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Two People
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It took four whole days to reach the harbor.


The winding mountain road led to a new highway covered with dust, which carried them to a gravel path that overlooked a river dotted with ships. They passed the occasional rice paddy where rows of sprouts swayed in the breeze. They passed sumac trees, cherry trees, and zelkova trees, and marigolds, irises, dandelions, and guelder roses. They came upon a wild peony tree, which made them linger for a while. She captured every view outside her palanquin’s window by heart, thinking that she might never see such sights again.


Then, for the first time in her life, she took in the endless spread of the ash-colored tideland.


There wasn’t a hint of a cloud in the sky and the wind had quieted down. Casting her gaze farther, she could just make out the shapes of islands floating on the blue sea as in a dream, seemingly oblivious to the precarious status of the Joseon Dynasty. Ships carrying kindling and other cargo undulated with the waves as if being tugged to and from the shore. The smell rising from the stockfish yard permeated the entire harbor. Freshly caught fish were laid out on boards. A straw-shoe seller hurried by, carrying a rack full of wares on his back. Early summer sunlight, untouched by heat, shone upon the busy people going about their livelihoods.


Her companion was a diplomat who was used to spending two months of the year on a ship, but she had been a dancer in the royal court and was about to board a boat for the first time.


The companion, a tall Frenchman, his pale face covered in a mustache, wore a short vest and a pair of wide, loose trousers that came down to his ankles under a traveling coat fastened with a belt. The woman, a Korean who held a hat embroidered with roses and a coat to wear later when the wind blew, had on a light blue dress that rustled like lapping waves. They both caught the eye. An old man with a long pipe in his mouth, the man selling clogs, the loitering youth, not to mention the dusty children at play, and even foreigners—like the Chinese who had come on their rafts to sell their tea and kindling, or the Japanese who were selling rice at the docks—stared at the two as if a door had opened into a strange world, and they were looking in.


Especially at the woman.


Her thick, lustrous black hair was combed and arranged into piles of ebony atop her head, her eyes like dark indigo marbles set in her smooth-complexioned face. It was inevitable that she would stand out, as Western hairstyles were still a rare sight.


Her light blue dress flowed down from her shoulders past her waist to her ankles in the shape of an S. She was clearly distinct from the women by the docks in their linen tunics. Each step she took made the gawkers approach from behind and retreat before her. They looked at her as if thinking, Is she a foreign woman? Ah, a Korean one. Their curious gazes lingered on her face, then moved to Victor’s arrogant nose and white skin, and to his brown curls. Some couldn’t take their eyes away from the brilliant white lace framing the woman’s décolletage. They kept at a distance as if afraid to tread on her hem, but their looks were frosted with suspicion. Why is a Korean woman going about in Western clothes? Some, disapproving, openly frowned at her.


Her mystique wasn’t merely due to her exotic clothes. Nor was the reason she caught the eye, despite being among countless other women, because of the dazzling nape of her neck or the depth of her gaze. But her bared nape truly was pleasing when she lowered her head, resolute when she stood tall and centered, and magnetic when softly bending and twisting, drawing the touch of the hand.


And how sparkling her eyes were underneath her perfectly symmetrical eyebrows. Her eyes seemed ready to sympathize with the most heartbreaking of sights and were as dark as the undiscovered ocean deep. Her skin from below her ear to her cheek was pink, which made her seem shy, but the straight and narrow nose between her eyes helped overcome that impression by giving her face an air of intelligence. It was a striking combination. Around her lips, which were neither thin nor plump, were soft, white hairs, finer than a hint of sprouts in spring, a mouth so lovely that no amount of silliness could make her anything less than embraceable. And yet that loveliness was not the only reason she exuded charm. It flowed from how she maintained the character of her neat and measured walk, conveying a sense of confidence despite the crush of attention. She made no sign of acknowledging the people’s leers and stares. Her walk was clearly distinct from the walk of normal Korean women, who went about in a slight bow with their faces peeking out from the long coats modestly covering their heads. The woman’s walk never wavered in its perfect balance, even for a moment. She didn’t bother with such conceits as pretending to stare out at the ocean to avoid the gazes that were full of suspicion. Her shoulders were spread wide, and the way in which she advanced gave a sense of her being strong enough to walk through any situation that met her way. The provocative quality of this walk was softened by the depths of her gaze, the beauty of the nape of her neck, and the loveliness that flowed from her face. If anything, her steady poise in the face of their scrutiny made them sigh and turn away toward the ocean.


This lovely woman taking in the view was not aware that only ten years ago, before the signing of the Jaemulpo Treaty, the harbor surrounded by low-lying hills had been nothing more than a quiet village of ten or so thatched-roof houses. As is often the case in life, change came only when forced. The tiny fishing village, surrounded by water on almost every side, changed rapidly after the signing of the treaty. A Japanese concession was established, followed by that of China and other nations, with their businesses popping up everywhere in the once sleepy environs. Soon, one out of every ten persons in Jaemulpo were either Japanese or Chinese. And at this point in time, no one knew for sure, yet, whether they would breathe life or sadness into this small seaside town.


[image: images]


She thought to herself that it was good weather to set sail in but quickly dismissed the thought. A district official, tasked by the Board for Diplomacy and Trade’s Cho Byungsik with seeing off Victor, had greeted them with the advice that it was unlucky to say, “good weather for sailing” when about to board a ship. Commenting on good weather foreshadowed storms in the voyage ahead. Among the people seeing them off were harbor officials and French missionaries. There were also French nuns who had settled in Korea.


There wasn’t a single tall building or large ship in sight. The harbor was an international port but looked no different from any local pier. The waves near the shore were as calm as those farther out. Among the low roofs were the occasional white, European-style habitations. The eaves of the thatched-roof houses seemed to overlap in the absence of tall buildings. Sunlight seeped between them. The woman, who had once danced for the King and embroidered tortoise patterns in the palace, was now soaking herself in the warm light of the harbor. The eaves of the palace buildings had been high and wide, almost touching each other, allowing only shade underneath. The journey to the harbor had been a constant meeting of and parting from things she had never before seen, land never before stepped on, and people never before met.


Where was it that he’d said those words?


The day they left the capital, the company had spent a night at an inn in the country. The inn, which was surrounded by a driftwood fence, had twelve ponies. The ponies puffed, their nostrils quivering, as if impatient to run the fields, but they too were enclosed by the fence. When darkness fell, the cries of the mountain creatures carried into the windowless rooms.


Sometimes a kind word can encapsulate love like a seed buried in the soil.


In that mountain inn, the former palace dancer Yi Jin heard the French legate Victor call out to her in Korean, “My angel.” She was more surprised by his unaccented pronunciation than by his calling her an angel. Victor practiced his Korean when he could, but there had always been something missing in it, his words scattering in the air.


Crossing the ocean to his country meant living with a people who spoke an utterly different language. Perhaps he had sensed her hidden anxiety. It was unmistakable that Victor had called her an angel, for the first time in perfect Korean, at this traveler’s inn nestled in the mountains of her own country.


The Korean words flowing smoothly from his lips made her experience a moment when language changed her very emotions. Victor, who still found it difficult to pronounce her name, had made her placid heart tremble. She was flooded with a longing that felt as if her feet were dipped in warm water, a feeling that washed away the fatigue of being shaken all day in a palanquin. That older feeling of needing to keep her distance, a feeling she had felt since the day she met Victor and persisted over his efforts to be closer to her, disappeared in that single moment.


She let her black hair fall down the nape of her neck and held out her hairbrush.


—Peignez-moi.


Victor’s eyes grew wide.


He had yearned to brush her hair. The first thing he had gifted her after her engagement ring was a hairbrush he had brought from his country. Unfortunately for him, Jin did not like other people touching her hair, apart from Dowager Consort Cheolin when Jin was a child at court, or Lady Suh. Even as the other young court ladies would chatter and laugh as they combed each other’s hair, artfully knotting the two braids and pinning them up with a violet ribbon, Jin would sit alone at a distance, her fingers struggling to re-create the weeping-willow style. And later, whenever she let down her hair to brush it, she would ignore Victor as he passed her an imploring look. But here she was now, her hair down and her hand offering him her hairbrush, asking him in his own language to brush her hair for her.


Victor took the brush and sat behind her. Never having imagined she would ask him to brush her hair, he took a moment to bury his face in the lustrous blackness of it. A smile was about to break through his face. It was the same expression Jin made whenever Victor awkwardly pronounced her name, Yi Jin. Victor began brushing her hair, and in the middle of it, he put his face next to hers and said, “Peignez-moi?” in a playful imitation of her accent earlier.


Jin’s hair swirled like eddying waves as she turned to face Victor. The brush still in Victor’s hand, she held his smiling face in her hands and brought her lips to his. His beard touched her heated cheek. She softly prodded his hand. He dropped the brush on the floor. They heard the horse that Victor had ridden all day exhale outside. They had rented three horses from the city along with the palanquin. Two of these carried their baggage, costing a hundred nyang for every twenty li. One of the three horses sported a wound on its abdomen. It probably had its oats with the ponies kept at the inn and was now fast asleep. Listening to the burbling sound the horses made in their slumber, Jin undid the buttons on the shirt Victor wore. His revealed chest was flushed red.


She had him lie on his stomach.


Her fingers entered the thicket of hair on the back of his head and grasped it gently. She pressed her fingers down on his scalp. Her hands followed the contours of his body from his neck down his spine. Every spot where her fingers touched released its tension and turned supple. Jin’s hands would spread as wide as a coltsfoot leaf and then scrunch as tight as a block of quartz. She would use the edges of her hands, round them into fists, and spread them again. These changes in the strength of her grip made a pleasant heat bloom across his body. The heat flowed to the soles of his feet and rekindled the desire that had been extinguished by the long ride on horseback and his fatigue.


Before her hands could travel any farther down, Victor turned to lie on his back.


He pulled her face toward him and kissed her, caressing her breasts over the thin material of her nightdress. Her soft tongue curled. He removed the clothing that covered her body, and his bare hand touched the mound of her shy breast. He felt a hot wave wash over him from below. He grasped her close against him and soon they were entangled, their hands searching each other’s bodies in the dark. Victor caressed Jin’s face, buried his nose in her breasts and hugged her close to him as Jin arched her back. Victor’s lips grazed her neck and bit her earlobe. Jin blushed, the earlier frosty melancholy of her eyes melted away, her lips red. Their knees, as each lover tried to cover the other, bumped into each other. Not a single shade of dark thought existed between them in that moment.


The four hooves of a swiftly running horse barely touch the ground.


They were both sensitively responsive to each other’s passionate lovemaking, bringing forth waves of mutual pleasure. Dew drops of perspiration beaded on their foreheads and the slightest tremor in one carried to the other. It was difficult to tell whether the heated body of the woman had enveloped the man, or whether the man’s hardened body had entered the woman. All at once, sparks burst inside of both lovers. As her back arched into her climax, she covered her face with her hands. She didn’t want him to see the teardrops gathered in her eyes.


—Jin!


She gave no answer.


—I love you!


He gently stroked away her tears with the tip of his tongue.


A deer. A falcon. Or perhaps it was an otter. They heard an animal chirping from a place not far away.


Jin closed her moist eyes and listened again for the sound. It wasn’t the breathing of the horses. The two lovers lay drenched in sweat as they fell asleep to the sound of a lost pup of some mountain beast crying for its mother as it crawled into the courtyard of the sleeping inn, somewhere in the mountains of Korea.


On her last night, Jin shared a bed with Soa at the Japanese-run Daibutsu Hotel at the harbor. This was a special concession given by Victor for Jin to say her good-byes. Soa had roomed with her at the palace since they entered at the age of six. The two made the appropriate ritual greetings and danced together. Soa was posted to the Refreshments Chamber and Jin to the Embroidery Chamber, but they shared the same futon in the palace. There was a time when one would feel anxious if the other were not in sight. They had to know where the other was and what she was doing if they were to dance the Dance of the Great Peace, the Dance of the Dragon King’s Son, or the Dance of the Mountain Scent, else the turn of their hands or the steps of their feet would not create the right, felicitous movement. Jin had to know what Soa was doing for her handiwork to be flawless on the tortoise and peony embroidery of the palace’s many silk pouches and quilted socks. Soa had to know what Jin was doing if she wanted her hands to be calm and steady as she prepared fruit to place on the King’s table.


That night, Soa gave her a bit of earth, flower seeds, and a jar with a lady’s slipper orchid planted inside. It was the same orchid they had planted together in the Embroidery Chamber. Jin had to close her eyes upon seeing the deep greens of the tapered blades. Soa said that once Jin crossed the ocean and reached Victor’s country, she would have to change the soil. The carefully wrapped earth was for this purpose. She had also prepared seeds from flowers that bloomed in the palace for Jin to plant in that unfamiliar land. Soa said, “Do think of me when the seeds burst and the flowers bloom.” Her eyes began to tremble as she said the earth she had brought was from the courtyard of the Embroidery Chamber. Her eyes conveyed the good-bye that her voice couldn’t bear to express.


When Jin had her luggage loaded onto the ship, she took the orchid, earth, and flower seeds on board to keep in her cabin. She sensed this talisman from Soa was something she would need during her long voyage over the ocean.


Soa, who had assured Jin that she would return to the palace at daybreak, was, in fact, standing among the crowds at the harbor even after Jin had boarded, waving her hand. And it was at that moment, as Jin stood on the deck of the ship and Soa stood on the pier, that her departure from Korea finally felt real. The busy harbor became invisible. All that filled her sight now was Soa waving to her from the pier. But then she noticed a man standing still beside a white building near the entrance of the harbor. Everything else moved, especially Soa’s hand as she waved good-bye, but the man stood there, frozen. Only when the boat announced its departure did the man take a few steps onto the white sands of the shore. Jin had just noticed him, but he had been out in the harbor since dawn. He was there when the sun rose and Jin had drawn the attention of everyone gathered at the harbor. He was there when she had stood next to Victor as they bade farewell to the French missionaries when the nuns by the rickshaw approached her and genuflected. He was there now, standing in that same spot, never taking his eyes off her.


Could it be Yeon?


Her eyes, once calm as if they hid the bottom of the ocean, suddenly trembled like the waves. Had he come here? She tried to lean out, but Victor placed his hand on the nape of her neck. She briefly lost her balance, but in a moment that white nape of her neck was upright again, having recovered her center and natural tension.


Her eyes searched the harbor for Yeon.


—Jin.


Victor called her name, but she did not hear.


Yeon, with whom she had watched over the apricot tree that she planted when she was five grow thick as a hug. Her gaze rapidly swept through the people coming and going at the harbor, lingering between the endless stretch of tideland and the buildings in the bright sunlight. She couldn’t find him, and she sank into bitter acceptance. Soa had just barely managed to see her off, thanks to a special dispensation from Lady Suh. I must be mistaken, Jin thought as she bit her lip. How could Yeon have freed up the time to come all the way to the harbor, which was four days of travel from the capital? And he had avoided her since a few days before she left the city, as if refusing to hear her good-byes. I must be seeing things, she thought as she closed her eyes.


When she opened them again, she was calm.


—I love you . . .


She placed her hand on Victor’s.


How different this man who stood beside her was, even more so than the Japanese or Chinese men one met at the harbor.


He did not have the prominent cheekbones of Korean men, nor did he have the wild look of men from the north, and his eyes were not so narrow, his complexion not so heated, his manner not so energetic. More than anything else, he spoke of love more frequently than any Korean man. These differences were as distinct as the Western suit he wore.


Jin and Victor seemed different from the other passengers despite their having boarded with everyone else. Though they faced the same long voyage as the many other people on the ship, they gave off an air of being on their own private journey. Her Eastern eyes, with their sparkle and discretion, and his Western eyes, underneath their creased eyelids and thick eyebrows, met each other’s gaze in the air between them. Her gaze was deep with melancholy, while his was filled with bright joy.


—Jin.


The ship began moving in earnest toward the ocean.


—You cannot imagine what a shining soul you possess. As beautiful as you are in Korea, once we cross the sea and you are in my country, you will have the beauty of freedom. The people of my country will fall deeply in love with you.


—. . .


—When we reach my country, we shall hold a proper wedding ceremony. We shall invite many people and show them just how lovely my bride is.


Jin’s heart sank. To a court lady, the Ceremony of Initiation was no different from a wedding ceremony. And she had gone through her initiation a long time ago at the palace. She had worn a glittering light green wedding tunic, given to her by Lady Suh, resplendent with the two phoenixes embroidered on the chest and back, on which her roommate Soa hung a scented ornamental pouch made of green satin, adorned with lotus-bud knots and strawberry tassels. She placed a ceremonial crown of embroidered flowers upon the carefully plaited braid wrapped around her head and paid her tributes. She made flower-shaped rice cakes as if for a banquet and sent them up to the court lady in charge and procured a mountain pheasant from the poultry store to serve to her roommates. Because she had undertaken such a ceremony, she was, in the strictest terms, one of the King’s women. But the King had sent her away to this man.


—This I promise you.


She felt uncertain of her feelings. An emotion, whether of sadness or happiness she couldn’t tell, came upon her in waves. She tried to imagine this country that he called his and failed. Whenever she could find the time, she had memorized the names of the famous streets of his country and tried to understand its people through books, but the only thing she remembered in that moment was that their president was named Sadi Carnot. Where at the end of this ocean could this country be, a land with a president instead of a king? It could only be reached after a two-month ocean voyage. What sights were its streets, what mountains and rivers appeared in its scenery, what shoes did its people wear as they walked its land? Her pupils trembled with the unexpected onslaught of hopes and fears for the future.


When Victor, who served as the resident French legate in her country, gave notice of his orders to return to France, the King had given him his blessing. His Majesty entreated, “Do not forget Korea when you have returned to France.” The King had turned to Jin, who stood before him next to Victor, and closed his eyes. The King was pale and fatigued. He looked lonely and sorrowful, and more drained by the day in the various conflicts between China and Japan, the people and his advisors, and his father and his wife. Presently, the King half-opened his eyes and asked Jin to raise her head. She did, facing the imperial robe where the golden dragon writhed in a sky of red velvet. A silence passed between them before the King spoke to issue an unexpected decree.


—We hereby grant you a name. Henceforth, your surname shall be Yi. Your given name, Jin.


Jin, standing by the man who was going to take her over the ocean, felt a tremor pass through her body. Countless emotions intermingled and surged, but the only words that barely managed to seep through her parched lips were, “I am greatly honored by Your Majesty.”


The King spoke to Victor, the French legate appointed as the first envoy from France during this time when Korea was besieged by foreign powers.


—That young woman and I now share the same surname. This decision is done in the hope that she is properly received as your wife when you return to France.


Through one’s name, we see into one’s being. Victor unhesitatingly accepted this name that the King had given her, and immediately called her by it. She, once known as Suh Yuhryung when she danced, Lady Attendant Suh when she embroidered, Jinjin to Soa, and Silverbell to Yeon, was now Yi Jin.


On that same night, Jin was summoned to the Queen’s quarters. Three years had passed since taking leave of the Queen to live with the French legate. Coffee and cake were placed between them. The Queen said, “Come closer.” Upon the Queen’s tunic hung a glittering green pendant tied in chrysanthemum knots. It had been a long time since she had sat close enough to the Queen to observe the waving of the soft tassels of the ornament.


The Queen said that the King’s granting Jin his own surname meant he considered her a daughter. Because it was not allowed to look directly upon the pale face of the Queen, whose hair was neatly wound in a bun and fastened with a jade pin, Jin could only keep her head bowed.


—Indeed, if this were an ordinary family, my own heart would be that of a mother sending away her daughter in marriage.


Jin bowed her head yet lower.


—The sense of a person’s name is created by the way the name’s bearer conducts her life. Take care to live beautifully, so your name inspires a feeling of grace in the people who speak it.


Jin could clearly sense the thoughtfulness in the Queen’s own name.


—Is there nothing you would like to say to me?


Jin’s heart was fit to burst with all the words she had wanted to say to the Queen since her life in the palace had abruptly ended three years ago. Words of resentment and love and concern and sadness . . .


She pressed down on them and raised her head.


—I wish to dance for you the Dance of the Spring Oriole.


The Queen’s exquisite face took on a thoughtful expression. She was likely the person in the palace who had enjoyed Jin’s dancing the most. The Queen once praised her by declaring that, out of all the dancers in court, Suh Yuhryung was the best performer of the Dance of the Spring Oriole.


—Do so.


Jin carefully backed out of the Queen’s presence and stepped lightly onto the flower-patterned mat. The Dance of the Spring Oriole was invariably the most popular solo dance during spring banquets. The flying step, the stone tower, the falling flower and flowing water, the before-the-bloom . . . every step of the palace dances featured in it. There was no music and she wore no crown of flowers on her head, but Jin’s movements were graceful in their restraint and care. After all, it might be the last dance she would get to perform for the Queen.


—As one who dreams of the new enlightened world but could not step one foot outside of this palace, I envy you.


The Queen’s voice hovered like a cloud by Jin’s ear where perspiration began to gather.


—And you are going forth into this world because of love. So do not feel regret.


As she danced, Jin became a tree, and became fire.


—Go to this new world and release yourself from your bonds, learn as many new things as possible, and live a new life.


Jin danced to transform herself into the earth, into steel.


—You are likely the first Korean woman to voyage this far.


At last, she became water.


—Do not forget this fragile country that you leave behind.


She would not. She could never, moreover, forget the Queen, who was once treated as if she were deceased, and given a national burial. Like an oriole singing on a tree branch in spring, Jin prayed with every light step of her feet for the Queen’s days to be full of peace.


Drenched in sweat, Jin lowered her head once more before the Queen.


—Would you write down what you see and hear and feel in that strange land, and send it to me?


The dragon engraving of the white jade hairpin pierced through the Queen’s hair seemed to float before Jin’s eyes. The Queen was always curious as to how people in foreign countries lived, what laws they followed, what treatment they sought when sick, and what they ate, wore, and learned.


—Would you do this for me?


Jin answered yes.


—It will take two months for the letters to reach here, but I already look forward to them.


The Queen bestowed a peony painting to Jin, whose perspiration had still not cooled on her apricot-colored face. This was in keeping with her practice of rewarding the best dancer at every banquet.


—When you reach that country, hang this on your wall and look at it from time to time.


The Queen rolled the scroll herself and placed it in Jin’s hands.


—Farewell.


The Queen removed her cupronickel ring and slipped it onto Jin’s finger.
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Where could they be?


Her eyelids fluttered open, her body rocking in space. Crushed underneath a strange and confusing dream, her forehead and her loose black hair were damp with sweat. Jin wiped her face with her palm. She felt the Queen’s ring on her finger graze her face. She spread open her hand and gazed up at the ring with an expression of deep melancholy.


She sat up. Moonlight seeped through the portal of the cabin as the vessel sailed out toward the great ocean from the rough waters of Korea’s long-secluded ocean territory. On the wall before her hung Victor’s dress uniform with its round golden buttons and Roman collar. Gold braids were sewn on the chest, sleeves, and epaulets. Victor took care to hang up his uniform despite his never having an occasion to wear it on board the ship. At the legation, he had also hung his uniform on days when he did not wear it. Jin stared at it and at her light blue Art Nouveau–style dress hanging by its side, the same dress that had attracted so much attention at the harbor. A black woolen suit jacket, a striped vest with a small feather on the lapel, a pair of slightly narrow trousers, and a traveler’s coat that came down to the knees were hung in layers on a single coat hanger next to the other two garments. Next to that were his black cap with the thin visor and her hat with the rose embroidery.


Jin’s hand moved in the dim moonlight.


Her fingers slid over Victor’s forehead, the man who was so eager to promise things to her. He seemed preoccupied or businesslike during the day, but at night when he was asleep, he was like a vulnerable, innocent animal.


On the night in Shanghai where they transferred on board the steamship Villa, he tried, once again, to promise her something before he fell asleep.


—Yi Jin.


When darkness fell, the ocean turned from blue to black. Jin bit down on her lip to suppress the laughter that threatened to explode from her mouth. Whenever he called her by her name, his throat constricted because of the unfamiliar syllables. She had to keep her laughter from pushing its way out. Because if she laughed, he might never look into her eyes and call her Yi Jin again.


—Victor . . .


She was the first Korean woman to be on a ship sailing to France, and in trying to banish her fear that came from the thought that she was floating atop the ocean, she quietly uttered the name of the sleeping man next to her.


Victor Collin de Plancy.


The exotic name belonging to the man whose forehead she stroked. In each name lives the character of the person who owns that name. In the land they left behind, Victor repeated his long name to her many times, wishing her to say it. But she did not. The more Victor wanted it, the more she was unable to because she felt saying his name would make an unforeseen side of him materialize before her and irrevocably change what was between them. Since leaving Korea, Jin sometimes murmured her own name to herself, so quietly that even Victor, who stood next to her, could not hear. “Yi Jin . . .” This name, Yi Jin, was still far from real to its owner.


Jin turned her head to look at the peony painting that hung over the headboard of the bed. These traces of the people she had left behind always calmed her anxious heart. The peony was unquestionably spectacular, even in the dim light. Below it was Soa’s white porcelain jar, and next to it, the pot with the planted orchid. The box, with the earth and flower seeds, was securely wrapped in a black linen square, and beside it, inside an even more tightly knotted white linen wrap, was the French-Korean dictionary transcribed by the late Bishop Blanc. As she wrapped this well-worn volume in linen for safekeeping, Jin had the feeling that she would be looking in this dictionary far more than anything else she had ever looked at in her life.


She raised herself out of bed, careful not to wake Victor. She threw on the thin, cylindrical coat she had worn over the blue dress, opened the cabin door, and walked out onto the oval deck of the Villa. The ship sailed forth into the wide ocean. The ocean never overflowed, even when all the waters of the world flowed into it. The Villa weighed seven hundred tons and sailed on rough waters. It had a wide hull and a deep draft, enabling it to carry large cargo. When she expressed her fascination with the steamship, Victor told her that not even the president could sit in the captain’s chair. But what about a king? The crew never whistled once they were on board the ship. They believed that whistling brought bad winds.


The dull clanging from the engine room was audible over the sound of the waves crashing against the ship. The sea wind whirled about the bow and the large sails of the ship, whipping her clothing about her. Jin gripped her coat, determined not to be dictated by the wind. Her knees felt weak. The rough waves were relentless. They smashed against the ship before flowing outward again.


Keep coming to me, O black and blue ocean.


Jin stood on deck and leaned her body out toward the water. A round, full moon rose above the black eaves of the endless ocean. All the world was the sea and the moon. She looked down at the foam of the waves that shattered like shards of white ice. It looked as if hundreds of white horses were being whipped into a run before sinking into the water. A strong wind managed to blow the coat off her, and she instinctively reached out her arms before it flapped away over the black and indigo ocean. The gesture was futile. The coat left her behind to soar freely, swooping upward with the wind almost dipping into the ocean, then flying out again until it was too far away for her to see its silhouette.


Jin pushed against the wind and stood herself upright. She raised her arms to above shoulder level and slightly lifted one foot. The movements of her body became lighter, as if she wore a dancer’s robe embroidered with butterfly pairings. The waves crashed. The winds crashed. The moonlight, shining down upon the ocean from above, crashed into the water. Her body became supple. Pushing against the things that crashed against her, she let her body fall into a rhythm. A smile spread on her face.


Victor, who had woken at dawn and come out on the deck in search of her, found Jin dancing as if she were possessed by the spirit of the ocean. The longer one wants to stay together with someone, the less they should try to change them. Even if he hadn’t been Victor, or precisely because he was, he did not call out to the dancer lost in movement beside the moonlit waves. Dewy beads of sweat covered her despite the cold and violent ocean winds. An intense heat enveloped her face, neck, chest, hips, and legs. A weight lifted from her heart and she was no longer afraid of the ocean. She became as light as the waves, the wind, and the moonlight. She became a butterfly.


The steamship Villa was about to carry this court dancer of Joseon past Saigon, Singapore, Colombo, and the Suez Canal, and onward to France, Victor’s home. She ended in a pose that stretched her body toward the ocean. She exhaled. Victor, who had watched her with bated breath, came up to her and placed his hand once more upon the nape of her neck. Breathing slow, Jin leaned against the railing and gazed out at the boundless ocean.


[image: images]


The year was 1891.


Yi Jin was twenty-two.
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The Pear Blossom Child


[image: images]


A horse born in the north will run against the northern winds. A bird that has flown from the south will perch on a southern branch.


Yi Jin was born in Banchon, its name meaning “half-village.”


Banchon lay at the northern end of Eunglan Bridge, which spanned a ditch near Gyeongmogung Palace to the right of Changgyeonggung Palace. The Sungkyunkwan School of Confucian Thought at Banchon was nicknamed Bangung, or “half-palace,” after a famed school called Biyong from China’s Zhou Dynasty. The original Biyong was built in the middle of a pond, surrounded by flowing water all year round, with a bridge built in each of the four directions. But unlike Biyong, the waters of Bangung flowed only to the east and west, in the shape of a half-moon. This was half the water of Biyong, which was why Sungkyunkwan came to be called the half-palace. Its waters were called Bansu, or “half-water,” and its surrounding village became the half-village of Banchon. And the people who lived in Banchon were called Banin, the “half-people.”


No one knew how Yi Jin’s family had found themselves living among the Banin.


What Jin remembered were the pear trees that bore blinding-white pear blossoms every spring, a white as pure as her memory of biting into her first pear.


Spring found its way into Korea every year despite the peninsula’s tight seclusion on the edge of the world. The soft winds blew into the thatched-roof hovels on the eastern banks of Banchon’s waters. Sunlight entered the house from the early hours in the spring. Across the banks stretched the pear orchards. Perhaps the stomachs that had been empty all winter craved a bit of fat, for in the spring there would be several cow heads on display before the butcher shop. Five hundred cows were slaughtered in the spring, amidst the blooming of dogwood, apricot, azaleas, and camellias. White pear blossoms followed, floating into the air at the slightest breeze and piling up on the ground like snow, only to be washed away with the rain.


Had Yi Jin’s mother been waiting for the pear blossoms?


As if wanting to see the flowers before she died, her mother, who coughed up phlegm mixed with blood all winter, breathed her last only when the winds changed, the sunlight brightened, and the pear blossoms crowded their branches. To the last, she held her precious little Jin tightly by the hand.


Jin’s mother was put into the earth wearing the same clothes she wore on her deathbed. Her lonely death left not a word in terms of a will. The woman Suh, who also lived in Banchon and took in sewing with Jin’s mother, witnessed her passing in mournful silence. Suh was the daughter of an interpreter official and was once married into the nobility, but when she bore no children four years into the match, she left that home on her own two feet. Suh’s father was wealthy enough to have her ride out in a palanquin at her wedding, a privilege observed only in the households of high officials. When Suh left her husband’s home, her father bought her a house on the water bank in Banchon. He then told her she was never to step foot in his household again. Suh, who had unsurpassed skill when it came to her needle, spent her days in that house working as a seamstress. Her younger sister, Lady Suh, a court lady, sent her extra work that the palace’s Embroidery Chamber could not manage. Suh had just begun to rent out room and board to scholars studying at Sungkyunkwan when the General Sherman, an American merchant ship, sailed up the Daedong River into Pyongyang. Korea’s military and militias, rallying around Governor Park Gyusu of Pyongan Province, burned the ship down. Determined to receive a formal apology and sign a trade deal, President Ulysses S. Grant retaliated by sending a new ironclad warship to Korea. Jin’s father, who hid his real name and lived in Banchon as a manual laborer, volunteered for the militia and left for Ganghwa Island. Jin was a baby in her mother’s womb at the time.


But death is sometimes a weapon that could never be defended against.


The Korean military used mostly rocks and spears to fight against the guns of the Americans. The civilian militia, when they ran out of even that, went against the invaders with their fists. Scores were shot at a time by the guns, their bodies falling into the ocean. Some, in despair, chose to take their own lives rather than die at the hands of foreigners, throwing themselves in great numbers into the water. But they never retreated. America was unable to initiate any kind of trade negotiation in the face of such determined resistance. The ironclad ship sent by President Grant filled itself with the spoils of war and left for China after forty days.


But Jin’s father did not return to Banchon.


Jin’s mother gave birth to her child alone.


While Korea locked its doors to the world and declared a ban of all foreigners from Korean soil, the Qing Dynasty of China, under its zhongtixiyong policy of “Chinese spirit, Western technology,” was already sending students to England and France. China, which once gave the West such technologies as the compass and block printing, was sending emissaries to learn foreign ways, a thing unheard of until then. Japan also sent about fifty of its own students in a group bound for America. Among them was an eight-year-old girl who declared to the people who came to the harbor to see them off that her dream was to establish an institution of higher learning for future female leaders of modern reform. Meanwhile, in France, a few young artists including Cezanne, Monet, Renoir, and Degas broke off from the salon system and mounted their own exhibition, sending shockwaves across the traditional art world.


Jin’s mother used to carry Jin on her back to the woman Suh’s house during the day and to help her with her sewing work. Suh thought things would always be this way, with Jin’s mother and herself keeping each other company. When Suh found herself with the abruptly orphaned Jin in her arms, she could only stare into the little one’s eyes with a feeling of deep loss.


—How pretty you are.


The child, who hadn’t an inkling that she had no family left to her in this world, possessed the clearest eyes. All she could do, this little one Suh had known only as Baby, was blink at Suh’s words.


—How heartless your mother was. If she was going to leave you all by yourself, she should’ve told me something about you. She should’ve given you a name. What could your family name be? What was she so afraid of that she couldn’t even tell me that?


There were people who went into Banchon to hide, those who had broken the country’s law by illegally cutting pine or brewing and selling wheat beer. The constables dared not enter Banchon, for a number of the nobility lived there. Even when illegal woodcutters managed to scramble into Banchon, there was no way of arresting them without a special warrant. And those who concealed themselves in Banchon never left it. They harvested cows and pigs for the Sungkyunkwan scholars or borrowed land to farm on, with young girls becoming servants attached to Sungkyunkwan while the boys worked as butchers at the slaughterhouse.


The crowing of roosters and barking of dogs was constant in Banchon.


On summer nights, the cries of the frogs penetrated every room of every house. In this village where no one put locks on their doors, Jin had lost her mother at the tender age of five and was left all alone in the world.


Around that time, Lady Suh, the woman Suh’s sister, was appointed to the Queen’s Chambers. She had previously served under a childless dowager consort who was widowed at a young age.


A lush bamboo forest grew behind the woman Suh’s house in Banchon. It made anyone who harbored love in their heart, whether for a person or the birds or the trees, send up a prayer to the heavens. Since bringing Jin into her home, Suh started her days in prayer before the bamboo forest over an offering of a bowl of clear water. Jin, who fell asleep to the sound of the bamboo leaves rustling, often dreamt of pear blossoms. Even when listening to the splattering of rain on leaves, a vision of a sea of pear blossoms spread before her. She repeatedly dreamed of walking among trees laden with pear blossoms, coming upon a lily pond of fathomless depths, and jumping headlong into the water.


She was dreaming it again during her nap the day Lady Suh brought more sewing to the woman Suh’s house in Banchon. Lady Suh’s steps were swift in her desire to give her older sister some black pepper, which was precious even in the palace. The welcome sight of her younger sister, whom she hadn’t seen in a while, made the woman Suh step down into the courtyard without even pausing for her shoes. Despite being the older sibling, the woman Suh never failed to call her sister “my lady.” Lady Suh had entered the palace at the age of eight and risen steadily to the ranks of the higher court ladies. She exuded an elegance befitting her station. As she dropped the outer coat that covered her head during out-of-palace excursions, the first thing she noticed was the child lying in Suh’s room.


—Who might this child be?


Suh hesitated, uncertain as to how to explain Jin’s presence.


—Sister! Who is this child?


—Do you remember the woman who used to come to this house and take on my extra work? She used to live on the banks . . . She’s left this child and gone on to the next world. The child has no other place to go . . .”


—How old is she?


—She’s five now.


—Her name?


—She has no name yet.


—Has no name? Then what have you been calling her?


—I just say, “Hello, Baby” . . . Sometimes I call her Ewha.


—Ewha?


—After the pear blossoms. Her house is by a large grove of pear trees . . .


Lady Suh stared down at the sleeping child. The woman Suh spoke.


—We could give her a name, but she has no family name . . .


—How is it that you do not know her family name?


—Her mother and I were neighbors, but she never talked about her life.


—Perhaps they were running from something?


—Well . . . maybe they were Catholic? I think she mentioned her family going to ruin in the Year of the Red Tiger. That’s the year the Catholics had to run for the hills. If they came here then, it must be so. Maybe that’s why the child’s father volunteered for that mess at Ganghwa Island. They were told they would be pardoned if they fought well, but he left and never came back.


—And as for this child, will you be the one raising her?


—I see no other way, my lady.


Lady Suh gently placed a hand on the sleeping child’s forehead.


—How pretty you are. Was that why you lost your parents so early?


Little Jin, who was dreaming of walking through clouds of pear blossoms, seemed like a young seagull trapped in a landlocked country.


—This child . . . shall I take her into the palace, sister?


And so, on a day when the early summer rain pattered upon the bamboo leaves, Jin entered the palace on the back of the young Lady Attendant Lee sent by Lady Suh. Love cannot happen without attachment, and Suh was distraught, questioning her choice of sending the girl away into the palace. Her desire to keep Jin close bubbled up from inside her. Lady Suh herself had said that bringing the girl into the palace now did not guarantee she would be made a court lady in the future.


In the palace were three dowager consorts who were childless and spending the rest of their days in loneliness. Dowager Consort Cheolin, whom Lady Suh had once served, was one of these three. Lady Suh hoped that the presence of a child would bring warmth to her former mistress, that Jin’s playful and pretty nature would lessen the old woman’s solitude. They agreed to try this arrangement for a few years before deciding the little girl’s future.


Every morning, Jin left for the palace on the back of Lady Attendant Lee, escorted to Banchon’s entrance by the woman Suh. She was brought home upon sundown, again on the back of Lady Attendant Lee, to the house in Banchon.


A pear blossom, a pear blossom, my baby’s face is a pear blossom . . .


Jin played with the woman Suh’s sewing basket as Suh did her work and drifted to sleep to the sound of Suh singing these words. Suh always said, as Jin was carried into the palace, “Have a good day today, Baby, don’t forget to smile, Baby.”


Jin had to be carried home every evening because she was very young, but also because she would wake around midnight and cry until she was breathless, her legs stretched out like planks. That was the hour when Jin’s mother had died.


Jin must have danced and sung for the dowager consort across from her gloomy royal meal table. She must have massaged with her little hands the dowager consort’s back that had grown crooked under the weight of the elaborate royal hair ornament. She must have fallen asleep in the presence of the dowager consort, who was not much for words and allowed silence to settle. Jin might have naively reached for the jeweled bits that dangled like water droplets in the hair ornament of the woman condemned to become a dowager consort at a young age. She might have walked behind the dowager consort across the Golden Flower Bridge as they took a stroll in the gardens during an appointed time.


All memory of this was gone. Only one scene remained.


For some forgotten reason, Jin was wandering the wide palace alone that day. She must have tiptoed out of the dowager consort’s chambers in search of a latrine. The dark tones of the palace scared her. She felt the beasts carved into the stones of the pillars were peering at her. The earth underneath her feet was sticky and black. Even the trees took on a deep blue hue. The moss growing on the granite was damp to the touch. Sunlight shone through the branches, but the blue, yellow, and orange of the leaves lost their usual coloring in the shade. The vast gardens of the palace were too wide for a five-year-old to spread out and play on her own. Even the green grass that carpeted the grounds seemed shady and dark. The large trees and flowers with names she didn’t know seemed to follow her. Jin looked up at an umbrella pine that a magpie had alighted upon. She followed a clear stream that babbled past her in a clearing. She skipped over a dry streambed. She stood on the edge of the flowing stream and looked at an arch built over it. The faces of the ferocious dokkaebi carved into the stone gave her a fright. Four beasts in the stone wore four different expressions, one of whom seemed to beg to be played with. It happened then, when Jin crouched down to look at that one animal.


—Who is this child?


The bright voice made Jin look up, and she had to close her doe-like eyes.


Just a moment earlier she had thought the palace was dark, but now it seemed that all the light of the world shimmered before her. The scent of flowers floated over to where Jin was. When the owner of the bright voice moved, a rustling issued from her beautiful green robes that looked as if they would carry her into the air.


—You are in the presence of the Queen.


Was it a dream?


Jin could only look up at her. The Queen was the first person who had ever asked her who she was. All she could see of her were her eyes. Her face quietly shone with good health, but her gaze was especially clear and present. They contained an emotion not as simple as joy or sadness but something too subtle to be spoken of. Underneath these eyes were a pair of slender lips, which were smiling.


—Who are you?


Jin could only gaze up at her from below.


—Why are you alone?


—. . .


—What were you looking at?


Jin was too young to say who she was, why she was alone, or what she was looking at. From behind the Queen, one of the many lady attendants, who all had their heads bowed, explained, “This is a child from the Dowager Consort Cheolin’s chambers.” From the band of white at the end of the Queen’s wide green sleeve emerged a pale, thin hand, which reached for Jin’s and held it.


—How clever you look, little one.


—. . .


—Would you like to come with me?


Jin’s tiny hand was wrapped in the soft hand of the Queen. The Queen’s touch was so warm and lovely that Jin kept wriggling her fingers in it. Together, the two went down the wide path of thinly spread pebbles. They walked among the pine trees that threw shadows on the ground. Lady Suh, who had just heard what had happened, her face as white as a sheet, came hurrying before the Queen as she repeatedly bowed and said, “Forgive me, Your Majesty, forgive me.” But the Queen did not let go of Jin’s hand.


A kind of affinity appears between two people who hold hands. The woman and the child didn’t let go as they watched the sun go down over the faraway mountains and as they walked by the pond that contained the moon. They passed Amisan Hill, made from the earth dug up during the construction of the Pavilion of Festivities, and the gardens that were their own world of flowers and grass and decorative rocks.


They reached the Queen’s Chambers deep in the palace, a building distinguished by its lack of a dragon ridge along the apex of its roof. Only then did the Queen stop to speak to one of the many lady attendants following her with their heads bowed.


—Are there pears in the Refreshments Chamber?


The Queen’s voice wasn’t loud, but it was clear.


—Bring one, and a fruit knife and spoon.


Jin’s heart was stolen by the beautiful flowered wall that she could see behind the Queen. She was fascinated by the chimney that was built by stacking red bricks into a hexagonal tower and crowned with black roof tile and a flue cover. There were engravings all over it, of demons, phoenixes, fantastic deer, the Ten Immortal Elements, and the Four Gentlemen.


As they passed through the Gate of Dualities, the doors of the Queen’s Chambers were slid open.


Avid as a seagull spotting dry land, pure as a drop of dew on a pear blossom, Jin was seated next to the Queen.


A lady attendant placed a tray containing a glistening pear, a fruit knife, and a small spoon between Jin and the Queen. The Queen spread Jin’s hand and placed the pear upon Jin’s tiny palm.


—Are you lonely like me?


The rough wet skin of the pear pressed into Jin’s palm. The moment its coolness touched her skin, Jin remembered her mother’s face.


The face unseen since the day the thousands of pear blossoms opened and fluttered in the wind.


—Shall I feed you?


The Queen’s eyes still shone, but unlike in the gardens, her voice was infused with sadness. Taking the fruit knife, the Queen sliced off the top of the pear, exposing the moist, white flesh. The Queen gently scraped the white insides of the pear with the spoon. Once the bowl of the spoon was filled, she fed the spoon into Jin’s mouth.


—Is it good?


The child nodded.


The Queen smiled and scraped at the white pear flesh again. Pear juice dribbled on her sleeve, to which the Queen was oblivious. When the spoon filled with pear again, she fed it to Jin and smiled once more. The lady attendant from the Refreshments Chamber, standing at a distance, was so disconcerted that she blushed.


—Do you like it?


The child nodded again.


It was something the girl’s mother used to do for her when they lived by the pear orchard. Her mother would scrape the insides of a pear earned from doing some sewing and feed it to Jin, asking, “Is it good?” Jin, her mouth full, would only be able to nod. The mother waited until the child swallowed all the pear before scraping another spoonful of pear and asking again, “Is it good?”


Watching Jin’s cheeks puff, her mouth full of pear juice, her mother would say, “You’re a pear tree, you are.


“How strange it was, to see a lone pear tree growing by the sea. A pear tree on the beach? It’s the last place you would expect one. Would its flowers bloom in the ocean storms? Would it bear fruit? I kept worrying about it, so I brought that pear tree home. Then I had you, so you must be a pear tree.”


It was the Queen who sat before her, but Jin thought she heard her mother’s voice and looked about the chamber, tears trembling in her eyes.


—Why are you crying when you’re eating something delicious?


The Queen reached over to wipe the child’s eyes.


Jin, in a vague wave of longing, kept eating from the Queen’s spoon like a baby seagull as the Queen scraped together the watery flesh. The sweetness pooled in her mouth and droplets dewed in her eyes. Jin was on the verge of realizing that she could never go back to that time when she was with her mother, to that place where all the pear blossoms of the world had floated and scattered in the wind.
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The Boy from the Pond
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To the lonely, the presence of a young child is like a breeze blowing in from a warm climate.


The Dowager Consort Cheolin began looking forward every morning to the arrival of Jin, who was as dainty as a leaflet of a crabapple tree. Ever since having young Jin’s vigor, speech, and childish mannerisms by her side, the dowager consort nitpicked on the young lady attendants less. She wrinkled her brow less, answered the greetings of the lady attendants cordially, and accepted her meals without complaint.


“Chun, gwi, man, su, nak . . .” Whenever she felt gloomy, the dowager consort taught Jin the characters engraved on the Dowagers’ Chambers’ patterned wall. “Gang, man, nyun, jang, chun . . .” Clever enough to hear them once and immediately commit them to heart, Jin read the characters back with no mistakes. Whenever her tiny mouth recited each character’s meaning and sound, the dowager consort smiled broadly. She never reprimanded her, even when Jin ate the dishes on the dowager consort’s meal table that the dowager consort hadn’t touched yet, or when Jin made childish scrawls on the patterned wall.


Jin received the love of the Dowager Consort Cheolin during the day and the care of the woman Suh of Banchon at night, and her cheeks grew round and pink with good health. No trace remained of the listless girl who had just lost her mother. Her black hair shone, and her arms and neck became plump. Even when the woman Suh prepared Jin’s hair before Jin set out for the palace, Dowager Consort Cheolin would insist on sitting the girl before her and lovingly comb her hair again herself. When Jin napped, the dowager consort would place the back of her hand on Jin’s forehead. Sometimes she would sigh deeply and gaze into the child’s face for a long time.


The dowager consort was loath to part with Jin, and Jin was returned to Banchon later and later.


Meanwhile, after a decade or so of regency rule, Heungseon Daewongun, or the Regent, stepped down from the throne as the Enlightenment reformists came into power. Japan managed to force Korea into opening its harbors. Western powers such as France and America, which had failed to forge trade relations in the face of resistance from the Korean people, cheered in unison as this secluded kingdom on the eastern edge of the Eurasian continent opened its gates. Jin turned seven the year the other powers rushed to enter Korea before Japan could establish a monopoly. She was in her second year as the child companion of Dowager Consort Cheolin. This was also around the time when Korea sent seventy-six emissaries to Japan on a twenty-day trip to experience the fruits of Japan’s modernization.


It was an evening when Jin was returning as usual to the woman Suh’s house in Banchon.


On the back of Lady Attendant Lee, Jin was the first to spot an unfamiliar person standing next to the apricot tree in the courtyard. Jin’s eyes grew wide with surprise. His face and clothes resembled that of no one else she had seen before. The stranger wore a black robe that came down to his knees. He was tall, with a curly brown beard that reached below his chin and down to his neck. His face was white, and his eyes were blue.


Lady Attendant Lee was just as surprised as Jin. Still carrying Jin on her back, she fell backward, causing Jin to bite her own lip. It swelled and began to bleed. Lady Attendant Lee put Jin down in front of the woman Suh and gazed at the strange man.


—Oh, mon Dieu!


Strange words came out of the man’s mouth as Jin’s lip bled.


Suh hurried into the house and brought out a towel to wipe Jin’s lip. Despite having injured Jin, Lady Attendant Lee fearfully vacated the premises through the courtyard gate without a hint of apology.


Next to the blue-eyed stranger stood a boy wearing a linen jacket so soiled it was gray. He looked like an untamed seagull.


His sun-darkened face indicated poverty and loneliness, but at the same time hinted of an ambitious force that could break old fetters. He wore nothing inside the linen jacket, and his shoulders and arms were half-bare. He had walked for so long in his straw sandals that they were misshapen beyond recognition, with some of his toes peeking through.


The boy with the skinny shoulders met Jin’s gaze. He shyly prodded the apricot tree with a sandaled foot.


—This is Father Blanc.


—Blanc . . .


Just as she had done when Dowager Consort Cheolin had patiently recited chun, gwi, man, su, nak to her, Jin imitated the shape of Suh’s mouth and said, “Blanc.” Blanc smiled as Jin said his name despite the injury to her lip, its bleeding stanched but still clearly swollen. Blanc extended a hand to little Jin.


—Yes, my name is Blanc. Jean Blanc!


This time it was the Korean language that issued forth from the priest’s lips.


When Jin hid her hand behind her, Blanc smiled and patted her on the head instead. Jin looked up at the priest’s dangling cross hanging from a chain over his black robes.


—You should stay in my house for now. I don’t think there is any other way.


Jin could only cling to Suh’s skirts and look up at Blanc. The more Suh tried to get Jin to greet him properly, the more she tried to hide behind Suh’s skirt.


—I think she’s shy.


At Suh’s observation, Blanc smiled again and looked down at Jin.


—She must be surprised as well. Is this the child you spoke of earlier?


—She is.


—She must be returning from the palace?


—Yes.


Jin pulled tighter at Suh’s skirts as she heard the accented Korean coming from Blanc’s mouth. She looked as if she were about to cry.


—Don’t be afraid of him.


Suh gripped Jin’s hand. With her other, she pointed to the boy standing by the apricot tree.


—How old is the boy?


—They say he’s seven. Some say he’s six. I don’t know for sure.


—They’re both shy. I’m sure they’ll be friends.


—Do you think so?


—They’re children after all.


Jin kept trying to hide behind Suh’s skirt, and the boy continued to stand by Blanc. They looked at each other.


There were people who leaped into the waves of mountains to hide. They melted into the valleys where rocks and pine and other trees lived out centuries as if they were a day and became part of primordial nature itself.


On the hill where the Sobaek and Noryeong mountain ranges split, along the path between Namwon to Jangsu, was an incline wide enough to clear for farming. The clearing was concave and surrounded by mountains, making it difficult for travelers to spot. This hidden clearing was a paradise to those fleeing the persecution of the Catholics years before. They managed to settle and grow crops, aided by a spring that flowed all year round. This was the beginning of the Subunli village at the split between the Geum and Seonjin rivers.


Blanc searched for Subunli as soon as he set foot in Korea.


He was looking for Father Ridel, who was said to be fulfilling his missionary work and living in a nearby cave. Blanc’s party had met the boy in a village along the way to Subunli. The boy was an orphan who slept in the kitchen next to the earthen stove of whatever household would have him and lived off of their leftovers.


—Whenever I ask him where he lives, he always points to a pond.


Blanc patted the boy’s head as he told the boy’s story to the woman Suh. After Father Blanc’s group spent a night in Subunli, the boy insisted on following them. The boy wore rags at the time, so Blanc had cut out the lining of his clerical robe and covered the boy’s shoulders with it, a kindness the boy apparently had not forgotten.


—What do you call him?


—Yeon, as in pond. We gave him the surname of Kang. He points to a pond whenever we ask him where he’s from, so there must be a pond near his home. The people of the village called him Sobaek. Only because the village was close to the Sobaek Mountains.


—Kang Yeon . . .


Little Jin murmured Yeon’s name, just as she had done with Blanc’s a moment before. Suh and Blanc both smiled at her. Despite his being the topic of conversation, Yeon continued to silently tap the apricot tree with his foot. His hungry belly protruded like a tadpole’s. His kicks could hardly do any harm to the apricot tree.


Suh took Blanc and the boy to a room recently vacated by a Sungkyunkwan scholar who was off taking his first exams for officialdom. She opened the door and showed it to them. There was a neat pile of folded futons and linens in one corner, but the room was otherwise empty. Blanc was still examining the room from the outside when the boy simply slipped in.


—He must be very tired. We walked a great deal today.


Blanc closed the door with the boy lying inside and left the house saying he had some people to meet. Suh stood outside the room for a moment, looking down at the tattered straw sandals the boy had left on the stepping-stone in front of the porch and sliding door. They wordlessly conveyed the boy’s vagabond days of begging on the streets.


Suh drew water from the well and poured it into the iron cauldron built into the stone oven.


Water can be carried or poured in any shape. It can fill up any contained space and flow in any direction. Its basic nature is immutable, which is what gives water its power.


Little Jin followed Suh as she went back and forth between the well and the cauldron. Once it was full, Suh opened the furnace door underneath the cauldron, placed some firewood inside, and lit the fire.


—To think you can walk around in broad daylight wearing a Christian cross now . . . Even being caught with rosary beads used to earn you a death sentence.


Such deaths were never suffered alone. Entire households with only a single Catholic member were extinguished as a group. Suh went on.
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