stubby, nicotine-stained fingers, he looks like a monk in penance. He isn’t a man good at waiting, but a man who is forced to the life of waiting. It never stops chipping away at him: waiting.

I wonder what he does, where he’s going, to whom, and who will be welcoming him back at the end of the flight. When we were kids, Inah and I would often wonder about these things. Especially riding in the back of the car. We would wonder aloud where all those people were going—those people inside the cars that flooded the roads in endless streams. The ceaseless motion of people. Where does it come from? This perpetual impetus to move.

Dad would always laugh at our philosophical waxing, tilting his head back. When he was a boy growing up in a small, mountain-locked village in Korea, he used to go up a hill every afternoon to watch the train that would pass by, once toward the north and once toward the south each day. In a long line of black steel cars. Leaving smoke blooms against the blue sky. It was while watching the train scissoring through the rice paddies from the hill that Dad nursed his unnameable yearning for places unknown to him. He knew that one day he would head somewhere, anywhere, aboard the same train. For it’s the dreaming that takes us to places. Trains, cars, buses, jets and our feet, they are just tools of our yearnings and dreams and desires.

The electronic clock now shows that it’s ten minutes to the departure time, but there is no sign of imminent boarding. Instead, a vague announcement comes on through crackling static; they are waiting for the arrival of the plane from Venice. The announcement instantly unhinges me. I get up and pace about. Growing nervous at the thought of Inah waiting at the Venice airport, glum-faced and grumbling.



The small plane I finally board for Venice looks Spartan and a little tattered at the edges. It takes off in a noisy drone, and sunlight floods in. Exhausted, I doze off right away.

In my dream, I am back at my parents’ house in Flushing, standing in the hallway upstairs outside the door of Inah’s room. For some reason, the door is varnished black like a coffin. It is open, so I slip inside. The room is empty with all the furniture gone: Inah’s old desk with nicks and scratches, the ugly bed Dad painted for her in buttercup yellow, and the baby blue dresser. And on the wall where the window used to be hangs a huge poster. I recognize it right away: It’s a blown-up cover of The Lost Steps, the Alejo Carpentier novel Inah once sent to me from college. The picture in iridescent silver overlapping blackish gray looks like a film negative of a Manhattan scape, with the steepled Chrysler and the UN jutting above and over the forest of buildings. It’s capped not by sky but by an aerial view of a gray-greenish forest, where a silver river or road snakes away below the patches of floating clouds.

What catches my eye is a pair of paper-cut emerald green butterflies that seem caught in the jungle of buildings. When I touch them, to my great surprise, the emerald wings instantly crumble and disintegrate into silver-flecked black dust and fall through my fingers.

I wake up from the dream with a long string of drool on my chin. The hot, sun-drenched plane is already descending. Below, dusted with gauzy veil-like golden sunlight, Venice lies flat, like a faded ancient map; intricately patterned with interlocking waterways and marshlands, all silver and ash. It’s the most surreal landscape I’ve ever seen.



The dream hangs in the back of my mind like a tendril when I step off the plane onto the hot steaming tarmac. It’s hazy, and the light is glaring. A bus ferries us to the airport building, which is surprisingly small and drab. I am the only Asian face in the immigration line. Unconsciously, I keep checking my American passport.

“Arrivederci!” the immigration officer booms when I present my passport. He’s handsome, like a young Clint Eastwood. At Kennedy, as I went through the metal detector, Mom called out to my back and warned, “Watch out for Itaeri (Italian) men!” As if she could just picture all these Italian men waiting for me with their mouths open like sharks. “From Korea, eh?!” he says, smiling when he returns my passport. (My American passport shows that I was born in Korea.)

I pick up my luggage and pass through customs and head for the door. To my great relief, I spot Inah right away. So it was another “dog dream.”

“Inah! Here!” In a fit of excitement, I shout and wave my passport over my head. Embarrassed by my exuberance, she barely acknowledges me. Closing the book she has been reading, she slings over, as slow as a slug. Without even a pretense of hurrying. Cool as ever. Her wardrobe hasn’t seen a change: the usual oversized white T-shirt, loose-fitting khaki jeans and beat-up sneakers. A dark blue “Kipling” backpack hangs all the way down to the small of her back. I wait, frozen. And as Inah gets closer, my heart sinks a little further. She looks awful. Thin and appallingly pale. Almost dingy. Her white T-shirt is grayish and wafer thin from too many washes. Her hair falls limply over her shoulder, and her bangs badly need a trim. And the burn scars on her face somehow look worse than I remember. But then they always do, and each time it’s a shock. I can’t explain the flash of anger. I guess I am disappointed. It’s just all too familiar. Nothing ever changes.

Coming over, Inah gives me a quick look-over. Not missing a thing: my long hair, which I put up at the airport in Milan, my knee-torn blue jeans and tight tie-dye T-shirt and the Miu Miu sandals. (At Kennedy, Mom, so unhappy with the way I was dressed, tried to make me go to the bathroom and change.) Without uttering a single word, Inah still manages to make me feel defensive.

“Inah!” I grab her, wrapping my arms around her bony shoulders and squeezing them. She smells a little sweaty and dusty, like a child who’s been out playing on a hot, sticky summer afternoon. She grudgingly endures my claustrophobic arms, then pulls away.

“How was the flight?” she asks, but I know she doesn’t mean it to be a question; it’s just sort of a defensive bumper she throws around her perimeter.

“So-so. Just a little tired,” I answer. “I hope you’re not pissed off waiting.” Inah doesn’t say anything. She has only now noticed the ugly dinosaur of a suitcase sitting at my feet. She looks at it disapprovingly. Somehow, it looks even more hideous than it did at Kennedy.

“Sorry, Inah. Mom brought it to the airport and I couldn’t say no. It’s for you, although I don’t know what it is. I had to lose her kimchi, though. She brought it in a huge bottle duct-taped like an Egyptian mummy.” But she barely listens. She couldn’t care less. “Mom kept begging, saying it was your favorite radish kimchi,” I continue obtusely. “I left it at the bathroom at Kennedy. By the trash bin. I bet someone called in a bomb squad. Anyway, if Mom asks you about it, I am afraid you’ll just have to lie to her.”

“Whatever,” Inah mutters, shrugging her shoulders. “Wait here. I am gonna go and get the bus tickets.” She takes off.

I see the Italian man from the plane. Carrying the blue-striped burlap sack in one hand and a brown battered suitcase held together with a cloth belt in the other, and flanked by a short, plump woman and a cherubic, rosy-cheeked boy with splayed brown hair, he’s heading for the door. Beaming, no longer chipping away at waiting but in a happy hurry to get home.






FOUR

Daddy doesn’t come home that weekend because of the snowstorm that blankets the mountainous eastern region. On Monday morning, Inah wakes up all cranky and tails Mommy around the house like her little shadow, all fixated on her. Begging and pleading with her to stay home and play with her.

“Go tomorrow,” she begs again for the tenth time when Mommy sits down in front of the vanity mirror. “Stay home and play with me.”

“You know I can’t,” Mommy says. “But soon, when school closes for the winter, Mommy will stay home and play with you every day.”

“But I want you to stay home today,” Inah insists.

“Haven’t I told you to leave your mother alone and come and eat?” Grandma yells at her again. “It’s not like she doesn’t feel bad enough already, and I tell you I am not going to chase you around the house with a rice bowl and a spoon. Like an old slave.” Inah looks at Grandma uncertainly, angrily turns her head away and sits around with a sour face, pulling at her hands. Then she notices Mommy’s handbag lying on the floor, and her eyes light up. She springs to her feet, grabs it and runs out of the room. It’s all right, Mommy says when I tell her. Soon Inah rushes back, and she doesn’t have Mommy’s handbag with her anymore.

“Umma,“ she says, sticking her head over Mommy’s shoulder, making her eyes big and putting on a surprised look. “I don’t know where your handbag is!”

“Not to worry. I am sure we’ll find it,” Mommy says, powdering her nose.

“No, no! I am telling you. It’s gone. You can never find it!” She squeals fanatically, but Mommy just smiles. Looking dejected and miserable, Inah impatiently watches Mommy inside the mirror, coloring her lips with her lipstick that she swivels out of a shiny black tube.



Out in the alley dark as a rainy day, Inah whimpers and hangs on to Mommy’s coat. Grandma asks her what’s the matter. Let go of the coat and say good-bye. Only Inah clings on to Mommy even more desperately, clutching her coat with both of her hands.Mommy pats her on her head and tells her to be good. She will bring her favorite walnut cookies later. Inah shakes her head hard and says she doesn’t want walnut cookies, she only wants Mommy.

“Good, then Yunah can have all the walnut cookies to herself,” Grandma says, and Inah bursts out crying. Mommy is frustrated; she’s going to be late. She asks Grandma to hurry and take the twins inside before they catch cold. Grandma peels Inah off Mommy, and Mommy hurries down the alley. Inah shrieks, shakes off Grandma’s hand and runs after Mommy all the way to the end of the alley where the narrow strip of gray sky unfurls into a curtain. But Mommy doesn’t stop or look back. The fluttering hem of her coat turns the corner after her like a flag, and she is gone. Inah squats down in the middle of the damp alley and bawls.

“Umma! Umma! “ squeals Inah. Her cries bloom in echoes and escape like frightened birds into the narrow sky above. Don’t know what’s wrong, Grandma says. She has never done this before. Grandma starts toward her, and Inah gets hysterical.

“Go away!” Inah screams, flailing her arm.

“Stop crying!” Grandma yells. “People will think your mother’s dead or something!” Grandma comes back, takes my hand and says we are going in without Inah. Let her stay here and cry all day, all alone, until she’s hoarse and sick in the throat and frozen stiff like a winter pollack. No one’s going to come but the alley ghost to carry her away on his back.

“No, no, no,” Inah shrieks and screams.

“Stop crying then! How long are you going to cry? Can’t you see I am too old for this? If you don’t like to be with your old grandma, tell your mother to quit school and stay home. I’ve been taking care of you two long enough. I’ve had it. I’d much rather spend my days in the country watching the clouds roll in the sky.”

Grandma pulls my hand and pretends to walk away. Inah bolts up as though on a springboard and runs after us, screaming and stamping her feet. “No, Grandma! No!” But as soon as we stop, she squats right back down and sobs on hoarsely between jerking hiccups. She’s freezing. Her face is goose bumped. Her nose drips like a faucet. Her lips are blue and purple. She trembles and shakes. Grandma runs back and angrily grabs her arm and yanks her off the ground.

“Stop crying! How many times did I tell you? How many times? You cry the first thing in the morning, it brings nothing but bad luck!”

“I hate you, Grandma, I hate you,” Inah cries.



After a nap and lunch, though, Inah is in a good mood again. Sprawled next to me on her stomach like a starfish, she’s looking at our baby pictures in the little blue vinyl pocket album. Turning the pages back and forth and finger-rubbing the pictures, she sings and talks and laughs and kicks her legs in the air.

“You see that?” Grandma says, stabbing and pulling back her knitting needles. “Some kinds of moods she has! They change more often than the summer monsoon sky.”

After a while, Inah sits up and blankly stares at the picture I am drawing—Mommy in a red coat with a big toothy smile and a blue flower in her hand.

“Halmoni,“ says Inah, turning to Grandma.

“What’s the matter? Are you already bored looking at the pictures?”

“I am hot,” Inah says.

“It’s not so hot. Keep your clothes on if you don’t want to catch cold.”

“But I am hot,” she says again, but Grandma just grunts. Inah gets up and goes over to the toy chest and pulls out a xylophone and a drumstick. She brings them over and sits down and starts banging away. The jangled notes she plucks out fly and spatter the walls and spray the warm and stuffy room like broken pieces of glass. On top of the potbellied iron stove, flared up in a red shimmery glow, the barley tea that Grandma sips all day like a fish starts boiling again in a big dented yellow aluminum teakettle. Coughing up clumps of thick white steam, hissing and shrieking like a stoned bird and rattling the lid in a rhythmic click, clack. The gray sky outside the window swells and sags lower and lower, and the room grows warmer and stuffier and gloomier. Glassy-eyed and looking sweaty and flushed in the face, Inah, peeled off down to her undershirt and long johns, recklessly bangs away at the xylophone.

“You’re making a racket!” yells Grandma, getting up, as if she is hearing it only now. After turning on the light switch, Grandma goes over to the stove and pours cold water into the teakettle: Right away the shrieking bird goes quiet. Inah throws down the drumstick and asks Grandma if we’re going to the bus stop to wait for Mommy.

“Look at the sky,” Grandma says, picking up her knitting. “It’s going to dump snow any minute.”

Inah looks up at the window and says, “Halmoni! Look! It’s snowing already!” Excited, Inah claps her hands. Grandma glances up at the window, where tiny snowflakes land, sticking.

“A few dancing flakes, that’s all,” Grandma says. “They will just dust the ground like dandruff and melt right off.” Inah and I sit and watch white snowflakes float down. They get bigger and bigger, and soon they turn into a wet, dizzy flurry, pelting and streaking the window.

“Halmoni, it’s snowing harder,” Inah says. Grandma looks up again and says, “Aiigoo! I must be losing my mind! I’ve forgotten all about the laundry.” She puts down her knitting, gets up and reties the belt around her ballooning chima. “I am going to bring the laundry in. Don’t run around, and stay away from the stove!” Winding the knitted scarf around her neck, Grandma hurries out of the room. The door settles behind her with a tremble.

On the floor, Grandma’s knitting on three bamboo needles rests like a squirrel, the ball of mauve yarn attached to it like a tail. Inah looks about and spots a doll’s arm sticking out from behind the toy chest. She goes over, pulls it out and holds it up in front of her.

“You’re a dirty, dirty baby,” she says to the doll in her high-pitched voice, mimicking Mommy. She wets her finger and rubs at the doll’s face, which is smudged all over with magic pen makeup.

“It’s OK. I will take her to the bathhouse,” I say, pulling at its torn jacket, which Grandma stitched up from an old scrap of cloth. The jacket falls apart at the seams and easily comes off in my hand.

“No, no, no! I am taking her to the bathhouse,” Inah says, pulling back the doll. I grab its arm and yank at it hard. It comes off at the socket. Surprised, Inah looks at the now one-armed doll, turns around and darts up, clutching it. I throw down the arm and run after her.

“Give her to me! I want it,” I shout.

“No, it’s mine!” she shouts back. “She’s my baby.” Dragging the doll behind her, upside down, she runs to the other end of the room, turns, circles around the hissing and blazing stove. Shrieking and shrieking every time I come close to catching her. Going around and around in circles. Stopping once long enough to push the hair away from her sweaty face. Before long, I am hot and out of breath, and my head swims, and cheeks throb, but I keep running after her, strangely fixated on the doll Inah carelessly drags behind her along the floor. With her plaited black hair undone, her wide-open brown eyes fixed to the ceiling, and the one arm, twisted up and backward, scraping the floor, the doll looks miserable and frightened. She seems to be pleading for my help as she is being dragged away, and I am determined to rescue her.

But suddenly, a strange thing happens. I am stopped in my tracks by a pair of clawed hands grabbing my ankles. I falter a little around my tangled feet. And then, I can’t move. It’s as though my feet are glued to the floor.

It happens the very moment Inah trips on the metal tray placed underneath the blazing iron stove.And all I do is just stand there frozen and watch as hot and cold shivers shoot up through my head in millions of tiny sparks of fireworks: Inah falling and tumble-landing on her knees as if after a bad somersault attempt; her hair flying out and over her.

As I watch, another thing happens. Like a fuse blowing out, a soft pop goes off in my head and everything goes very quiet. All the sound is lost and gone. And I keep standing there, watching and watching as everything in the room shifts. All at the same time. In no particular order. In a chaotic and jumbled but also very slowed-down and drawn-out movement. The aluminum teakettle holding the boiling barley tea atop the stove comes unhinged, as if tossed from underneath, and flies off into the air. It then slowly drifts back down. Bouncing in an undulating motion. Vomiting into the air jet-stream gulps of brown, steamy liquid, which jump in splashes of breaking waves and scatter in particles of a waterfall.

Then just as abruptly, sounds return again. The kettle crashes onto the floor, making a simple and light clanking sound. The fired metal of the stove hisses madly, burning off the black water marks, shriveling them fast in jagged patterns of worm-eaten leaves. The stovepipe above snaps at the joints in a loud thunder-crackling noise and comes crashing down only to halt at midway, dangling from a steel wire like a badly broken arm. Finally, the smell of something burning. Meat. Wool. Hair.

I look down. Next to the doll spread on its back, Inah is sitting crunched on the floor. Her small body is tightly curled over her knees, and she’s frantically flailing her hands and arms about her face, which is covered with hair and spattered with scalding hot, brown barley tea. And she is howling and howling. It is the most awful sound I will ever hear—the howls she spits out. Ferocious, piercing and jagged-edged, they seem to be exploding out of her little bent-around body. Not out of her mouth. Splitting and tearing open her skin. I coil in terror, yet my mind still can’t grasp what is happening. Just seconds before, we were two happy kids, the “winter twins” who will never catch cold, playing and running around the room.

Just at that moment, the door flings open, and Grandma charges in like a gale of wind. The armful of frozen laundry she carries falls and litters the floor like stiff dead bodies as she bounds across the room. She seems to be floating, although below her cotton-padded pants, her small feet paddle furiously. Her wrinkled walnut face is all bunched up, ugly and dark. From her eyes, red sparks shoot out. Her mouth hangs open as if her jaws are stuck. Her chalky white hair spreads out from her head like fine steel shreds. She is screaming and calling out to Inah, but all sound is lost to me again.

Grandma reaches down, scoops up howling Inah into her arms as ferociously as a vulture snatching its prey, and flies out of the room. Spilling the ends of the blanket she has piled on Inah. Forgetting to put on her shoes. Forgetting to close the door. Forgetting the whole world but Inah. Crying and screaming, I run after them, out of the room, out of the house to the snowy alley. But there is no trace of either one. It is as if Grandma has flown off into the narrow sky above. Carrying Inah in her thin, old, ropey arms.
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