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THE TRIP


The fog settled even more thickly after they passed the tollgate. Cars were moving slowly as if the road were covered in ice. There had been a fourteen-car pileup on the main Han River bridge not long ago: twelve dead, thirty-nine injured—a major accident. It was because of the fog.


The man slowed gradually and pulled to the side of the road. He wanted to check the map again so they wouldn’t get lost. Dense fog wrapped itself around the stopped car.


“This is the road we should take.”


With his finger, the man indicated the road. On the surface of the map, it seemed to go on forever. In reality, it would be much more complicated than what was shown there. Maps are always simpler than reality.


The woman felt a twinge of motion sickness just looking at the yellow lines.


The man turned on the radio and tuned in to the traffic station. Between one upbeat song and the following one, an announcer warned of thick fog with visibility of less than fifty yards. The woman leaned close to the windshield and peered at the road they would have to follow.


She didn’t know how long it had been since she’d taken a trip like this. Every time they planned one, something would come up for one of them. Last month, it was the man’s college reunion. He’d said lots of his senior classmates were coming who had established themselves as soccer coaches. If he played his cards right, he might make a connection that would lead to one of those jobs, and besides, he didn’t want to regret not having been there with the other guys. The month before, they hadn’t been able to go because of the woman. She’d been so sick she could hardly stand. Full of regret, they’d postponed the trip. It was hard to find a weekend when neither of them was sick or busy. She couldn’t just reschedule her classes to take a vacation.


Her students learned a lot more from her than composition, and it wasn’t easy to arrange a joint makeup session at a school where kids each had their own schedule. She had no choice but to set aside time for them individually. Since you always come back from a trip at least twice as tired, they’d have to spend at least a week away to make it worthwhile.


“I don’t get a sense of how far it is from the map,” the woman said, holding her queasy stomach.


“Maps are like that. But isn’t it neat? We’re smaller than this tiny dot printed here.”


What the man pointed to as a dot was actually a symbol representing a school.


The woman gave a faint smile, but she was thinking this was no fun at all. The man used childish old clichés as if he’d come up with them himself. The woman thought it would be an adventure to take a road she hadn’t ever been on before using only a map. The road extended in various directions like tiny branches.


Every year, new roads would appear on this route, and they could be wider or narrower. There must have been roads that had disappeared altogether, too. The man’s map had been issued six years ago; they’d been using it since he first started driving. There was no way to know how much the roads had changed during all that time.


The woman wedged herself deeper in her seat. It seemed as though the front passenger seat had been pulled forward a little more than it used to be. She had felt a bit cramped when she first got into the car. She used to be able to stretch her legs comfortably, but now she had to bend her knees a little.


“I couldn’t possibly have gotten taller,” the woman mumbled.


“What?” the man said.


He seemed distracted. It was the man who had picked the date, decided on their destination, and booked the lodgings. He started to hum through his nose.


“What do you think?” he said. “You’re finally getting away.”


The woman was uncomfortable and didn’t say anything in response.


“Huh?”


The man turned to the woman, waiting for an answer.


“Why did it have to be foggy …?”


The woman was blaming the fog for no apparent reason. It was obvious someone else had been sitting in the front seat. The woman squirmed as if she wanted the man to look at her.


“The fog’s fine,” the man said. “It means tomorrow will be sunny. There won’t be a trace of it in the morning.”


In W City there was a mountain with organic tea plantations. And at the edge of the city was the ocean, with a meandering coastline and cruise ships that followed it. “It’s a spot where you don’t have to worry about whether you want to be down at the shore or up in the mountains.”


That’s what the man had said when he picked the place. He was sitting in the driver’s seat, wiping the windshield with a dry rag. But no matter how much he wiped, the pale fog didn’t go away.


They’d met in front of the woman’s house at ten o’clock that night. It would take around six hours from the tollgate to get to W City. From the woman’s house, that would make it almost seven hours. The woman had terrible motion sickness. Ocean, mountain, valley, it made no difference. She just wished where they were going was closer to home.


The very thought of being in a car for seven hours made her terribly dizzy.


“You know, they did a survey of people in Seoul last year,” the man said as he eased the car forward. “W City was the number one choice for hidden tourist attractions. I mean, you’ve got to go to a place like that at least once in your life.”


When the man had first asked about going on a trip, the woman too had dreamed of a night far from the city. But by the time they were about to leave, she’d changed her mind and wished she could just eat her fill of jumbo shrimp from the coast nearby. She didn’t really have time to take two days off. Besides, she couldn’t stand the motion sickness.


“It’ll take seven hours,” the woman said. “Do we really have to go there?”


The man replied as if the answer were perfectly obvious to a man.


“That’s what makes it feel like you’ve been on a trip, right?”


“If I could just have some jumbo shrimp,” the woman mumbled.


“You can have jumbo shrimp there!” the man shouted. He was quick-tempered, and his tone was harsh. He was easy to anger but also quick to let go.


“You know I get carsick easily,” the woman said defensively.


The man’s reply was curt: “Take your medication.”


The woman shut her mouth.


They had stopped by a supermarket before leaving Seoul. The place had been packed with people enjoying their night shopping. The woman put bottled water and two net bags of tangerines in her cart. She also picked up some Fuji apples that were nicely uniform in color. At the food counter, she bought several uncut sushi rolls that cost two thousand won apiece.


“If we’d known, we could have made sushi,” the man said, giving the woman a look.


She pretended not to hear and picked out some snacks. Cookies and candy. She selected three six-packs of canned beer, all different brands, a package of fries, and day-old bread that was on sale. She also bought travel tissues and two pairs of socks she’d forgotten to bring. And she didn’t omit dried squid and peanuts to munch on. The man bought two and a half pounds of pork belly at the meat department.


“They’ll have it there,” the woman said.


Her criticism was lost in the sound of the man’s footsteps as he headed to the produce section. He filled plastic bags with lettuce and chicory.


“Buying some meat makes it feel like a picnic, doesn’t it?” the man said.


Instead of answering, the woman massaged the bag of pork belly. It felt cold and squishy.


On the way to check out, the woman regarded herself in a mirror. She knew it would be cold early in the morning and she had worn a down jacket, but now she saw it made her body look thick. She was unhappy with the weather these days, which was unseasonably warm for early winter. She wanted to go home and change into lighter clothing, but then she didn’t know if the man would want to forget about the trip and suggest they just check into a motel. The woman hurried over to the clothing department.


The man stood with his arms crossed and a disapproving expression.


“At this rate, we’ll be late,” he said.


The woman knew he wasn’t very patient. Quickly scanning between the hangers, she didn’t see anything she liked. She wouldn’t have been able to buy anything, even if she did like it. The man’s expression had hardened.


As they passed the tollgate, the woman exclaimed suddenly, “Oh, my motion sickness medicine!”


Rushing to finish her class so they could leave, she’d been distracted and hadn’t packed her medication. At the supermarket, she’d been preoccupied with the clothes and had forgotten to buy some. The man just turned, gave the woman a glance, and said nothing. It wasn’t clear whether he was upset with her. As soon as she realized she didn’t have her medication, the inside of the car became unbearably stuffy. She started to sweat under her turtleneck. The cheap angora made her body itch, and she scratched herself here and there underneath where her hands could reach.


“Why don’t you just take the sweater off?” the man said.


“Here?”


Even as she asked, she thought, If not here, then where else would she take it off? The fog would hide everything.


In fog like this, no one would notice even if she were naked.


The car moved slowly forward, dispersing the fog. The taillights of the car ahead of them were like a security beacon illuminating the road. The woman pressed her body deep into her seat. Wearing only a camisole on top, she covered herself using the goose down jacket like a blanket and silently watched the fog roll back in.


The woman taught composition to more than twenty children. She didn’t get off work until after nine at night and even later on days when she had meetings with parents. During her school years, when she was younger, there had been several occasions when she’d won awards for her writing. She’d once won first prize in the prose writing division.


She received the award directly from the mayor, who reached out to shake hands, her palms damp with sweat. When the woman was in college, the mayor ran for a seat in the National Assembly. She voted for that candidate without a second thought. The mayor had beaten the opposition candidate by a narrow margin and become a member of the assembly, but after her term ended, she wasn’t reelected because she’d been involved in several scandals during her tenure. She would have retired from politics by now. Some of the woman’s awards were still at her parents’ house. The one she’d received from the mayor had created an opportunity, and she’d been able to enroll in the creative arts department at a university in the city.


No matter how much she taught them, the children never developed a feel for writing. Every sentence they wrote was the same, and when she asked them to write a sentence with only a subject and an object, they asked her what a subject was, and that depressed her.


The woman spent much of her time writing essays and other pieces for students to submit to writing contests. It was hard for her if at least one of them wasn’t a winner. The more winners the better. At the school, it was also usually the woman’s job to assign book reports as homework and provide topics for writing exercises related to basic life skills. She was generally fond of the children but not the ones who didn’t know something as simple as the difference between a subject and an object. And when June came around, she didn’t care for the ones who composed anticommunist posts declaring how much they hated communism—or who wrote that they wanted their hearts to be as pure as the clear blue sky. She didn’t like the ones who wrote that they would become future celebrities, and she didn’t like the ones who begged her to let them write anything at all because the future had no hope for them. All those students of hers.


The man yawned as if he were sleepy. For the last month, he’d been working at an apartment construction job by the river without a single day off. For a while before that, he’d been unemployed. The man had been on the soccer team at the woman’s college. He was a striker, but he hadn’t actually gotten to play in many games. By graduation, he hadn’t been signed by anyone, and he decided belatedly he was more suited for defense. Instead of bemoaning the time he’d wasted on his athletic talent, he jumped at the chance to work at apartment construction jobs and, fortunately, he liked the work. The woman felt it a pity the man went into manual labor without even trying anything else. On the other hand, she thought he possessed a certain dignity for not declining such work.


When his supervisor wasn’t looking, the man would take the opportunity to sneak a long piss into the cement poured by the mixer truck. It wasn’t exactly malicious.


The higher the floor, the harder it was to go down and then back up again and again to go to the bathroom, so the supports and the walls of bedrooms and living rooms in the apartments were constructed with urine-saturated concrete. The residents would sleep with their beds against piss-soaked walls. Entire families would gather to watch dramas on the wall-mounted TVs. The higher the floor, the greater the quantity of urine mixed in with the concrete. A few of the other workers had started secretly pissing together too. They would laugh and piss into the wet concrete unseen by the foreman.


As the car slowed, the woman’s stomach churned. She took a tangerine from one of the shopping bags she’d placed on the back seat. The tangerine had already lost its freshness, but the woman put a lukewarm piece in her mouth anyway. They had longed for the sort of life that would allow them to drive out of the city on weekends. So this trip wasn’t so much a sudden thing as their long-cherished wish finally come to fruition. The woman hadn’t even gone backpacking—which was a common thing when they were in college—because she’d had to work part-time all the way through school. It was the same for the man. He had never been on a trip except to the soccer team’s training camp in a southern province. The woman wanted to call her friends and brag about going to W City even though she found the trip an annoyance. None of her friends had been there yet. She began to feel sorry about having suddenly insisted on eating jumbo shrimp locally.


Somehow, it was already past midnight. Fog still obscured the road, and if not for the taillights of the car ahead, she would have believed they were driving through hell and not on the highway.


Occasionally, there were large vehicles—trucks and tractor trailers—going fast, cutting through the thick fog. They drove without slowing down, regardless of the fog. The woman opened the window a crack to soothe her stomach, and the fog seeped in with the cold wind. The fog itself was warm, and yet she got goose bumps under the jacket. The man said something, but the wind was so loud she couldn’t hear him properly. To avoid motion sickness, it helps to keep one’s eyes focused at a distance, but in the darkness the only things visible were the faint outlines of mountains and factory buildings.


“Close the window. I can’t stand the noise,” the man said.


The woman dry heaved, as if to say, Look at me. The man just nagged her to drink some water. His upbeat mood seemed to have come down quite a lot from the fog. Because of her motion sickness, the woman decided to take a nap, but sleep wouldn’t come. She usually went to bed in the morning and woke after noon since her work didn’t start till 4:00 p.m. Her heart was pounding now, perhaps because of the strong coffee she’d been drinking while teaching her class that day. The man, on the other hand, couldn’t fight off his drowsiness. He nodded off and then, startled, opened his eyes wide. He’d swung by to pick the woman up as soon as he got off work. It was a twenty-eight-floor apartment building, and he’d been working on the eighth floor that day. The woman felt some sympathy for the man. She peeled a tangerine and put it in his mouth. He munched on it, leaking some of the juice.


The lights of the rest area were a pale glow in the fog. The man reclined his seat, thinking he would close his eyes for a moment. The woman pulled the zipper up to tidy the front of the goose down jacket she wore over her camisole. In the middle of the night, the rest area wasn’t as quiet as one would have expected. The woman bought a flesh-colored motion sickness patch about the size of a fingernail and stuck it behind her ear. There wasn’t much use applying it now. A patch-type medication had to be applied at least four hours ahead to be effective. When she put on the patch, she heard a high-pitched humming sound like an insect vibrating its wings in her narrow ear canal. She covered her ears with her hands, but the sound didn’t stop.


The woman bought some ice cream to soothe her stomach and sat at a table by herself. A man carrying a tray of food casually walked over and sat next to her. He reeked of diesel fuel.


“Hey, big sis, where you goin’?” he asked.


He smiled at her. She looked at him, thinking he might be someone she knew, but he was a stranger. She regarded him carefully and noticed he was cute. Handsome face. The woman put ice cream in her mouth.


“What makes you say I’m your big sister?” she said. “So where are you going, little brother?”


He said he was driving a twenty-five-ton tanker to T City, where there was a port.


“How does it feel driving a truck like that?”


“There’s only two things you gotta watch out for speeding down the highway at night—tanker trucks and women,” the man answered, pointing at her.


The woman gave an amused laugh. She didn’t know what was so funny, but she kept laughing.


“You want a ride? You can go down to T City with me,” the man replied with a smile when the woman said she’d never been in a big rig. She scooped up her leftover ice cream and ate it all at once, with a wide grin.


“Do you get carsick in a truck like that?” she said.


“It’s worse. The whole world spins around.”


The woman burst out laughing again, revealing all the melted ice cream inside her mouth. The man dipped rice in his beef bone soup and ate a spoonful.


“Where are you goin’, big sis?”


“W City.”


“What for?”


“What for? Taking a trip, of course.”


“You must be makin’ a good living, takin’ a trip and all.”


The woman wanted to show off a bit.


“That’s not why,” she said. “I mean, who doesn’t go on trips these days?”


The man just grunted but didn’t say much else.


Watching the man put another spoonful of rice in his mouth, the woman felt famished. She crumpled her empty ice cream container and stood.


“See you at the next rest stop,” the man said, spooning hot soup into his mouth this time. “I’ll be waiting for you.”


He waved, still holding the rice-specked spoon in his hand. The woman thought he was uncouth, but she waved back.


She left the customer service area. She had forgotten where the car was parked—it was frustrating. All the cars were hard to make out in the fog. After wandering around looking for a long time, she finally found the man’s. He was asleep, snoring lightly. The woman got in next to him and ate the cold sushi. As she chewed, she thought she should have asked the young truck driver how far it was to the next rest stop. Would he really be waiting for her there? The woman smiled at the uncertainty and the anticipation of it, then shook the man to wake him.


“At this rate, are you planning to get there in the middle of the afternoon?” she said.


As soon as he opened his eyes, the man took the sushi from the woman’s hand and put it in his mouth. He went to the bathroom, and the woman randomly ate the snacks and cookies she’d bought at the supermarket until he returned. She even ate all the fries, which had gone cold and limp, but that didn’t satisfy her hunger. She watched the faint lights of the cars on the highway, regretting that the young man’s tanker truck was hidden in the fog,


“How far is it to the next rest stop?” she asked.


“You should have gone to the bathroom,” the man snapped at her.


She wanted to fire back at him that if he kept treating her this way he wouldn’t see her again after the next rest stop. But she restrained herself. She knew she couldn’t stay angry like this forever. She didn’t want it to be that way again. The fog descended, as firmly as the woman’s closed mouth.


There was nothing to do but slowly follow the car in front, as if the road would go on forever. Road signs weren’t visible because they were obscured by the fog. The woman unfolded the map.


“Where the hell are we?”


The man pointed to part of the map with his finger.


“Around here.”


“So where is here?” the woman asked.


As if annoyed, the man read out loud the place name indicated by his finger. It didn’t sound familiar, but it wasn’t far from the city they’d started out from.


“Look, don’t those lights look just like moonlight?” the man asked.


The woman was lost in her thoughts. She wanted to correct what the man had said with a red pen. She wanted to tell him not to use a simile unless he was writing a novel. All the similes in the world were generally clichés already, so unless you were writing for humor, it was better not to make careless analogies. But instead of saying any of this, the woman nodded at the man. There was no way he was going to fix the way he spoke overnight.


Tomorrow, some of the woman’s students would be participating in a writing contest. One of them had to win to keep enrollments from declining. The woman had made up her mind to ask for an increase in her students’ fees starting next month, but it concerned her when she remembered how they filled everything they wrote with clichés no matter how much she taught them. Their starting every sentence with a first-person subject worried her. Her indifference when she saw them misbehaving worried her. And it worried her that—even while claiming she would highlight their strong points—she praised bad writing and expressions not entirely appropriate coming from a child.


A long, snakelike tractor trailer rattled past the car.


“How long to the rest stop?” the woman asked again.


“Around thirty minutes? It seems urgent.”


After looking her over from top to bottom, his eyes fixated on her ear. Suddenly, he burst out laughing.


“You put on a motion sickness patch,” he said. “When I see someone with one of those, they look like a kid in elementary school. It makes me laugh.”


The woman flipped her hair from behind her ear over to the front. Her headache made her head feel leaden. To settle her stomach, she closed her eyes and lay back in her seat.


The man slowed and pulled onto the shoulder.


“Get out and pee,” he said.


The woman hesitated. No matter how urgent it was, she had no intention of hiding in the fog to piss.


“Be quick about it,” the man urged her.


Reluctantly, she got out of the car and lowered her pants toward the guard rail. The fog was unexpectedly warm on her bare bottom, and though she didn’t actually need to, she peed for a long time, the fog melting away as she relieved herself.


She found herself thinking that if lots of people got together to pee like this, they could dissolve all the fog. It was a funny thought, and that made her embarrassment subside a little. The woman pulled up her pants and then, as she was getting back into the car, stopped, startled.


The man had been standing by the headlights the whole time, smoking and watching her pee. The cigarette smoke was masked by fog. Maybe it was the headlights illuminating him while the thick fog hid his legs, but he looked like a dead man floating up to heaven.
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While the woman had her eyes closed, the man passed the rest area. She wasn’t sleeping—she’d only closed her eyes.
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