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AFTERWORD


There a Petal Silently Falls

As you pass by the grave sites scattered throughout the city, you may encounter her, a girl whose maroon velvet dress barely covers her, a girl who lingers near the burial mounds. Please don’t stop if she approaches you, and don’t look back once she’s passed you by. If your eye should be drawn to the flesh showing between the folds of that torn, soiled dress, or drawn to something resembling a wound, walk away with downcast eyes as if you hadn’t seen a thing. But if you’re a man in your twenties with the piercing gaze that sometimes accompanies that age, she will follow you, her long, stringy, dusty hair crowned with a withered garland; perhaps she will look at you with eyes that have lost their focus, smile at you with a smile more crimson than the flowers in her hair. And when in spite of herself she pulls at your jacket or elbow and draws close to you like a magnet, please be as gentle as possible when you remove her hand. You need not be afraid of her, you need not threaten her and rush off. All you have to do is look into her face for a moment and show some interest. We know you’re busy, but if you can spare a few minutes, you might just gently stroke her cheeks with their smudges of face powder and chaos of purple lipstick. Please don’t raise your voice, and when she reaches for you with dirty fingers, try not to make fun of her or curse her. Don’t be too quick to sympathize with this wasted girl who longs to escape the shadows for the sunlight, and if she retreats from your indifference or from a smile or gesture you may have let slip, don’t spit on her footprints as if she were bad luck—even if she blocks your path for a moment, even if you feel a blind urge to escape your predicament by assaulting her, knocking her down, stomping on her, strangling her, disposing of her without a trace. Because even if you do all this, many other girls will notice a young man like you. Traumatized and deranged, they will follow you, crying “Brother!”
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Fourteen? Fifteen? Yeah, fifteen at the outside.

This supposition, based on the meager outline of the chest beneath the girl’s cotton T-shirt, left the man feeling somewhat less than comfortable. The girl looked like she was drunk and she followed close behind him, breathing heavily. She held a small cloth bundle to her side. Her expression was difficult to read. Was that a smile on her face?

A certain year, a certain month, a certain day. Exactly three in the afternoon.

No one else was at the riverside near the construction site. The bucket of a power shovel lingered menacingly in the air, threatening to drop.

In the still of the seething sun the girl had stood on the flight of steps leading from the road down to the river. Her face had an alcohol flush, and perhaps she longed for the shade that sliced across the midpoint of the stairway. Her gaze had detected the man and his shadow moving silently far off to the right. She had hopped over the KEEP OUT sign that was posted halfway, and hastened down the remaining steps. When she was almost at the bottom the man had passed by, unaware that someone was there, someone who had bounded down the slope as quietly as an animal.

Spurred by the pulse drumming in her temples, the girl had caught up to the man and begun following close behind his imposing back. If it had been someone else instead, she might have followed him as well. She labored to keep up, and the panting she was trying to control finally exploded in one great gasp. For the first time the man turned back, and there he saw the source of this violent outpouring of breath: a face he would one day curse and strike, and later a face of suffering and longing, but now dry and pinched in spite of the indications of alcohol. The man came to a halt and so did she, and when he looked down into her face, a half-smoked cigarette sticking out from his large, protruding teeth, his gaze cold enough to chill the hot sunlight, she looked up at him.

Impassive, the man resumed walking. The girl followed, three feet behind, trying desperately to control her stumbling feet. It was as if the man had ordered her to keep a strict distance between them. The man could hear her pant, but he didn’t stop or look back. He didn’t demand to know why a girl of her age, drunk in broad daylight, was hanging around a construction site where only workers were allowed; he didn’t ask why she followed him so doggedly. He’d seen plenty of girls stumbling around drunk like this one. They might have had a reason, but why should he care? There was no need to shoo her away; in his mind these girls might as well have been nonexistent.

Instead of following the river before climbing to the road, the man, as he usually did, entered a sloping grove bordered by dense scrub: a dry tangle of trees covered with dust from the traffic passing above, the green foliage unusually dark for this time of year, a growth dense enough to swallow up all traces of a car or truck that might have strayed from the roadway. Later the man would say that unlike on other days, he hesitated at those woods. But he had nothing specific in mind before he entered them; it was just that something about them seemed odd that day, so odd he forgot for an instant the girl who meekly followed him like an animal would its trainer. The slope seemed especially steep, and in his weary state he squatted midway up and lit another cigarette.

He looked again at the girl and wondered for the briefest instant why she was following him around like some mad dog. And then he noticed her shabby appearance as she gazed toward the river, now practically hidden by the undergrowth around them. Sensing his gaze, she turned halfway toward him and produced a chilling smile, and a few words tumbled, indecipherable, from her lips.

There was something about her for which the man lacked words, something that prevented him even from seeing her as pretty or ugly. The world inhabited by her small body was utterly different from the world the man knew, and instinctively his muscles tightened in response. The noise from the traffic on the pavement above pounded in his temples, provoking him, translating his discomfort into visceral fear. Perhaps he was a creature of habit, a man for whom all feelings were reduced to physical reactions, who used aggression to dissipate any sort of visceral fear.

In one violent spasm of motion, as if trying to escape from a trap, he fell upon the girl from behind, the girl whose smile, if he could call it that, came from a world he didn’t understand. He had an illusion that the girl was mocking him; he thought he heard an annoying giggle. As if to strip that laughter of its thick shell, but at the same time perplexed at the ease with which he removed her tattered clothing, he attacked her meager body. It was an act of escape and confirmation. The man lingered only briefly in the depths of a dark cavity that offered neither dissolution nor plea sure. The instant he imagined the girl’s laughter ceasing, he pushed her away with a shudder. She lay prone, no laughter, no movement, gasping, still clutching her small round cloth bundle.

Silence fell over them. Perhaps the man was apprehensive about what he had just done. Or perhaps, looking around and finding no one in sight, he momentarily entertained the notion of doing away with this girl who lay there so drunk and relaxed. But something dissuaded him, something he didn’t understand. Look at her face. Nothing scary about it. You’d almost think she’s happy. Look, she’s humming. But there’s something strange about those eyes, something wild—must be the booze. Before he knew it the monotone of her humming had stopped. Her eyes were closed. Was it possible? Was she asleep? Quietly as he could the man rose. Get out of here. She’ll never remember your face. But he had miscalculated. Before he could take a step the girl had lurched to her feet, ready to follow him. Her lips wore an incipient smile that seemed to say she had read his mind. Again he tensed.

Before long the girl was following the man at the same three-foot distance as before. When they arrived at the basement room where he lived, not far from where they had encountered each other, the girl slipped inside, shielding her head as if from a barrage of stones. The liquor flush left her face, and by the time her eyes adjusted to the darkness of the cramped, shedlike room she was drowsy and her eyes were half shut. She curled up in the corner on the bare floor and lay there in a sacklike heap, limbs motionless, until the following morning when the man kicked her in the side once, twice, three times. During the night, afraid she would die in her sleep, he had thought of waking her and sending her off before such a horrible event should come to pass. The girl was snoring gently, though, and he had gone back to sleep, wondering helplessly how his life could suddenly have gotten so fouled up.

Later he would say that the girl was bad luck from the start. She moved silently like a mouse, and when he threw her around, made her yield to him, when he cursed or struck her, she soaked it all up like a sponge, shrinking and expanding in time with the commands that issued from his fitful mood swings. Her existence triggered in him a feeling of powerlessness without cause, anger without object. The months he spent with her were hell, he would say, and even after she had disappeared from his sight that hell continued in another form.

 

The thing he couldn’t stand was her silence. More than a month had passed since she had followed him home, and not once had she opened her mouth or set foot outside. At first he thought she had escaped from somewhere—a reformatory, perhaps—or was running away from something she had done. Such things were possible. But he didn’t bother to question her. She wouldn’t have answered, and if he had pressed her she would have feigned ignorance. She had made a nest, you might say, in that spot to which she had crawled that day, the corner of the renovated storage room where the man lived, and she stayed in no other place, at least as long as the man remained there. Every time the man left, he locked her in. And for some reason he himself couldn’t understand, he added a second lock to the bottom of the door. Perhaps he was afraid she might dart outside and do something that would put him in a fix. Or maybe he was sensitive to what his neighbors might see, or felt pressured to isolate the girl, as if she carried a virulent disease. But for the man these reasons weren’t important; what was important was that the girl had shown no reaction the past several weeks to these intuitive mea sures, had merely remained in her nest, legs drawn up beneath her, observing his every movement as if she was keeping watch over him when he slept and ate. In so doing she turned their brief encounters sour.

Again the man was tempted to thrash the girl, who now made her presence known by a foul odor. He was tempted to strip that bony, unattractive body like he would pluck a bird, and then put her out. He felt intensely, soaringly violent whenever he saw her, and ultimately he lacked the superhuman effort necessary to control these impulses. It scared him the way he could beat her down and she would sit back up like a trampled blade of grass, no change in her expression, so instead of striking her, he would roar and shout until he had exhausted himself. For a time he went out of his way not to provoke her. She was dirty, frightening, awful.

The man returned home drunk to find her curled up on a piece of plastic in the corner. She didn’t so much as flinch at the sound of his arrival. The sight of her filled him with dread, made his hair stand up, and he felt as if the intoxication that had spread throughout his limbs was suddenly being swept away. Immediately he filled a washbasin and dashed the water over her wretched body. When he had done this several times she shuddered and sat up, eyes shut. As if peeling off her skin, she stripped away the shreds she wore—it was no longer possible to call them clothes—and his drunken gaze was jarred by the sight of her emaciated arms and the bruises that covered the insides of her thighs.

All at once the girl’s eyes snapped open. As if possessed, she herself began pouring water over her bony form, a fuzzy outline taking shape in a developing photo, until her teeth chattered and her skin had turned blue to the pores, until she had emptied the basin. And then her hand darted to the floor and found a piece of broken cement, and with a bestial, unrestrained burst of energy she began to scratch at her flesh in a quick, convulsive rhythm. The jagged fragment crisscrossed her inner thighs, her belly, the small of her back, her calves, etching crimson lines. By the time the first traces of blood had appeared, her hands had slashed and danced all over her hopelessly meager body. She was a canvas splattered with crimson, a red mosaic with a ghastly mottling of white where her hands hadn’t touched. Finally, with a strangled shriek, she slumped to her side like a blood-soaked bundle of fire-wood.

Terrified, the man could not confront the nightmare taking place before his eyes. Anxiously, like a criminal removing evidence, he hoisted the girl’s lukewarm body and dumped her in his part of the room. There he stuffed the neck of a bottle of liquor into her mouth with enough force to have broken her teeth, as if to stifle her faintest breath. Imprisoned with the girl in this fathomless night, he held the bottle in place with mortal intensity until every last drop of liquid had flowed down her tensed throat. And then he waited. How long did that frightening vigil last: five minutes? Five hours? An eternity? Gradually a fragmentary illusion became an accomplished fact that possessed his simple mind. In the extremity of his fear, the girl’s hands dancing madly over her bony form were transformed into his hands, and the violent, convulsive rhythm of her assault upon herself was transferred to the rhythm of aggression boiling inside him. The sight of her stretched out like a log frightened him. Why in this situation had he resorted to assaulting the girl? At what moment had that first wave of violence surged over him? Glaring coldly at his knotted hands, he tried to remember, and once again there appeared in his mind the vivid scene of his fists punishing her body, beating an insane tattoo to the command of something shameful and evil that lurked inside him.

Finally a crimson flush rose from the girl’s neck to her face. Her lips opened wide, exposing her yellowish teeth. Her harsh breathing produced a poisonous stink. Her pupils were vacant. Perhaps the man and the girl were intuitively aware at that moment that each of them had passed a critical point.

They would pass that point several times, but going in different directions. Perhaps each instant was a critical point. Or perhaps it was as if the soil beneath each step of their wavering shadows was mined and they couldn’t distinguish one step from the next. Again the man looked avidly at the hideous crimson wounds, at the sticky, fragile clots. Afterward he would find that those wounds were everywhere visible—in the infinite sky, in the riverside sandbanks, in a bowl of rice, and later in the girl’s healed flesh. That night he made love with those shameful wounds, which would last forever as scars. Through the slits of her eyes the girl gazed at the darkened paper covering the ceiling. Again her mouth opened wide, and out came a peculiar sound that might have been a laugh. Or perhaps a moan.
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How many nights has it been? Dozens? Hundreds? . . . Here it is dark again. It wants to be dark, everywhere dark. . . . And all I want is sleep. What is it with me? I have to wake up. This instant. I pinch myself—no feeling. I pinch and twist—not a drop of blood. I’ve walked, oh how I’ve walked, you’d think I’d have broken a toe, but no. My innards, they’re cursed. I have to begin. I really must. But begin what?

It’s summer already. Or maybe the end of summer? Back then it must have been late in the spring. I’m farther and farther away. But from what? And I’m going too fast. Why is the sky so hazy? It’s smoke, that’s what it is, covering everything. Doesn’t matter how far I walk, that hazy sky is always there, following me. Look—coming out of the sun, that black dust, coal dust. My head’s spinning. I’m dizzy. Maybe I should eat. But I’m sick to my stomach and the sick feeling won’t go away. And there’s that stink I’ve never noticed before. . . . It’s coming from me, I’m sure of it. Even when it rains. I thought the rain would wash it away, but no. Where did that stink come from? It’s in me now, it’s in my blood, and they’re not going to leave me alone. Maybe they’ll all go crazy because of me.

It’s hard to breathe. Someday they’ll lock me up, they’ll crush my face and throat, they’ll cover me with a thick coat of paint. Disappear . . . that’s what I should have done. Then I wouldn’t hear the whispers anymore. And the photos that keep dancing in front of me, clicking like a movie projector.

How long has it been since that day? A month? Two months? If my legs were longer, my arms stronger. . . . It’s awful, this heart of mine, still beating as if it didn’t care, still cracking!

Mama, folded in half, all those holes in her. . . . How does a person get holes in her so fast? . . . And then it was over.

What was that I said just now? “Mama.” My mama. Mama with holes in her. If I had run faster, if I had been quicker to get free of that arm that caught me . . . would everything be different now? “Stay put no matter what,” Mama said when she nudged me into that gloomy alley that leads to the market. “I’ll come back for you to night.”

I ran out of the alley; I didn’t want to lose sight of her. What were we doing there? Mama, like a scarecrow spinning around, no scream, just a hacking sound, and then she dropped. Mama, sprawled out, jostled by people milling around, blood shooting out of her, no time to focus her gaping eyes before I ran to her. What were we doing there, Mama and I? All I know is that wherever the neighbors gathered, murmuring and whispering, Mama was there, head lowered, attentive.

I couldn’t see how many holes there were, or how they were made. By the time she took my hand and I felt the joints of her fingers, the blood was pouring out of her. How strongly she held my hand! But those holes—the moment I realized there were holes in Mama, a black curtain drifted over me. I wonder if I just fell to the ground, Mama still clutching my hand? . . . I’ve asked myself that question thousands of times. After that curtain, nothing. People swarming. People crying out. Cries that came from the depths of the earth.

What did I do that morning? And the day before? And the day before that? All my memories dried up and disintegrated behind the black curtain that fell over my eyes. What day was it? All those people. That jumble of faces. What were Mama and I doing there? What made us go to that spot? Mama and I were wearing our Sunday best—we only had one such outfit—like we were going out for a big dinner at someone’s house, or maybe a picnic. . . . We took a bus, didn’t we? To get downtown you have to take a bus. I can’t remember which one we took, who was on it, whether we talked. Who did we see on the way to the bus stop? While we waited at the bridge for the bus that would take us across the river and downtown, did Mama visit the hole-in-the-wall shop like she usually did and ask Mr. Pak about his wife? Mr. Pak’s wife was sick in bed. Or maybe no one was on the street—just like no one’s on the street that’s appeared in my mind. Maybe Mr. Pak closed down his shop and went home to tend to his wife. I’ve never been so far away before. I can’t go back there. Even if I wanted to. . . . No, it’s impossible. With Mama gone now, who would talk to me? A lot of the neighbors must have seen me running after Mama and crying; if they see me now, coming back by myself, they’ll point at me and say things. I’m all alone now. I have been ever since that day.

What happened? How come Mama and I were all dressed up like we were going to a big party? . . . Can’t I get rid of that black curtain hanging there in my mind? Everything and everyone is all jumbled up; all I can do is ask questions. But there aren’t any answers. My hand that Mama grabbed so desperately. Her hand closing on mine, crushing it. I think her lips were moving. . . . I think she was going to say something about Brother.

In the emptiness of my mind there’s only a cold wind. Then, we were downtown in order to see Brother? No, I must be crazy. Didn’t Mama tell me he was dead? She didn’t mention a thing to me the night those strange men came to our house; all she did was hug me and wail, but something came out from her that told me Brother was dead. Last fall two men in suits sat down on the edge of our veranda and waited for Mama to come home from the market. They must have told her. Mother started shrieking at them; her voice was all choked up and no one could understand her; and the next thing I knew, the whole neighborhood was there. I was so embarrassed I hid in my room. I don’t know what those men said, but I felt they were lying. Mama screamed at those men, then grabbed them. I watched from the door to my room. One man’s sleeve ripped and the other man slipped after Mama grabbed his pants leg. Mama squirmed all over; then she plopped down and rocked back and forth like Hyang-sun’s dog, like she was struggling against something; then she started banging her head on the floor. I ran out to stop her, but when she saw the men in suits trying to leave, she jumped up and threatened them with a stick. Since when did Mama, little Mama, have that kind of strength? Her skirt had gotten torn, but she didn’t care; she just wanted to stand up to those men. The neighbors didn’t dare try to stop her, but they didn’t take sides with her either. Most of them just stood around tsk-tsking and staring. Finally the men gave Mama an evil look and pushed her away, and while she was gathering herself they bumped their way through the neighbors and ran off into the alley. A taxi was waiting for them and they got away.

It was much later when Mama told me that Brother was dead and that I had better get myself focused and study hard. And that’s when Mama started to act strange. She didn’t go to the market very often. A lot of the time she’d lie down and complain about how she ached all over. I wonder. . . . What would Mama think . . . if she saw me now? What would she say? “I don’t feel heavyhearted anymore”? Or maybe “My heart is all burned up”? After that news arrived, why did Mama go looking around downtown so often? She’d forget to stock her market stall, and early in the morning she’d take out her one and only satin skirt and go downtown. More and more, when I returned from school at dinnertime she’d ignore me and just sit on the edge of the veranda staring into space, all wrapped up in something. I was frightened by Mama at times like that. I was afraid she wanted to get rid of me and run off somewhere. When I tried to shake her out of it, she’d yell at me: “What’s the matter with you? You don’t have a clue, do you? When are you going to understand? Idiot!” Whenever I passed the neighborhood aunties squatting beside the street and they started tsk-tsking and talking about how it was a good thing I was so dull-witted, or I’d be out looking for my brother, my heart dropped. I’d never felt Brother’s dead body with my own hands, so how could I believe he was dead? He was off studying in some distant place, and who knows, maybe he’d come back during vacation.

Mother had stopped going to the market by then. I wonder if she was preparing for something. Chŏng-ja said that Mama went to their place several times and had her grandfather write a big long letter for her. And the few times I had seen her leave for the market, I didn’t know if she had some other business to take care of or—the thing I worried about—if she was going off somewhere and leaving me. The scariest thing was when she sat on the edge of the veranda not doing anything. Not looking at me, not crying, but her eyes red all around. It must have been blood that was gathering in her eyes, not tears. I was afraid she’d cry bright red tears. How could she stop going to work at the market? How could we live, how could we save money for Brother?

There I go again—Brother’s dead, so Mama doesn’t need to save money for him. But is he really dead? What’s it like to die? Do you just get holes in you? It must hurt like the devil to die. But then how can the likes of me know how bad it can hurt when I’m not dead? Yes, that day I should have drowned myself in the current of people that swept through the city, I should have disappeared forever among the waves of voices, moving bodies, and faces. . . . Those strange, dancing waves, blue furrows sweeping in and out, the faces sinking in those furrows. Mama ran out into those waves. She left me all alone, like she was flicking off a caterpillar, without a single look back at me. I called for her, I yelled. . . . I ran. I was afraid Mama would become a dark speck in the crowd, that she would disappear from me forever and ever. And then what happened? Yes, it was so sudden . . . it happened so quickly—all at once, really . . . the waves moved faster, every which way . . . broke up . . . formed again . . . and then that black curtain. After that I saw nothing. I tried to rip that curtain with my fingernails, but it kept falling over me. It was like a snake wrapping itself around my brain.

Mama started acting strange last fall. The men in suits left an envelope. I wonder what was in it. A letter from Brother to Mama and me? I have to find Brother. But Brother couldn’t write a letter to Mama if he was dead, could he? I never wrote to Brother. A voice inside me cried out, big as an open gate, Brother! But after I wrote down that one word, there was nothing more to say.

In his letters to us he never failed to include some words for me. The letters arrived once a week, then once a month, and then they grew scarce. Last summer he didn’t spend more than three days with us. He said he had a lot of studying to do, and he had to work and earn money. Oh yes, and that sickly yellow color in his face—it was like a plague spirit was inside him. Several of his friends came around . . . and when they left, he didn’t go with them. He stayed barely three days. But during those three days he spent hardly any time at home. At daybreak he left for the hills, and he didn’t return till dark. It wasn’t long before he had disappeared.

I wonder what’s become of our house now that no one’s there. Chŏng-sun must have gone there several times. How many others went there, then turned around and went back home? Or maybe the whole neighborhood’s gone. Maybe nobody came looking for Mama or Brother. Our empty kitchen must feel awfully lonely. The edge of the veranda where I used to doze must be awfully sad. And the veranda floor, its wood so old and shiny—I wonder if it can cry. I wonder where Mama disappeared to. I have to see Brother. I’m not sure, but didn’t someone—maybe those men—say he had a burial mound? I have so many things to tell him. But first I have to get this curtain off me. Maybe I can bite through it. I’m so tired. But I have to get it off me, I have to. It was a good thing I left. But why am I so sleepy? I feel so much like sleeping. But if I do I’m in trouble.

I’m thirsty. Always thirsty. And how did I end up not being able to move? If I had some water I think I could start to wake up. No, don’t sleep. Maybe I ought to pinch myself. I have to wake up. But I can’t feel it when I pinch. I can twist the skin around and there’s no mark, see? And now there’s no strength left in my fingers. . . . You simply can’t go to sleep. . . . You have to see Brother. Even if it’s just his grave. He’ll be so shocked. If he asks about Mama . . . what will I say? If I tell him I’m the only one left and I came a long way to see him, I’m afraid he’ll turn away from me. I wonder if a dead person can get mad. Would he screw up his face and get mad at me for coming all that way? I wonder if he’s suffocating there inside his grave. I’m so thirsty! Stay awake. You don’t want to get lost on the way. Brother’s probably sleeping now. Because it’s night.
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No one knows how she arrived in Okp’o. Several tourists and fishermen recalled seeing a girl along the banks of the Kŭm, but there was no solid evidence that it was in fact her. The particulars we had learned about her were of no help in our search after she left the neighborhood with her mother that day. Nor was the photo the neighbors had obtained for us; whenever we showed it to someone, we were met with a shake of the head.

I guess we found those denials unconvincing. Those who reported seeing a girl remembered only that she was in her early teens and had long hair; if we pressed them further, they would merely say that they hadn’t paid special attention to her. Perhaps on that day, terrified by her mother’s death, or maybe it was something worse than terror, she had found a place to hide. And who can say what kind of change may have come over her during that time? Hairstyle, clothing, even one’s expression—there comes a point when such evidence loses its persuasiveness. If it was her they had seen, then it’s safe to say she had been wandering in this vicinity for weeks since that day. Had she, then, appeared in Okp’o after keeping to herself in some unknown place during that time?

There was no one to tell us what she had done during that interval or how she had managed to feed herself. And trying to imagine what she had experienced on her way to Okp’o (experiences she herself probably doesn’t remember) was like going down a blind alley. Isn’t it still possible for a person to wander the mountains and riversides of our country, if not the large cities, and be offered something to moisten her lips or ease her hunger? It wouldn’t have been much of a problem to hide beside a paddy, dry field, or orchard and find herself a few edibles. Doubtless, though, she was preoccupied with matters other than filling her stomach.

We were told that the youngest son of a family named Kang had gone outside to work and had seen her sleeping peacefully against one of the mounds in the family’s ancestral burial ground on the outskirts of Naesan Village. He was reluctant to shoo away someone taking refuge among the graves of his ancestors. So he found a place for her as an errand girl in town, at the drinking place managed by the Okp’o woman. At first she was troublesome, for whenever she saw Kang’s son in his reservist’s uniform and rubber shoes she attempted to run away to Naesan Village. He had sat her on his cultivator and at least three times on the way into town she had tried to jump off, but she seemed so pitiful he couldn’t let her escape, and after a lot of trouble he was finally able to deliver her to the Okp’o woman.

The girl stayed exactly one week. She arrived late in the afternoon, and until late in the evening she dogged the Okp’o woman’s heels. That night she came down with a fever and brought back up all she had eaten; the Okp’o woman had fed her too much too soon. The Okp’o woman had a nagging suspicion that something was not right with the girl, and so she dispensed with long-winded explanations about her to others and instead washed her, changed her clothes, then lay down beside her and cradled her head in the crook of her arm until the girl fell asleep. She told us that when dawn arrived she felt such pity for the girl, panting in her sleep, that she patted her back until the fever in her forehead went down. She had asked the girl no questions, and the girl had maintained her silence. When she awakened that morning, her eyes seemed to have no focus. The Okp’o woman could make no sense of this.

Perhaps the girl felt like poking those eyes that saw nothing. Those defenseless arms, that body as useless as a pile of straw, her young age that made it difficult for her to cope—perhaps the girl wanted to rid herself of all these things, cast them aside, curse them. How many times was that still immature body of hers abused by the weight of the nightmares that blanketed her memory even in her hour of deepest sleep? And how can we explain the girl’s odd habit, described by the Okp’o woman, of flailing her arms while she slept? Perhaps it was sleep itself that she was fighting. When she awakened, the curtain of sleep was replaced by the murmur of everyday life and the dusty sunlight.

There had probably been a moment when she had forgotten everything. But then something insignificant—a soft sound, a vague face, a smell, a momentary silence—would cause her to bolt out of bed or throw her into a quandary that paralyzed her. It always involved her mother; something had happened to her mother. And it always produced an intense suffering.

 

That suffering pulsed with the suppressed memories of myriad faces and a lightning chain of events. Screaming faces. Faces falling to the ground. Menacing, assaulting faces. Bloody faces. Denuded faces. Faces twitching like fish out of water. Faces that disappeared silently. Faces pursued. Glaring faces. Shouting faces and arms waving wildly. Common faces, forever hardened. Smashed faces. Faceless faces.

Profiles moving forward. Faces with beautiful, shining foreheads. Faces that combine dreams and power. Faces falling sideways. Faces falling backward to the ground. Faces smashed again.

A face with unseeing eyes that was about to call her name.

 

The Okp’o woman said she noticed the girl’s suppressed sobs, the shoulders heaving silently, the eyes vacant, devoid of tears. Perhaps her memories of that riot of faces had dissolved in her blood, becoming a burdensome, enforced presence that wore her down.

The Okp’o woman asked little of the girl. And the girl did as she was asked. She took the dishes the Okp’o woman handed her, cleaned the floor when it was messy, filled the serving kettles, washed the dishes. A week passed with no particular problem. Maybe five times at most, she dropped a bowl of soup or broke a small dish. From what the Okp’o woman could gather during that week, the girl was by herself and was looking for one of her relatives, who lived someplace distant. On the sixth day the Okp’o woman saw the girl standing at the door, gazing outside, spellbound. There had been a passing rain shower during the day, and that night, ignoring the calls of customers, holding the plates of food the Okp’o woman had given her, the girl stared at the play of light in a mud puddle. The following afternoon, when the Okp’o woman heard the boisterous sounds of a group of young men on the road to the marketplace, the girl was gone. Apart from the cloth bundle she had brought with her, all that was missing was a small amount of money and the clothes given her by the Okp’o woman.

The Okp’o woman had asked her what was in the bundle.

“It was so dirty, but she wouldn’t let go of it for days, and she wouldn’t tell me what was inside. I told her it was filthy and I’d wash it for her, but no ma’am, she was an obstinate one. Finally I looked inside it while she was asleep. It was a going-out dress, a reddish purple color. It looked like she’d tried to wash it, but it still had bloodstains and dirt on it. I never consciously told myself that something awful had happened to that girl, or that maybe she’d done something awful. But I had a hunch. Anyway, I took out the dress and washed it, I hung it up by the stove, and I ironed it real nice. Then I put it up on the shelf. But I doubt she even noticed it. Not in the state she was in. She was out of it, completely gone. I stuck a couple of bills in the folds of the dress, but I didn’t have a chance to tell her that, and then she took off. Her mind was somewhere else, like she was haunted by some monster, and she was keeping it all inside. Tell me, did she find that relative she said she was looking for?”

The Okp’o woman said she didn’t know what the girl had seen on the road to the marketplace to make her run off so suddenly. The girl herself probably didn’t know.

The young men passing by on the road to the marketplace that day were workers, nine of them. They were on their way to a construction site in Changhang, the Okp’o woman said. But not one of them claimed to have seen the girl. And none of the bus girls on any of the buses leaving Okp’o at the time of her disappearance remembered seeing a girl in a brown cotton skirt and a navy-blue T-shirt. That the girl had regained a normal appearance during her week-long stay at the Okp’o woman’s restaurant necessarily threw up an obstacle to our efforts to trace her. How long would it take till onlookers were once again brought to a halt by the sight of her, clothing muddy and wet, face and body filthy, hair disheveled and snarled?

There are times when the lines and the points on a map create an optical illusion. The lines that seem to connect one point with another so systematically prove to be indistinct and unstable, a trap. A single point can extend in countless directions. And we had no reliable coordinates from which to guess which of the many possible lines the girl had taken from Okp’o. She could have gone back the way she had come or continued on; she could have gone in an unknown direction, or she might be going in circles.

Because of this uncertainty, we had to invent a nonlinear itinerary and survey the entire region. To grasp the wanderings of the girl’s spirit, for which language had ceased to function, we had to rely on a complex logic. To pinpoint her peculiar journey we had to enter inside of her, remain with her, follow the dictates of her mind. This required a great deal of time, and at every step of the way she distanced herself from us. The traces she left grew correspondingly and hopelessly faint.

But like wounds that never heal, thoughts of the dear friend who had left us behind, thoughts of the traces left by his little sister, reminded us always of our torpor. Those thoughts were our only map.
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My eyes are full of sand and my insides are rotting. I’m sure of it. I’m going blind because of that sand. I can hear my eyelids scratching against it when I try to open my eyes. Don’t let me go blind. Who’s going to recognize me if I can’t even recognize myself?

What a weird dream! It’s made me wide awake. Why do I feel light after such a heavy sleep?

Somebody dumped me in a village. I didn’t see his face, but I felt two strong hands lift me by the waist from behind and toss me on a corner in a village I’d never seen before. I’m not sure why, but I wanted to say thanks. But when I turned my sore body around and looked, no one was there. It was daytime, but off in the distance a mountain started moving very slowly and everything in that direction turned dark. It’s strange, I know, but I wasn’t afraid. Maybe I was dreaming.

I could still feel the warmth of those hands that had grabbed me around the waist when suddenly people from the village started appearing. They surrounded me where I was lying, and the first thing they said was to tell them everything I’d seen, or else. . . . I wanted to get up, but someone held me down with his foot. “You won’t move an inch unless you talk.” And then they all took it up like a chorus: “You won’t move an inch unless you talk.” But I kept my mouth shut and told myself, “It’s only a dream—all you have to do is open your eyes.” But my eyes were full of sand; they felt so scratchy.

I don’t know how I managed to escape. I was running up a hill and I saw some black dots off in the distance that looked like they were moving. They grew into beetles that were big as toads, disgusting things, and when I saw them crawling up behind me I tried to run faster. I knew there was a cave at the top of the hill, so I ran and ran till I got there. How did I know the cave was there? Dreams really are weird. As I went inside, I heard a horrible noise. The beetles were knee-high by now and they were having a hard time moving their six bristly legs, but they were marching single file toward the mouth of the cave. Those oily black eyes, those stinking shells, those throbbing chests with the white lines showing—they were awful!

Quickly I broke off some pieces of rock from the wall of the cave. Once I was in the cave I felt a strength I couldn’t’ve imagined, and with just the palm of my hand and a little effort those pieces of rock came right off the wall. One by one I took aim at those monsters, between the eyes or on the chest, and knocked them down with the rocks. It was like something in a comic book. Those beetles were flipped over on their backs with their disgusting legs kicking frantically in the air—except for one that made it to the mouth of the cave and stuck its head inside. I picked up a rock so big it made my arms ache and smashed it down on the bug over and over. I was so scared I couldn’t open my eyes. To keep that horrible smashed head and those slimy feelers from covering me, I went way back inside the cave and lay down, held my breath, and waited. . . .

What if I told this dream to Sun-shik’s grandmother? I bet she’d say it was a bad sign. But there’s nothing to be afraid of now. And nothing to hope for. Not for a girl like me, who’s lost everything. If I could just cry my eyes out. But I can’t—I’m all dried up inside.

Yes, there were hands that dropped me in some bushes in the middle of the night. Big, hard hands that picked me up from behind while I was sleeping and dropped me in some bushes where no one could see. When I came to and managed to stand up and was struggling to turn around, I heard a car going away in the distance. No, I wasn’t sleeping; I’d blacked out. The moment I saw the ruined body of my mother and her face all twisted up as she tried to call my name, that heavy black curtain fell over my eyes. At that moment, the moment Mama fell, I could no longer see past or present. I should have removed that curtain, should have ripped it open even if it meant the death of me too. But instead I fainted—what an idiot! How will I be able to see Mama? Part of that curtain’s still there.

How long was I lying there covered by the curtain? How many people passed by, walking right over me? When I came to, I couldn’t budge—it felt like a dresser had fallen on me. My back hurt all over, like someone was hammering on it. I thought it was broken. I started crying, not because it hurt, but because I was so sure it was broken. See how stupid you were? What a silly girl! No wonder people made fun of you and cussed you out.

It was night, black night. The air was damp and chilly—I could feel it in my bones. I wanted to dig myself into the ground, but every time I moved, I was afraid my bones would scream and snap, so I decided to put up with the cold. I looked up just enough to see around me; not a single light. I kept my eyes open; otherwise I’d see those monsters again. In the darkness the hills looked like they were collapsing.

When was it—last year? the year before that?—when Mama bought me that going-out dress? I was afraid that it would get damp, that mixed in with the dampness was a filthy secret hidden in the ground, a stain I’d never be able to get rid of. But that worry of mine was nothing. And so was the ache in my back. Because a feeling thousands, no, millions of times more frightening was slowly settling into my bones, spreading like poison, bringing my sleepy nerves back to life. And so, though my back felt like it would give out, I shot to my feet, looked around, and croaked like a crow.

Clouds covered the moonless sky like the huge wings of a scavenging bird. Among them were a few stars, twinkling painfully, spots of pus from a sore, bringing goose bumps to the back of my neck.

Daylight would come somewhere. Over there, where the spooky shadows of that tree were jittering about. No, that way, where nothing blocked my view, where the land of the goblins was being sucked into utter darkness. Or maybe the other direction, from that mountain that made me afraid my heart would crack if I looked at it just once, that mountain approaching me, trampling everything in its path, that massive mountain, crawling, sliding toward me.

No, dawn would come instead where there wasn’t a mountain blocking the way, from where that road stretched far out into the distance. No life, no movement. Except for earthworms, grasshoppers, things like that . . . or maybe poisonous snakes, boa constrictors. How long was I sitting there, holding my breath, afraid to pat down my goose bumps? And who had brought me there?

Suddenly insects from the grass were calling out in every direction like hungry ghosts. It sounded like they were calling inside my ears and it made me dizzy. That’s when I stopped holding my breath and wailed: “Insects, you insects, save me!” My voice echoed against the mountain. I wailed until dawn approached—it came from the end of that dirt road, just like I’d expected. Two words surged up my throat—“Mama!” “Brother!”—but I swallowed them so hard my lower back ached.

I couldn’t call out those words. No more sitting beneath that dark mountain! No more crying and calling out! Understand? That’s enough crying. I cried too much, and in the space of a single night I shriveled and aged. And now nobody can recognize me. If I saw the neighbors now they’d walk right by; they wouldn’t know me. I wonder if Mama and Brother would know me. Yes, they would—regardless of the spots on my face, my injuries, my wrinkles—because we resemble one another.

I got old all at once. And those two words I can’t call out are buried deep inside me. I’m alone, all alone. Because I couldn’t get rid of that curtain. But who was it that loaded me into a car when I blacked out and then left me at the foot of that dark mountain? Was it someone who knew me? I must have seen dozens of people on the road—was he one of them?

Yes, I cried till daybreak, cried my eyes out. I cried, terrified by the darkness. My crying mixed with the calls of the insects and I cried even louder, afraid I’d grow feelers and sprout green wings from my armpits. I followed the road in the direction of dawn. And for the first time I saw the bluish tint of that road. I didn’t look back; I was afraid the darkness was chasing me. And I made up my mind to find my brother. A voice inside my head was whispering to me, encouraging me to go straight down that road; it would take me to where my brother was lying, waiting for me. I forgot the creaking of my body, my sprained ankles, my messed-up hair, and watched the whole wide universe open up in front of me. I would have to wander that universe.

How scared and lonely Brother must be, locked up in darkness. He’s waiting for someone to tell him about Mama and me. But what should I tell him if he asks me? How can I explain to him the damage to my body? Well, I still have a little time. But how can I tell him about that black curtain, about Mama and me, about that day, without breaking down?

If my brother says okay, we’ll go back to our neighborhood. Maybe they’re keeping the lights on at night. Maybe they’re waiting, wide awake, clubs in their hands. No, I can’t do it. I can’t go home under that bright light, even if my brother wants to. I can’t tell him about that black curtain. I just can’t. What if sadness has turned his dead body into powder and there’s nothing left of him anymore? . . . It’s too late for me to feel sorry that I left that day.

The dawn turned more and more blue, spreading down the road, drawing me, and I started walking that road. This was the light I had waited for all night, but when it wrapped itself gently around me I felt guilty, scared. Where was I? It was a damp dirt road and on the far side was a thin layer of fog. Through that fog I thought I could see people. Two or three of them seemed to be coming toward me, and I could make out the shape of something they were carrying on their backs. . . . I couldn’t take another step. I was too frightened to find out what was moving toward me, and I shut my eyes. This wasn’t the fog I used to see in our neighborhood. I had never seen such fog, such a strange dawn. I had to get away and hide, but I couldn’t move. Finally, with my eyes closed, I struggled across the paddies, falling off the raised paths a couple of times, until I could feel thorns scratching low down on my legs. If only it were night, so I could walk and walk and never be seen by others.

There had to be paths in those mountains. And things to eat too. When had I eaten last? Hiding in bushes at the foot of the mountains, I gazed at the emerald paddies. No sign of life anywhere.

Hunger clawed at my insides like the sharp teeth of a rake. It had been a long time since my stomach had grumbled. Poor innards, all dried up! I had to find running water and moisten them.

I was lucky. I found petals to eat, shoots, every once in a while a piece of unripe fruit, and very rarely some cabbage roots or a sweet potato. One day I devoured some pink petals and bush clover shoots and threw it all back up. But the very next day I was up and down the slopes looking for more flowers to eat.

I walked for days, deep in the mountains, always watching my shadow appear on my left and shrink toward the right. At night I found valleys sheltered from the wind and slept beneath a blanket of branches. When I closed my eyes I saw spring green turn to gray, and gray to navy blue, and then I seemed to evaporate—I was sucked, swiftly and silently, into the far distance. And that’s when I saw my mother. And sometimes Brother too.

On the third day—or was it the fifth?—I woke up to find my brother looking at me with a smile. “Brother!” But then his face disappeared and in its place was the face of a man looking right at me. His hair was cut square and there were moles on his face. Motioning to me not to be scared, he took a mesh bag that was slung over his shoulder and tossed it to the ground, and then a weird screech came out of his mouth. I shut my eyes again, and when I opened them the man held out two steamed potatoes to me. All my fear melted away and the very next second I had gobbled the potatoes. The man was a mute. He had fishing gear. I felt like those dark moles on his face were covering my heart with shade. The man proceeded to find me some water from a stream.

The next day the mute brought more food—thick pumpkin soup and steamed corn. My gagging went away and I got hiccups instead. Once they started they kept up for a while. The man patted my back, but the hiccups continued. I’d been so long without food, and now my innards were stirring. He brought food on the third day too. And some old clothes. For the first time I inspected my clothes, my pretty clothes. They were so mud-stained I hardly recognized them. I could understand what the man was trying to tell me. It wasn’t the first time I’d talked with a mute. A long time ago a mute lived in our neighborhood. Uncle Chang-son, we called him. He had some land, and he married a woman who had her eye on that land. She sold the paddies behind his back and ran away. He lost everything, and he had to pay the woman’s debts. He ended up going from door to door doing any kind of physical labor he could. Two years ago Uncle Chang-son left. He said he was going to Seoul. When I was in grade school he’d bought me a pencil case. I never heard a sound from his mouth, but this man here made a weird screech whenever he wanted to say something. He handed me the clothes. He indicated that he wanted me to change, and that he would wash my clothes. He kept his eyes on me all the time I was changing.

The stains were still there after he washed the dress. It needs a good soaping, and the day will come when I’ll give it one. I can’t lose those clothes. If my mama and brother can’t recognize me because my face is wrinkled and I’m scarred all over, I’ll take out my clothes and show them. They’ll know who I am then, because they bought me those clothes for the Harvest Moon Festival.

The mute hung my clothes on a branch, then lay down beside me and proceeded to stroke my legs and belly for a long time. He kept opening his mouth to say something, but all that came out was that weird sound. He kept struggling like that for a while, and finally ended up making a croaking sound. Instead of words, huge tears fell from his eyes. It was amazing. I looked into his face. I was just like Mama: no more tears came out of my eyes anymore. Sometimes Mama acted like the mute: all she did was croak and pound her chest.

Evening came. The mute had been lying beside me the whole time, stroking my hair and picking off the straw and grass that was sticking to my throat. It happened so fast. Right before nightfall, just as I was falling asleep, a bluebird came between my legs and entered me.

 

When it was dark the mute picked up his bag and quickly disappeared down the mountain. Before he left, he indicated I should stay where I was and he’d bring food the next day. My eyes were heavy, and in the dense darkness his movements and the swaying of the trees were one big tangle of motion.

It was then that I realized I was slowly turning into a stone. I found I was holding pebbles in each of my hands. And then I seemed vaguely to understand, like the fuzzy outlines of a bad dream I couldn’t remember, why that bluebird was pecking inside me.

Maybe it was all an illusion. I’ve never been able to understand anything. The more I try to force things into my head, the more complicated they seem. It’s like a million pieces of string all wrapped up inside my little head—soon they’re tangled and then they’re hard as a lump of coal. When that bluebird forced itself inside me it hurt badly, but I didn’t make a sound. That kind of thing is nothing to me now. Thousands of those birds could attack me, but I’ll never cry out, I’ll never get down on my knees, I’ll never ask for mercy.

That day, the day I blacked out, I lost forty, fifty, a hundred years of my life. That day, when the black curtain draped my memory and the image of my mother’s arrested motions—her mouth open in pain, her arms aloft in shock and then floating down like wings to try to cover the holes in her belly—on that day I lost everything forever. When I woke up in the shadow of the mountain that night, I didn’t know. I didn’t know that in a single instant I had undergone a terrible change. If someone cheated or insulted my mother, she would say, “You’ll see, tomorrow I’ll be a completely different person, and if you try to pull that on me again you’ll pay for it!” And then like an idiot, off she’d go to the market the next day with the very same people, chattering away as if nothing had happened.

Mother turned strange and didn’t realize it. People said her soul had left her. I wasn’t sure what they meant by that. I had a notion that a bizarre spirit was living inside her. She walked much faster than she ever had before, mouth clamped shut, eyes dry, a red flush to her tanned cheeks, head erect, eyes gazing off into the distance. Once I came across her talking with the neighbors. She went on for over an hour, and I was amazed at how well she expressed herself. What was really strange was that she wanted to dictate letters to me, letters whose contents I didn’t understand, and she asked me, the stutterer, to read things written down on paper. By that time I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had somehow learned to write overnight. And maybe if the mute were in her place he could suddenly learn to talk.

And for a moment that night it seemed a few words would spill out of the mute. He had asked me to wait for him till the next day, but I didn’t. It grew darker, and when my eyes got used to it I decided to go down the mountain. I took the bundle the mute had packed for me and followed the ridge crest down. When the path came to an end I wandered until I found another, and I followed that one to the end. I came out into fields, and where the fields ended a river stretched out in the distance. I came across a village and to avoid it I went back up in the mountains. But I got so hungry I could hardly walk, and I had to come down. And finally I encountered people. More and more I would forget why I was walking. I stopped thinking about where I was going, and like someone in a trance I took what ever those people offered me, including a place to stay for a night, two nights, or longer. When they left, I left. And until I reached the river, I sometimes ran, sometimes rested, all the while with the sensation that the nearer I came to it, the farther it receded.

Finally, there it was in front of me. Suddenly I thought of the ocean. I began to feel that it was the ocean I had left home to see. And so I followed the river, I followed its current. But then everything grew vague and I felt I would never reach the ocean. And there came a time when I woke up to a rain shower on the riverside and remembered why I had left that day.

Along the river I met more people than I can count. Men and women who fled at my approach, children who grabbed my long streams of hair from behind and giggled. Dogs didn’t bother to chase me, but just barked and bared their teeth. I remember a day when it began to rain. I rested at the deserted riverside, hoping I could somehow dissolve in the water. But later in the day when the skies cleared and my body was still there, the only thing I could do was haul myself to my feet.

And along the river more birds entered me with their sharp beaks. There must have been dozens of them inside me, each in its nest. If I kept still and closed my eyes I could hear them chirping, and I would start trembling. What did they want? Freedom? Their provider? If only I could give them what they wanted! I opened my mouth so wide my jaws hurt, I gagged, I struggled to get those birds out, but not one of them flew out, unless it was while I slept.

The day came when I forgot about the ocean. I crossed the river in a boat. And for the first time, there on the other side, I looked back. I realized I’d reached the point of no return. A yellow cloud drifted over the woods on the other side and then everything—the woods, the riverside, the water—was engulfed in flames. Who had set the fire? And who had cast that shower of flames before my eyes? Then I saw people thronging across the river of fire, shouting, arms flailing at me. I had to get away from them. And that meant that for a long time I forgot what I had to do.

I can never go back across that river. Never. Unless I find my brother. As I crossed the river, all of those faces, those sad faces that concealed something explosive, they all dissolved in the water. Those who beat me, those who gave me food and a place to sleep, those who felt my forehead and gave me medicine, those who stuck a bluebird inside me and then ran away—river, those faces belong to you now! Receive them. Because I have no strength; my mind has no place for them. Someday I’ll return, when the black curtain lifts and I can love myself without reservation. Keep them until that day. Thank you, my friend. Until we meet again, take care.
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No longer did the man force alcohol down the girl; no longer did his blind, incomprehensible rage provoke assaults on her. The more he had abused her, the more miserable he had felt the next day. His slapping, instead of producing a change in her behavior, had merely drained his energy.

When he returned in the evening to his shedlike dwelling he always found her sitting exactly where he had left her. Occasionally the place had been tidied up and the dirty dishes scrubbed clean. The man began to bring home groceries, and upon his arrival the girl, without prompting, mechanically dusted herself off and rose. She lit the kerosene stove at the side of the room, cooked rice, and made stew. In complete silence they placed the meal tray between them and ate. Half in disgust and half in fascination, the man sometimes observed the face of this distracted girl as she hunched over like a worm and slowly chewed her rice as if she were counting the grains inside her mouth. The more carefully he watched, the more awkward he felt: her expression was too impassive for someone her age, difficult as that was to determine in the first place. It was the expression of someone who had lived out her youth. What had caused such a disfigurement?

But before he could ask her that, he was struck by the thought that perhaps he was partly to blame. When he looked at her in that light, he found it more difficult to persuade himself, despite that idiotic smile of hers, that something in her mind had stopped working. For perhaps she lived quite normally in a world unknown to him, a mental landscape beyond his grasp. Maybe it was his ignorance that made her seem strange; perhaps in her eyes he was equally peculiar. Then again, he wondered if she even had the capacity for thought.

The man had seen a number of crazed people lingering in the dark spaces of the city. Most of the faces were similar, and they provoked in him sometimes indifference, sometimes ridicule. Those faces now reappeared in his mind, accompanied by a question mark. There on the face of the girl, as she chewed her food carefully, like someone who had bitten a piece of grit, were superimposed all those lunatic faces he had seen, and in an instant the girl’s face seemed to shrivel up. As if afraid that her wrinkled flesh would disintegrate, he reached out and propped up her chin.

“Eat up. You need to get your energy back.”

The tenderness of his voice surprised him. With a shake of his head he tried to dispel the disturbing image he had just entertained, but he found himself unable to release the girl’s chin. A hot storm of emotion blew through him, searing his innards into shriveled knots. He tried to conceal the sensation:

“I’m sorry, girl. Really I am.”

Seeing the man’s reddening eyes, the girl burst into laughter, her gaping mouth spewing bits of rice onto the tray. The man joined in, laughing until his shoulders heaved. He wanted to identify with her, to enter her and repair what was broken inside her.

One day the man told one of the other men at the construction site that he felt he’d been infected. He was sure it was the plague, and he asked, half in jest, if such diseases still existed. But then he told the other to be sure to keep his distance.

At times the man stayed out almost till dawn, drinking and playing cards, then stole home while the girl was sprawled out asleep. Then a dreadful anxiety would envelop him; he would tell himself he must put an end to it, this relationship he had entered into in spite of himself. If only she would disappear! And if his drunken gaze failed to locate her rag-doll form in the darkness, his mind would clear instantly and he would frantically grope for her. Not until he found her stick-like arms would his panicked breathing subside. And when in her sleep she responded to his ungentle hand with a faint, animal-like moan, he would pat her as if she were a baby.

“There now. It’s all right. Sleep to your heart’s content.”

The best times were when she slept. At least then there were no strange outcries, no incongruous giggling. If she happened to murmur a few words the way a normal person might, he said “Yes?” and waited expectantly for an answer, as if the two of them might actually have a conversation. And sometimes, just for the sake of a brief exchange that wasn’t necessarily relevant to anything, he would squat beside her and wait for her to mumble something about one of her dreams.

It seemed for the most part that her dreams were peaceful. In the dark the man could make out the fleeting smiles, addressed to who knows whom, that brightened her pitiful face with its chapped cheeks. Hoping a solution to her situation might emerge from her dreams, he would gently prod her and strain to listen, as if consulting an oracle.

“What are you dreaming about? You can tell me, it’s all right.”

Her only response to these whispers was to scratch her ear before lapsing back into a deep sleep.

At length he stopped putting fruitless questions to her, whether they arose from curiosity or from his fear of what he might have done to her. He no longer threatened or coaxed her. Not that he had grown indifferent; rather, he was compelled to concentrate on fathoming the reasons this girl had been driven to the brink of insanity. But it was all in vain. Every scenario he considered became less plausible when he observed her face. He might detect a pronounced color there, some frightful incident, but what ever it was far surpassed the limited bounds of his imagination, and before he could even begin to identify it his head would be wracked with pain and he would have to suspend his thinking, afraid it was not some horrible incident but he himself who was the primary cause of her condition.

He could no longer tell how long it had been since he had become incapable of forcing alcohol down her, abusing her, invading her body. Instead a different series of questions rose before him: Does she even recognize me? Can she tell me apart from others? Is it me she’s smiling at? Or is it a face that’s stuck in her messed-up mind? Did she think I was someone else when she started following me at the riverside a couple of months ago?

Desperately the man searched her blank gaze for the slightest glimmer of recognition. He bought her a pair of shoes, clothes, a hairbrush. Her response to each of these items was a laugh that he could only characterize as the color red, a laugh that sent a lingering chill down his spine.
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We were wrong. We had thought she would go in the direction of Changhang, toward the sea. All we could do was return to Okp’o and start over again from the drinking place where she had stayed. Okp’o made a good base because there were only a few areas she could have reached from there by bus. We realized she could very well have recrossed the river, intending to return home, but in the end we limited ourselves to the possibility that she had remained among the towns on this side. For some reason we couldn’t imagine her going back across the river.

We will be eternally grateful to the Okp’o woman. She was much more systematic than we were in following up on any leads regarding the girl. Who else but she would have brought us together with Im, a man who drove a delivery truck between Okp’o and Sŏch’ŏn? On one of his trips to Sŏch’ŏn Im had seen someone corresponding to the description of the girl given by the Okp’o woman. And there was more: Im had noticed the girl in the company of a man named Kim Sang-t’ae who was walking his bicycle along the road. This man Kim was the nephew of an unprepossessingly wealthy man in Sŏch’ŏn.

Im, though, was reluctant to tell us more than what he had told the Okp’o woman. He asked who we were and why we were looking for the girl, said he didn’t know where we could find Kim Sang-t’ae, and allowed that the girl he had seen might have been someone else. In order to reassure him we had to embroider. The Okp’o woman joined in the subterfuge, detaining Im with drinks and snacks and telling him that the girl was a distant relative of hers. Ultimately Im saw fit to give us a general impression of Kim Sang-t’ae’s appearance and a rough idea of where he lived. With this information, and after promising the Okp’o woman we would notify her at some point in the future, we boarded a bus for Sŏch’ŏn.

Rain swept in that afternoon, and as we lurched along in the rear of the bus the fields outside seemed miraculously fertile, the mountains bluer behind their veil of moisture. The sheets of rain fell evenly over the innocent landscape, lashing the ground painlessly, a tender tattoo that left no deep scars. The rickety bus lurched violently and the passengers pitched and swayed, silent and uncomplaining as puppets. We gazed at the rain-soaked road, each of us revisiting our numerous nightmarish memories.

Suddenly one among us gave a long, falling sigh and his shoulders began heaving uncontrollably. We allowed his sobs to play out to the end as we knew they must, though it seemed he would choke if they continued long enough. It was as if the excruciating pain we all felt had erupted through him alone. The way to Sŏch’ŏn was long, or at least it felt long, and it was our good fortune that none of the other passengers paid attention to us.

It did not prove difficult to find Kim Sang-t’ae with his long, pale face that suggested he was in his mid-twenties. We learned that he had dropped out of school because of his health and for the last three years had lived on the proceeds of real estate obtained with the help of his family. He was a gloomy man who seemed reluctant to talk. He did tell us that he managed a sporting goods shop, but his real source of income was a building he rented out in Taech’ŏn. He seemed sensitive to the point of nervous instability.

Kim was noticeably startled when we mentioned the girl, and he promptly clamped his mouth shut. But he didn’t seem to be hiding anything. Instead, his expression seemed to say that nothing worth mentioning had happened in the first place. It would take time, we realized, to draw him out of his shell. And so we sat in silence, listening to the whine of the fan in the nearly empty tearoom, and before long we had lapsed into thoughts of our own.

Eventually our instincts told us it was best to speak straightforwardly, and we began to explain the reasons we had been looking for the girl since May, following the events in that city to the south. He nodded and said simply that we didn’t have to waste our breath; he had already figured out the story in broad outline. We then described how we had found him. Expectantly we awaited his response. What we got, each of us in turn, was a sardonic smile that seemed to say, “Well, you know all about me now—what more do you want?”

After a long silence he asked if we believed what Im, the truck driver, had said. This puzzled us. Im, we explained, had given us only the most cursory information. Evidently there was something we hadn’t been told, and this realization gnawed at us. Looking at Kim, we began to wonder if the girl had been in this town and if during her stay something irrevocable had happened to her. We felt we had no more time to waste. This lack of patience is the critical weakness of youth. We were all in the habit of hoping for the quickest, most favorable outcome, and though we realized that this inclination led to more mistakes on our part, we were far from convinced of the wisdom of indirection or mere waiting.

Kim seemed to sense that we were prepared to browbeat him if we had to, and finally he said in a reassuring tone that the girl had probably found herself a safe place. He then took us to the abandoned farm on the outskirts of town where he had found her. The land all around was overgrown with a forest of weeds. Some time ago, he explained, a customer at the sporting goods shop had told him a strange story: for an uncertain period of time a girl had been living at that farm, and many a man from Sŏch’ŏn had gone there to violate her, apparently with impunity. The girl charged nothing for her ser vices and was fair game for all who visited. Several versions of the story made the rounds: she was a sweet young thing; or she was just a kid; or she was a bit older and ripe for the plucking. She’d been kicked out by her husband and in-laws; she was a prostitute who had escaped from a red-light district; or else she was simply a madwoman. Despite all these rumors, Kim had never spoken with anyone who had actually been to this farm where the woman was secluded.

But then there was a direct sighting. The errand boy at Kim’s shop, on his way home from a delivery, had seen a girl near that farm foraging frantically for weeds and grasses whose edges looked sharp enough to slice your palm. That night Kim found himself driving there.

At this point Kim looked defiantly at us, one dubious but attentive face after another, then gave us a dismissive wave—“I know what you’re thinking!” he seemed to be saying. With that he began another story, apparently unrelated to the girl we were seeking.

He had had a sweetheart, a neighbor girl he used to carry around piggyback, who had died before reaching adulthood. The neighbors had carried on about the difference in their ages, and everyone blamed him for her death. Girls ran away at the sight of him, convinced he harbored a grudge against those the same age as his sweetheart and would infect them with a fatal disease. Life without her was hell at first, he said. But then as time went by her image, instead of fading, grew ever more vivid inside him, and now she was a cherished presence in the innermost recesses of his heart. “I’m never alone,” he declared, caressing his chest. We then realized why Im had said there was something chronically wrong with Kim.

The rumors of the girl on the farm reminded Kim of how he had been victimized, and he decided that by rescuing the vagabond girl he could put to rest the lies of his neighbors that he wrought harm on his dead sweetheart’s age-mates.

We could not conceal our impatience. Our sense of urgency prevented us from being swept up in Kim’s sentimentality. At the same time, by swallowing our questions we in effect had submitted to the silent lash of his digression.

Kim had waited for an hour at a distance from the hutlike farm house, wondering if the girl had a visitor. When finally he had gone inside, the glare of his flashlight revealed the girl lying motionless on the dirt floor. At that instant, for the first time in his life, he felt shame and fear at the sight of another human being.

At this point in his narrative one of us produced for Kim the photo of the girl that we had displayed to countless people in the hope of a positive identification. A hint of surprise appeared in his eyes, but then they grew still and he studied the photo intently. Slowly he shook his head. Someone pounded once on the table. It was hopeless! We were back at square one.

“This wasn’t the face I saw, I’m sure of it. But if her situation has improved since then, I suppose this could be her. I don’t know when this was taken, but it’s awful to think I can barely recognize her.”

Her physical condition was even worse than rumored, Kim told us. She must have gone without nourishment for days, weeks even. She seemed comatose, only feeble movements of her limbs indicating she was alive. She smelled awful and her body was covered with bruises.

Some ten days must have passed between the time she had left the Okp’o woman and her arrival in Sŏch’ŏn. By then she had been wandering almost six weeks.

That night Kim had the girl admitted to a clinic. Unfortunately he was seen loading her into his vehicle, and subsequent comments by medical personnel gave rise to a bizarre rumor: the spirit of Kim’s dead sweetheart had returned, intent on revenge. It seems rumors are like odors: the more pungent they are, the faster they spread. By the next day the rumor had been magnified and was circulating recklessly among the people of Sŏch’ŏn. This particular fabrication was even uglier than the ones that had tormented Kim for so long.

People gathered at the entrance to the clinic. Rocks were thrown through the window of the girl’s sickroom. Four days later a delegation of local people confronted the clinic director and demanded that he turn her out. They claimed the girl was unclean and possessed by a male spirit.

That night Kim laid the girl in his car and drove her to Taech’ŏn. She began to rave. She spoke in fragments, disconnected words, struggling in the confines of the car, gasping through her gaping mouth: “Dead—brother—black—holes, red holes. . . .” These words burst out again and again. But without a context, they made no sense to him.

At the clinic in Taech’ŏn the girl must have briefly recovered her senses. Waking up and seeing Kim’s unfamiliar face, she had flinched. In spite of her youth, dark circles had formed around her eyes. If memory served him correctly, Kim said, that was the first intelligible expression he had noticed since removing her from the farm. But it was an expression of fear, and that pained him. Kim tried to reassure her, but her eyes burned with distrust. He sat beside her bed nevertheless, for her defensiveness involved no danger; it was no different from an inadvertent mistake, a random remnant of an emotion not yet extinguished.

Hers was a face aged by something too great and profound for her years. That face now focused on Kim’s, a gloomy face that had gradually sunk into a pent-up swirl of suffering, a face grown twisted over the years.

The strange thing was, her sun-darkened hand, shriveled and hard like wire, took hold of Kim’s where it rested on the bedside. Presently Kim began talking to her, his painful history spilling out like water through a sluice gate, a history he had stuffed deep inside himself, away from others. Kim wondered if she was even listening. And if so, did she understand?

Probably she did. But even if she hadn’t paid attention to his account, she must have, the instant her hand reached out for his, understood the depth of his suffering. Or perhaps for her by then, everyone’s history was extra baggage. For suffering can’t be categorized, it has no distinctive coloration. Perhaps all suffering follows the same course. Once on that course, people’s histories can’t help coloring each other, the suffering differentiated only by intensity. Mutual recognition becomes inevitable.

This man Kim, so much older than the girl, rested his forehead on the humble clinic bed, shoulders heaving as he told his story. Before he was done she was once again asleep.

When she awoke, her face was expressionless—no fear, no defensiveness. The hand that had reached out to Kim before was now gathered close. She fell into a pattern of pinching her arms, her shoulders, her thighs. She pinched herself all over, as if to keep from falling asleep as long as she still possessed a thread of consciousness. Or perhaps she needed reassurance that her physical self still existed. With every pinch the lids of her hazy eyes slowly fluttered, like the flickering of a loosely screwed-in light bulb on a windy day.

From time to time her cadaverous face lifted and a smile escaped. It seemed she confused his face with another, for sometimes she opened her mouth as if to address him.

One day Kim ventured a few questions in a confidential tone: What was her name? Where was her home? Where was she going? In an equally confidential tone, and looking directly at Kim, the girl replied only that her mother had died with holes in her and that she was going to Seoul to look for her brother. The rest of his questions she didn’t seem to understand.

Several days passed with the girl seemingly indifferent to where she now found herself. Half of the food she took in was vomited back up, half stayed down. According to the doctor, her internal organs were compromised and would require long-term treatment. And some of her body systems had been damaged beyond repair. Traces of gross contusions were evident up and down her back. It was a wonder, the doctor said, that she had endured so long in such a condition. A general hospital could provide a more detailed prognosis, he added. Most of her damaged organs wouldn’t show an improvement during the week she spent in this private clinic in Taech’ŏn; her injuries were too severe for a quick recovery.

The most singular thing was how quickly the girl’s digestive system returned to normal. To Kim and the doctor, who could imagine how long the girl had gone hungry, this seemed miraculous. We, however, found it perfectly reasonable. To endure the physically shattering shock the girl must have suffered, one needed the life force of a weed. One’s innards had to be tough enough to digest nails. They had to be hardened enough not to break down even if empty for days. If we speak of a miracle, shouldn’t it be the girl’s life itself, vestiges of which we had found?

When we left to look for the girl, after learning too late, much too late, that her mother was no longer of this world, we clung hopefully to precisely this renewing potential of the weedlike life force. The girl, we now knew, was much tougher in body than in soul.

Even if the girl’s consciousness plunged now and then into a dungeonlike oblivion of chaos and derangement, her body accomplished its most basic functions. Instinctively it followed the sun; her feet automatically avoided pitfalls, moving with certainty toward that which would satisfy her hunger. Somewhere inside of her was inscribed the record of what had happened to her, and even when she mistook utter strangers for her kin, even when she confused past with present, her senses led her on a course more certain than rationality.

On her eighth day in Taech’ŏn she flung aside her covers like a corpse removing its shroud and rose. She picked up her bundle from beside the head of the bed and walked straight for the door. The nurse tried to detain her while she contacted Kim, but by the time he arrived the girl had escaped. She must have walked quickly, eyes ahead, moving on instinct straight toward a point fixed deep in her consciousness.

Over the next two days Kim had kept a vigil for her at the Taech’ŏn railroad station. But neither he nor anyone else had seen her. Judging from her condition the day she left the clinic, Kim said, she probably wouldn’t last long.
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They threw rocks at me, they spit at my ugly carcass, they beat me up. But I didn’t cry. No screams, no tears. I closed my eyes, I spread my arms and legs, I accepted it all like a sunbaked rice paddy soaking up water. And I felt the load lift from my shoulders. Each time they forced open my parched lips, the mouth I swore to the death I’d never open, and poured that burning liquid down my throat, I put my hands together and prayed: Stop up the shameful breath of my life; split open my innards, swarming with maggots; fry my blood vessels, crooked as the veins in a dried-up branch; incinerate my groaning bones, enduring like shameful memories; burn my leathery skin. Let me disintegrate. Let me be dust.

But always I would wake up, and there I would be, every last part of me. And somebody mocking or cursing me. So I willingly accepted my curse. At some point the air deep inside me started moving free. There was no stopping it and I opened my mouth wide to let it out. The people thought I was laughing and they bullied and beat me some more. I clamped my mouth dead shut. Because suddenly I was afraid of what might creep out: a foul-smelling liquid, dark green beetles, reptiles with shiny skins. The more tightly I shut my mouth, the worse some of those people attacked me. Somehow they knew I could talk. Would they have bullied me if I were a mute, like that man I met in the mountains? I let out that air because it was turning into a poison gas in my lungs. They must have thought I was laughing, especially if a sound leaked out with that air. What did they want to know? Why did they mistreat me when I didn’t say anything?

Was it my name they wanted? My age? Or what? So many people looked at my mouth as if I had an awful secret, or was hiding something. I felt like asking them to rip out that curtain that covered my mind; then I could show them. But that was the least of their concerns. And is there really a black curtain covering my brain?

 

I was on a train. The train was going through a tunnel. It was a long tunnel, very long. At least I think it was a tunnel—I feel like there’s a sponge inside my head that’s sucking up all my memories. I was sitting in the jump seat between the coaches. It was dark outside. There was a face in the glass of the door at the end of the coach, a face I’d never seen before. It was flush against the other side, watching me. An old, worn-out face with no life to it. I got closer to the glass and from the other side the face got closer to me. It was the face of some mad bitch, a woman who’d slept too long, who’d kept her mouth shut too long. Her dirty face stuck to the glass like an insect that wouldn’t go away.

The train was rushing toward something terrible, but I couldn’t tell what. There was no one else with me between the coaches. The other passengers looked like they were sleeping. I thought I could hear, above the noise in the train, that woman in the glass panting.

I got up. She did too, as if she was reading my innermost thoughts. Her face was twisted with fear.

The train was going so fast a draft kept swishing in under the door. All I had to do was throw the door open, or else shake it a few times. So that the face of the woman sticking to the glass like an evil spirit would fall off and disappear into the night. . . .

All of a sudden that face reached out a hand for me, then faded in the distance. In its place was a small, lit-up train station with scarcely a person in sight. The train stopped and a few passengers got off. They glanced back at me as they headed toward the station. So many faces leave before I get to know them.

For an instant I thought that once and for all I had gotten rid of the ugly face that was watching me from the other side of the glass. But when the train rushed back into the night it reappeared, ghostlike. It was my sole companion on this long, distant journey, and I couldn’t take my eyes off it—a face as ugly as the stink buried in my bowels, a murderous face among a den of goblins.

The monotonous rhythm of the wheels put me in a kind of trance, and I began slowly to get used to the face of my companion. I was afraid it would fall apart and melt into the night if I closed my eyes, so when the gray haze of sleep fell over me like a swarm of flies, I tried to fight it off.

Oh how I struggled to grab the black curtain that rustled ominously in the back of my head, waiting for a chance to attack! But I always missed. And every time I looked at that face it began to change. At one point the circles around the eyes disappeared, the discoloration and the shriveled wrinkles slowly faded, and color returned to the sunken cheeks. The face was completely transformed. It began to look familiar, a glowing face I saw somewhere between sleep and wakefulness. Why—it was my own face!

Many were the times I called up that face afterward. It was a face Mama could recognize. Brother too. The face I remember from before it all happened. The face I saw that morning before I went out with Mama, when I put on my fancy maroon dress, looked in the mirror, and said good-bye for the last time.

The train rode deeper into the night. No one passed through the space where I sat. The damp chill, the shadows frighteningly dark, the air hanging close and heavy about me—they reminded me of that night, whenever it was, that I had awakened all alone at the foot of a mountain. The thump of the wheels sounded like a military procession beneath the ground. Before I knew it I had closed my eyes. The thump grew louder and louder.

When next I looked, there in the window was a monster. The smiling face had darkened and shriveled, the hair had lost its flower, the ruddy cheeks were once more cavernous. The bony arms of that monster pawed at the air, the mouth opened wide, and I heard a sound like the gasp of a boiling kettle.

Something was about to happen. “Don’t open your mouth!” I wanted to say. I looked at that face, wondering what to do, and a shudder swept through me. I just couldn’t take my eyes away from it. My nose filled with the awful stink from that gaping mouth. I was afraid spiders and little stringy snakes would crawl out of it and bite my feet. I couldn’t stand there any longer.

Suddenly a sound came from that mouth. At first it was soft, but then, as that underground thump grew steadily louder, it changed into a cry. That gaping mouth began to say things it shouldn’t have: “I’m going to get rid of that black curtain for you. You said it’s been covering your head—since when? Liar! Look at me now! Go ahead, attack me! I’m going to open up that skull of yours and pull out that curtain. You want me to tell you what happened? No? Come on, attack me! Look me in the eye, put those shameless lips to work, tell me all about that awful scene!”

The face started screaming. I pounded on the glass. I wanted to stop up that mouth before any more crazy, terrible words escaped from it. That twisted face, those struggling arms and legs, they attacked me.

“You say you can’t see and yet you still feel the warmth of your mother’s hand holding your hand tight! You say you’re searching for your brother? You’re trying to find his grave? Look at you! What do you think you’re doing, carrying that bundle of squirming memories like they’re a bunch of dirty insects! You’ve always been a damned idiot! A shade plant—that’s what your teacher said! What are we going to do about you? Why don’t you just disappear?”

I wanted to close that shouting mouth so badly, I banged on the glass with all my might. But I didn’t have the strength. That face kept twitching, glaring, attacking me. . . . And then I felt a sweet sensation come over me: I should let the whole story spill out, let that face attack me, let it squeeze my throat and deliver me to a land of whiteness and peace. The temptation lasted but a moment, and then, as a face, another face, all the faces, appeared vaguely in the glass, I began shuddering from head to foot, overcome with shame.

I had to work faster, I had to shut up that mouth. My fists were useless, so I butted the window. Once, twice, three times, I lost count. Harder and harder. The glass broke with a sound of crystal clarity; the shouts faded; the face shattered and disappeared.

The train rushed deeper into the night. I still felt the draft beneath the door. People gathered around me, hands over their mouths in shock. Their faces flickered, barely visible. The conductor who had let me onto the train hurried over. His face was white. I got down on my knees and begged him silently. And then my tears gushed out. How long had it been since I’d cried like that?

It seemed like all the other passengers had awakened and were pressing toward me. My mind was growing hazy; I wanted to rouse myself, so I pinched my arms and legs. There was something I had to tell all those people before it was too late. Not that I wanted to explain why I’d killed that face in the window, or to ask forgiveness; I just wanted to talk. But something sticky was flowing into my eyes and it made their faces blurry. To talk to them, I had to get up. But I couldn’t. The floor kept pulling me down like a magnet.

“She’s trying to kill herself! Stop the train!”

Beneath my ear the underground procession continued. Yes, I was dying. The words I’d kept inside were insects gnawing at me. And all that was left of me was a shell. But I survived. Once again I survived. I was doomed to live.

The times I tried to recover the face that flashed in the glass! Not the twisted, convulsed face, but the plain yet wonderful face with the rosy cheeks and the flower in her hair. The face that Mama would recognize, and Brother too. That face had guided me all along, growing ever distant as it drifted over the horizon. Floating in the sky, smiling faintly, it had shown me the way out of that gray building where I was kept with other girls my age after the incident on the train.

How far have I come? How many nights have passed? No matter how far and how long I’ve run, it’s right there behind me, that spring day. It feels just like yesterday. I take a quick glimpse back and there it is, right before my eyes.

That black curtain? It never existed. But for a long time I thought it did, because I wanted that curtain badly, wanted it to cover up everything. The memories of that day, clearer than water or glass, I painted over in white. Just like the horrible faces of those dead people were painted over. If I was going to be invisible, if I was going to die once and for all, white was the only color I could paint myself.

 

 

8

 

It was as if the girl had rediscovered herself. She began to scrub her face, her arms, her neck; she combed her tangled hair. But it was mostly a kind of playacting, and rarely did the tangles yield to the comb. She spent more and more time in front of the piece of mirror on the post near the drain. The hands grew busier with the comb, and the combing was accompanied by a constant, incomprehensible mutter punctuated by outcries. Her voice was so soft, her tongue worked so quickly, that the words couldn’t be distinguished.

It became her morning ritual to rise quickly and fuss over her looks in front of the mirror, giggling with an exaggerated grin. It didn’t seem, though, that her new interest in her appearance involved the clothes and shoes that the man had bought her. Sometimes she spent the day scrubbing the cement floor of his dwelling and arranging everything neatly.

Would her bruises and cuts never go away? The man had begun to feel as if one by one those hurts were penetrating his own body. Every instant he spent with the girl was painful, but he couldn’t identify the source of that pain. His brutal, untamed heart throbbed and smoldered; he felt as if his skin were on fire.

Rumors began to swirl and surge in the cities, coursing swiftly from one lone mouth to the next like a taboo, rumors of a massacre in a city to the south, the details too horrible to be believed. Whenever a thread of these rumors reached the man’s ears, he thought of the girl without understanding why. But then, after hearing talk of the nightmare in that city, he began to form an image of the city itself, an image that was framed, amplified, and detailed by the girl’s unhealed wounds, her mindless laughter, the emptiness of her personality. The girl’s present state had to be related to the events in that city, or else something comparable.

But of all the people she might choose to shadow, why him? And how had she found her way to his area? It was a monolithic enigma. He looked into his drink but found no answer.

She must have mistaken others as she had him, in each case responding to the call of some wavering image in her mind. Clearly she was incapable of asking herself who he was and why he observed her so anxiously.

A notion gradually took root in the man’s mind: the girl had been sucked into the bloody swirl of that city to the south, then jettisoned near his home. The more he tried to deny this, the more he recalled the drawn, anguished faces that had communicated those rumors, faces more vivid than scenes revealed by a lightning flash in the dark of night. A few of those faces harbored a volatile, pulse-stopping anxiety—the faces of people who couldn’t bring themselves to ask about the fate of their families in that city.

What about the girl, then? There she lay, fast asleep, her breathing strong and vigorous. But what if she died in her sleep? What if the next morning she didn’t jerk awake as she usually did, what if he found her lying still in the corner like a pile of rags, what if the body he reached out and shook was cold and stiff? . . . Horrified, the man found his camera, brought it close to her face, and snapped the shutter several times. Her only reaction to the flash was a feeble effort to turn over. And then she resumed her slow disintegration in the unfamiliar world of her profound slumber. That night the man couldn’t sleep.

The girl’s morning ritual continued unchanged. She opened the cloth bundle that was ever present beside her head as she slept, donned the maroon dress, clasped her hands behind her, and with an anxious smile observed her severed image in the fragment of mirror, now close, now from a distance. The man always found her hovering there when he returned from work. Come evening, she never failed to return the dress carefully to its cloth wrapper. The man replaced the fragment of mirror with a mirror large enough to show her from the waist up, but she didn’t seem to notice the difference.

The man was relieved: now he knew how she spent her time. And eventually it made sense to him that the screws of her psyche should loosen one by one. How else could she have survived the mortal crush of her many nightmares?

It was much later that the man learned of her daytime absences. One day, on his way home, he saw her squatting in a sunny area of the marketplace, a withered flower in her tangled hair. Because he had never imagined her leaving his shed, he almost overlooked her. He was walking past her when she gave him the same vacuous smile she produced for the other passersby. The sight of him brought a faint glimmer to her eye, but not necessarily recognition. No one at the market took special notice of her—were they accustomed to seeing her there? Pathetically, a few coins, tossed out of charity, lay in the hem of her dress.

The market people said she’d been showing up late in the afternoon for the past week. The man told them she was a relative, explained where he lived, and asked without conviction that they contact him if anything should happen to her. They would, they replied, equally unconvincingly. He took the girl’s hand. She rose light as dust and followed him obediently. The coins in the folds of her dress fell to the ground with a lucid clink. The man’s heart dropped. Perhaps in his inarticulate way he feared that the girl would end up just like those coins, slipping through his fingers, trampled by countless feet, covered with earth, and forgotten for all time.

Even more than this, what unsettled the man was his suspicion that her behavior, so inscrutable from without, was part of a minutely detailed plan that was known only to her. How else to explain the pattern of her life, which recurred with such unchanging precision? If there was such a plan, it was too dense for his mind to penetrate. Faced with this certainty, the man once again felt the presence of a mountainous obstacle. He groaned, spat, then practically dragged the girl home.

The man’s life grew still more disordered. This was not entirely the girl’s fault. The fact was, she demanded nothing; in no way did she interfere with him. She absorbed all and let all be wrung out of her. But needless to say, she contributed to the increasing irregularity of his life. The very sight of her was like a nightmare. Her utter lack of response pained him. What could he do to awaken her? He hadn’t a clue. If he couldn’t return her to normalcy, wasn’t there at least a way he could transform her into something resembling a human being? It was maddening. Yes, the man would tell us, he was going crazy. And if he ended up losing his mind like that girl, then so be it.

The man took a day off from work. While the girl was finishing her morning ritual, he left the shed and waited tediously in the alley for her to emerge. Finally, there she was in her maroon dress. She was wearing the enameled shoes he had bought her, but they were on the wrong feet. Her lips were serrated with scarlet smudges of lipstick. She turned halfway back, but without so much as a glance at the man as he smoked a cigarette, then continued on like a sleepwalker, hands groping the air. She passed the market and continued haltingly toward the main street, ignoring those she bumped into along the way. Occasionally she paused to pass a hand over her hair or smooth a pleat in her dress. Without breaking stride, brisk-walking passersby turned back toward the girl with peculiar smiles.

At the main street the girl promptly turned left, and at the end of that street, in one smooth motion, she turned left again. This became the riverside road.

The man, ten yards behind, followed her toward the steps to the riverside construction site. It was down those steps that she had followed him two months earlier. And there he froze, seized by an instinctive fear that had lain dormant since then. He looked all around. It occurred to him to snatch the girl and lock her up at home, but curiosity got the better of him and he continued to follow her.

He saw her, before she reached the bottom of the steps, creep into the woods that separated the river and the road above. He hastened down to where she had left the steps, and there he watched her. A short distance into the open woods she found a confined space among the trees. She lay down and stretched out, shielding her face from the sun. He wondered if she was singing in that halting way of hers, as she had the day he first saw her. He recalled with a shudder the tune she had hummed so monotonously then. In his mind it sounded unrealistically clear.

He squatted on the steps, let his heavy head droop, and waited. Waited for her to sing or hum as she had that day. Barring that, he hoped she would fall asleep there until evening. He felt no impatience; the familiar scenes of the riverside seemed to calm his unsettled mind. Neither bored nor preoccupied, he continued to wait.

He looked up, thinking he had heard a large bird flapping overhead. It was the girl, crawling up the slope as smartly as an animal, light and quick on her feet. By the time he had retraced his steps back up the hill she was out of the woods and headed for a crosswalk. To look at her now, you wouldn’t think she was loony.

She came to a halt in front of the red crossing signal, brushed the straw and twigs from her hair, and gently smoothed the seat of her dress. Across the road was a graveyard. To the man it resembled a huge forest of tombstones sprouting from an endless series of bumpy terraces. The signal turned green, and the girl hurried across the road. The man followed. Something told him she wouldn’t look back even if he caught up with her and dogged her steps the way she had his that day.

Her route described the crooked line of someone lost in thought. The man wanted to run up to her, get her attention, talk to her. But he was afraid of her empty gaze, certain that along with the reflection of himself to be found in her pupils he would also find rejection.

The girl walked more quickly. Countless paths partitioned the burial mounds; without the slightest hesitation she chose one of them.

The man saw her, at the end of that path, scamper to the upper tiers of gravestones. He stopped along a narrow path that was out in the open and exposed to the sun and looked for a place to hide. That sun. . . . Its rays were a scourge that suddenly made him feel naked. He reversed his direction.

Utter silence. A standstill, a dead end—a trap? The girl didn’t seem to have an objective among the endless array of gravestones. Instead, with ceremonial precision she collected sprigs from the occasional bouquets, and in front of this naked stone and that she would squat and place a flower. And at one such stone she slowly began to sway. The man imagined her lips beginning to move. Her swaying gradually intensified in time with the movements of her mouth. The man heard nothing, but knew that even if he did, he wouldn’t understand. What she was mouthing was like floating dust particles. The girl jerked from side to side and her voice, suddenly audible, grew to a scream that tore at the man’s ears, and then a shriek that shattered the oppressive silence of the graveyard, the war cry of a wayward spirit enclosed in a massive wall, a blast that set the gravestones trembling. The man fell on his side, closed his eyes, and listened, waiting for the crack that would form in the wall and the flood of sound that would pour through it.

But then it was over. Silence returned. The man saw the girl rise unsteadily, turn, and walk away. Her face bore a tranquility he had never seen before. She had placed a few withered flowers in her hair.

The girl’s brisk pace took her quickly to the main street. There she ignored every face, every scene, smiling ambiguously at the visage that occupied her mind, moving mechanically at some absurd task the man couldn’t identify.

And then, sure enough, she arrived at the marketplace and hunkered down where the man had earlier discovered her. After sprucing herself up, she gazed dully at the passersby, flinching at the feet that filed past directly in front of her, now giggling, now somberly caressing the backs of her bony hands.

The man walked past her like everyone else and returned home. He waited. And before sunset she returned. Ignoring his presence, she went straight to her spot, lay down, and seemed to fall asleep at once.

The next day, and the day after, were repeats of the previous one except that the amount of time she spent in the woods or at the market varied slightly. After four days of this routine the man gave up following her. In the morning the girl would toss and turn in her sleep, and the withered flowers ended up strewn beside her head like so many dead moths.

Those four days were a period of despair for the man, a feverish, inconsolable despair to which the minor collapses, the occasional irritations of everyday life, offered no comparison. For in following the girl he had finally come face to face with the world she inhabited—the netherworld occupied by the insane. The man felt himself slipping slowly into that subterranean place. To him it was a world of white, the white ash of cremated corpses. A place where suffering was consumed like flesh.

One day she would slide down that white cavity, and all too quickly, before she could produce her characteristic giggle, she would find herself sucked cheerfully into the happiness of utter oblivion, to disappear forever into a confinement that marked the beginning of a living death. By the time the man realized how fast she was riding toward that cavity, it was too late. He was powerless to stop her, incapable of solving the massive enigma that loomed over her as always. Suddenly he recalled an amazing fact: in all the weeks she had lived with him, the girl hadn’t once volunteered a word. His heart burned. Confronted with her vacant gaze, he felt betrayed.

What more could he do for her? Only this: he produced the three photos he had taken while she was asleep. Someone, somehow, would recognize her, even though her eyes were closed. For the first time in his life the man tried to mentally construct a “found” notice for the newspaper, phrasing it one way and then another: Family or acquaintances of the above are kindly requested to contact. . . . Name: unknown. Age: early teens. Height: approximately 4'7". Distinguishing characteristics—. Here the man was stymied. He observed her face with its wrinkles and pulpy discolorations, her cadaverous cheeks, her dull gaze, and he wondered how much of this damage had occurred before her descent into that netherworld. He decided to skip over the distinguishing characteristics. For he was convinced she would be recognized no matter how many transformations she had undergone. Selecting the photo that showed most of the girl’s face, he hurried outside.
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Yes, it’s true, that black curtain never existed. It’s something my devil hands wove. They wove it nice and thick and then they hung it up. And I told myself, “Girl, don’t you ever think back.” Because if I did, then the fabric of that curtain would wear. And when the curtain finally wore through, the events of that day would come back to life as if a searchlight had hit them. But there were days, many days, when I thought I would starve, and on those days I wanted so badly to forget my hunger and to keep myself awake that I forgot my promise. Not that I tried to forget what had happened. It was just that a train of memories came back to me. I couldn’t help it. And now that black curtain that I wove with my own hands is all worn out. A curtain that never really existed.

Those men in suits told us Brother was dead. I’ve always thought that’s when Mama started acting strange. But maybe not. Sometimes I wonder if those men really came to our house. Or maybe it was after Mama learned about Brother that they brought the white envelope. I don’t know, it’s all mixed up. I feel like I’ve been stuck in a bag along with everything that’s happened, past and present, and the bag’s being shaken all up.

I still don’t know what Mama was doing downtown. I think there was more to it than just going to the market. In the evening she’d come home with some papers and ask me to read them to her. She couldn’t read very well herself. But I was afraid I’d make a mistake and so of course I didn’t want to do it. Then Mama would start screaming and pounding on her head, and finally I would stutter my way through the papers. I had no idea what the words meant—“petition,” “supplicant,” and all the rest—I just read them. It wasn’t much fun.

“Don’t worry, we’re not going to starve,” she said. And with that she stopped going out at dawn to stock her market stall. She was always going around seeing people. She came home so tired I couldn’t bear to look at her.

One day I got home from school and heard Mama screaming and wailing inside. I thought she was having a fight with someone. I worked up my courage and went in, but no one was there except Mama. She was rolling around on the floor, grabbing the hem of her blouse like she was going to rip it apart. I figured it had something to do with her work at the market. Because there in front of her was a ripped-up notice in a yellow envelope, the kind she received when there was a problem in connection with her business.

After that Mama was sick in bed for over a week. But nobody came visiting, unless you count that mutt of Sun-dŏk’s, who came around looking for something to eat. I skipped school two days and just stretched out next to Mama. That was fun. Mama didn’t budge, she felt so bad, so I was able to lie around the whole day long, except for when she wanted some more water or another quilt.

After Mama went back to the market, her heart seemed to be in her work again. She said she needed to make more money. It’s all so hazy now, but I remember that she left at dawn and she wouldn’t get home till after I was asleep. When the glare from the naked light bulb woke me, I would see her licking her thumb to count the money she had earned that day. That sight comforted me and in no time I was asleep again.

The long winter vacation passed without Brother, and then that day arrived, in the month of May, at the height of spring.

If it wasn’t for that day, everything could have worked out differently. Mama could have lived, instead of dropping to the ground with holes in her! I wish these hands of mine would rot—I wish I could stick them in acid that would eat them away! I can still feel the touch of Mama’s hand—her burning, feverish hand. It makes me shudder. It’s too late to change anything. No matter how I try to put those thoughts out of my mind, that sensation is there to awaken me, to make me get up. I can’t avoid it. How can I put an end to the storm inside my head? Heaven will punish me. To avoid an even worse punishment, I have to go to Brother and tell him all that’s happened. He’s there in his grave, a dark hole where the chill of night creeps up his back. He can’t wait till I arrive. Will he recognize me now that I look so frightful? If I could get back the face he would recognize, if I could get it back just for a moment, maybe he would remember me, remember me in spite of the monster’s words spewing from my mouth. Maybe he would forgive me.

Brother, here I am. I rested on the way because I had to walk so far. You recognize me, don’t you? Say it: “Of course I do. Yes, it’s you.” Say it! I’ve got so many things to tell you. I’ll put this flower in my hair—there, you can recognize me now, right? And I bet you remember this dress. It’s the one Mama took me downtown to buy so I could wear it when you came home for the Harvest Moon Festival. You said it was pretty, remember? And you said you’d get me prettier ones, lots of them, and I’d make someone a fine wife. But you don’t have to buy those dresses now. As long as you recognize me, nothing else matters. Gee, I’ve got so many things to talk about. I can’t figure out why I was so scared till now. Just make sure you don’t put your hands over your ears while I’m talking. If you do, I’ll turn to dust. Now that I think about it, I’ve died and come back to life again and again. I’m sick of it. Thousands of times I wished I could just turn into dust and float off silently into the infinity of the universe.

Okay, now I’m going to tell you what happened that day. I’m not exactly sure which day it was, but I do know that for several days before, all the neighbors had been standing around in small groups whispering about something. The streets were quiet, and they looked longer and wider than usual because all the children were being kept inside. The grown-ups gathered on the streets. They were frowning, and every now and then they looked up at the sky and heaved a sigh; I think something was eating away at them inside. The weather was fine; everywhere there was the sweet scent of a flower I didn’t know. But there was something else in the air, something sharp and painful.

I was getting bored without anyone to play with, and Mama was getting more and more wrapped up in something I didn’t understand. She acted like she was putting her heart into her work at the market, struggling for the sake of a few coins, but I knew it was just a cover for that other business she was caught up in.

I think it might have rained that morning. But I don’t remember getting rained on—isn’t it strange? In my mind I have an image of a day that was so bone dry I thought the roof was going to burst into flames. I can’t put it into words, but I felt I could understand why the grown-ups in our neighborhood looked worried when they saw the young people leaving.

Well, I wonder if it really rained that morning, or if I just thought it rained because of Mama crying all the previous night. Anyway, I woke up to a gray dawn and there was Mama sitting in front of the mirror, patting down her hair. She was all dressed up in her old-fashioned skirt and jacket, that light pink linen outfit. She reminded me of a newlywed. Her face in the mirror jiggled for a moment, and though it was still kind of dark I could see a sparkle in her eyes. When she noticed me watching her, she told me not to go to school that day.

The strange thing was, she said it so tenderly, not in the high-and-mighty tone she usually used with me. I jumped out of bed and said I’d go with her to the market. “No, girl, I’m not going to the market. I’ve got someplace else to go, and don’t you even think about tagging along! Oh, what am I going to do with you?” But I was already fetching water to wash my face. “What’s the idea, running around like this first thing in the morning? You want to die before your time?” Now she was getting choked up.

Suddenly she turned and looked straight at me. There was something odd about her look. Something that reminded me of the shaman man. His eyes used to light up before he did his dance on the blades of the fodder choppers, when he was looking over the people gathered around and picking out the ones who weren’t pure. He never asked any of those people to leave, but that look of his was enough to frighten them off.

Mama’s expression scared me in that way, but I couldn’t look away from her. I knew Mama wasn’t going to the market that morning; I felt she was going to leave me forever. Everything came into focus at that instant. I was going to latch onto her and not let go. I must have looked pale and breathless as I stared at her, trying to plant myself in her gaze. But by then she wasn’t focusing on me anymore. Like a woman possessed, she clutched her purse and opened the door, without a look back. My heart dropped. I started moving in a hurry. My body was moving much faster than my mind. I had to follow Mama, and from that point things happened with dizzying speed. I changed into my fancy maroon dress. I surprised myself when I looked in the mirror. My face looked unfamiliar, like it was lit up with a blue flame. Something told me I should say good-bye to that face. I even swept back my hair and produced a smile. Once again I bid my face good-bye.

I ran after Mama. Already she was far down the alley, but I didn’t need to lose my head and call out to her. To go downtown she had to take a bus, and I knew I could catch up to her at the bus stop. I took one last look at our house. I had a hunch that Mama and I wouldn’t be returning.

That early in the morning, the streets were practically deserted. But even in the dim light of dawn I could make out at least half a dozen people in the distance at the bus stop. I can’t remember if Uncle Pak was at his little shop. It wasn’t too early for him to be there. Maybe he didn’t open it that day—or maybe I was too involved with Mama to notice. I was terrified that she would sink into the ground or dissolve into the dawn mist. I heard a menacing voice inside my head: If you lose her now, you’ll never find her again. Yes, I’d been losing Mama little by little. What if she left me once and for all? . . .

I tried not to run. I couldn’t run. It was as if Mama and I had an unwritten rule against it. But I walked as fast as I could. It’s a wonder I didn’t fall on my face.

I hated my short legs. Why wouldn’t my heart slow down? I wished my muscles would obey me. Finally I caught up with Mama, grabbed her skirt tie with both hands, and buried my face in her chest. I was out of breath.

I wish I had dropped dead then and there. Mama immediately began spanking me. “You little devil! Why can’t you stay home? You want to get killed? Get going—now!” she screamed. I let her hit me, and then she gave me a shove toward home. I fell down in the street. “Don’t you come back here, or else!” I jumped up, ran after her, and caught her by the waist of her skirt. “For once in your life will you listen to your mother? You little fool—go back home and stay there!” She was losing her voice. “I am not going to run off and leave you. I’ll be back to night.”

But I didn’t believe her and I grabbed onto her all the more. Fear swept over me. I bawled, I stamped my feet, I hooked my hands inside her waistband with all my might and wouldn’t let her budge. I begged her. The funny thing was, it seemed like all those other people looked away. And, you know, I can’t remember a single one of their faces.

The bus arrived. Mama made one last attempt to cut me loose, but I kept hold of the hem of her skirt and climbed on behind her.

Maybe I fell asleep next to Mama, because I have no idea where we went on that bus. I do remember holding her around the waist. And once, for a moment, Mama took my two hands in hers. And squeezed them, I think. She was looking outside. From the side her face looked twisted and ugly.

They wouldn’t let our bus go downtown. We had to get off on a deserted road on the outskirts of the city and walk. Oh, how we walked! Actually the distance to downtown was nothing compared with how far I walked afterward, but at the time, it felt like we just weren’t getting any closer.

It was all because of that bitter, stinging smell. It penetrated your nose even if you held your breath; it made the road seem longer than those roads you walk in a nightmare, the ones that never come to an end. I let go of Mama’s skirt, squatted, and threw up the yucky fluid in my empty stomach. And then fear grabbed hold of me. Mama was far out ahead. I ran and stumbled after her.

The moment that smell hit me, everything changed—trees, mountains, sky, roofs. It put my insides in turmoil, it penetrated my brain and stuck there. For an instant I regretted having followed Mama. But then I realized it was much too late for regrets.

We went up and down dozens of alleys I’d never seen before, moving incredibly fast. I saw Mama as a soaring dancer, a crane flying toward a great flock of other cranes that choked the alleys. It was a day for which no picture, no tapestry of words existed.

For a time Mama stood by herself, apart from the crowd, her arms wrapped around herself. She looked at me as I held tight to her, trembling. And then there were helicopters circling in the sky. People started to shout all together. They sounded like a flock of cranes spreading their wings and beating the air. Mama shoved me inside the dark entrance to a building and shut the door. As fast as I could I ran back outside. Without a word she scooped me up and threw me back inside. I got up and ran out again. No words were exchanged between us, only harsh breathing. Mama’s face was ugly and frightening. I think she was looking that way on purpose to show me how disgusted she was. This silent pestering contest, repeated numerous times, left us both exhausted.

Finally I grabbed Mama’s wrist with both hands and wouldn’t let go. Again Mama danced like a mad crane. There was a flood of faces and outcries, and always the bitter smell, and we rode that current until finally I was part of it. The tide rose, spilled onto a wide street, a current of noise and waves of people that carried me forward, always forward. Mama’s hand was like a vise. The tide of people surged onward, ever onward, pulling me away from her till I thought my crotch would split. The cries filled my ears, as if they had descended from the heavens; I imagined the current rising to the level of my mouth, and I couldn’t breathe. Over and over, the ebb and flow. I couldn’t bear to look at Mama’s face anymore. She was in another world, a world where people were dancing. Her face had a reddish gleam that blinded me. But still she wanted a connection with the world where I remained, and she held fast to my hand. Behind me was a chorus of faces, unforgettable faces.

Suddenly there was a tremendous outcry. Something had happened up ahead. The massive current began to come apart. Gleaming faces became twisted, torn, flipped back, were thrown to the pavement in a heap. They were dyed with blood, bright red blood.

All at once the wide street emptied. People ran in all directions, screaming, moaning, throwing up blood, falling forward. I saw glinting blades of steel, clubs flailing madly. Faces with cruel grins chased the fleeing flocks. Crushed faces, twisted faces, faces. . . . Faces that had lost their glow, faces that had grown expressionless in an instant. I had to get away.

And then I heard it, a sound like someone walking alone in the dead of night. It became the sound of someone running after us. And then it was more than one, and they were getting closer. I shut my eyes and didn’t turn back. Someone caught Mama from behind, and faster than a sound something ripped into her chest. My mother’s chest.

It happened so quickly. That’s why you have to open your eyes wide and look! Look at that one instant! When Mama’s face was thrown back, when she turned to face me, Mama with holes in her, her mouth open, only the whites of her eyes showing. And I. . . . That’s it, call it all up, take your time, every last detail, until your bones dissolve in grief.

Her neck was bent back like a bow, as if she were performing a strenuous dance. Her face turned toward me; her mouth was slightly open, but no sound came from it.

Now I want you to listen very carefully, because I’m going to tell you what you did at that instant. Every last detail.

You couldn’t remove your eyes from the dark liquid flowing from the hole in Mama’s tummy. Suddenly a chorus of outcries flooded your ears; you heard each part of that chorus clearly. Just as suddenly Mama’s hand felt hard as a rock, but it held yours more tightly, it radiated warmth, it felt as if it would burn your hand up. And because of the pain she felt, pain she could not transform into a cry, you jerked your hand back and forth insanely, trying to free it from hers.

You closed your eyes to avoid the sight of Mama’s twisted face. Or maybe you were looking at the hideous sight of the whites of her eyes. But in this human whirl pool you couldn’t free yourself from Mama’s hardened grip. As you were pulled by the bulk of your collapsing mother, one by one you cruelly freed yourself from her clawlike fingers.

And what then? Focus your eyes and play back those events that happened within the space of a minute. Play them back even if they poison you, even if your blood should dry up in the long-suppressed heat of your breath.

And finally—you stepped on Mama’s tightly flexed arm and freed your hand. Her skin and muscles felt slippery. You stepped on them as hard as you could. And then you ran away from the moving masses of people. You ran, perhaps stepping on faces, perhaps kicking them aside; you ran down alleys, not looking back, your eyes closed, not knowing where you were going. You ran, you fell, you got up and ran, till you could no longer hear the chaos of footsteps behind you. You were afraid Mama’s hands would reach out over you from behind, and you placed your own hands in your armpits for protection. The slipperiness of Mama’s arm beneath your foot, the warmth of her hand in yours—you shook your head over and over to get rid of the image of your mother flickering so clearly before your eyes. The battle cry still followed you, you couldn’t shake the sound of the footsteps behind you; you closed your eyes; you were so out of breath you thought you would vomit blood.

 

I can never return to that day. To the place where I committed that terrible crime. Where I stamped on Mama’s hand, her arm, her empty gaze, so that I alone could live.

The whites of Mama’s eyes were looking at me. She was looking at me without blame, her breath stilled, a motionless mass of bones and flesh. She’s probably been transported to a place where she can’t feel the rough shovel blade even if it cuts her, a place where her wounds are painless and no longer bleed. What did she want to tell me when her lips opened that last time, when she turned her twisted face toward mine, a face that somehow looked peaceful?

Mother had a dream, and I, her daughter, had crushed it.

I can never go back to our home. All those people would remember me. They would remember the hellishly long time I spent struggling to free my hand from Mama’s. That awful news must have spread like wildfire from mouth to mouth among all those people. There would always be nagging rumors, shocking rumors. They’re waiting for me back there, waiting for me armed with sticks and timbers, night or day, lanterns lit.

And now I have nowhere to go. Nowhere except Brother’s grave. I have to tell him, even if it kills him again. Then I can turn into dust and disappear into the ground. I’m not afraid anymore. I’ll rip off that black curtain and my ugly face will rise like the moon over his grave. Tomorrow my moldy body will be drying in the sun for everyone to see.

I have to tell Brother everything. Before all of my other brothers rise from their graves and get into some other trouble.
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Does any of us remember how long we stayed in Taech’ŏn? How long we lingered in the gloom of the impossibility of finding her? We realized that with each passing day we increased the distance and the time between her and us, but we felt lethargic, almost paralyzed, as if we were waiting for everything to go irrevocably wrong. We were beyond fretfulness.

It was evident that she hadn’t left Taech’ŏn by train. We didn’t study the map anymore. We didn’t approach people on the street, didn’t show them that old photo, no longer asked useless questions. Kim’s degeneration—a monster he nurtured to lessen the hurt of a past gone wrong—harmonized with our lethargy. We stayed in the lodgings he offered us, sleep and alcohol eroding our raw youthfulness.

Occasionally we reminded ourselves that she had not taken a train out of Taech’ŏn. But so much time had passed that this piece of evidence ceased to be remarkable; we were like a container of liquid that shifts when moved, only to resume its original position. When Kim got drunk he would insist that the girl was dead and gone, somewhere off in the countryside. We could continue to wait, he said, but at some point we might as well visit the police stations in the Taech’ŏn area to see if an accidental death had been reported.

But we clung to an irrational hope, a hope that one day she would miraculously appear before our eyes. When for brief moments we thought clearly about the situation, we flailed ourselves with the realization that weariness had made us superstitious.

Eventually we resumed our search. We had found to our surprise that in this region there were several people just like the girl who, if not necessarily for the same reason, were wandering around in the grip of some compulsion. But we could find no one who had seen her—only girls who fit her description. We found ourselves unable to return to the lives we had led, unless we located her. But even if we had found her, could we really have returned to those lives as if nothing had happened?

Her soul was out there, roaming about, stirring up the dark of night like a will-o’-the-wisp. . . . And then there was our friend—how could we fill the void he had left? How could we restore the space originally provided for him in the family register, a space prematurely shortened and blocked off, a chipped tooth in a comb? To the dead, death is not an event. It happens, harsh and vivid, only to the living. For death has no answers; it leaves incomplete that which should be completed.

If we were to believe Kim—the only one known to us to have seen her recently at close range—it would surely be more painful for us to see her alive than dead. Because her life had been turned upside down in a single instant; because she had been trapped in a chamber of insanity, a chamber darker than death, which offered no possibility of bringing her life to completion. What torture for us the living to see a person in a state of walking death! People often describe such a person as utterly mad. It sounds so simple. Just call someone mad and there, the world is back in order again. You gather with others, bring up familiar names, slap your knee and say you’ve just heard that poor so-and-so has lost her mind, and put on a sad face. Maybe it was better, as Kim had said, if the girl was dead and gone; maybe it was better if she didn’t reappear before us.

Finally, while Kim was briefly away from home, we left him our address and departed. We felt like thieves, or like a confidence man abandoning a desperate lover while she sleeps. We had left our friend’s (and her) hometown more than a month earlier, and by the time we left Taech’ŏn we felt that this period was unacceptably long. We caught the night train. Abandoning our plan of inquiring at every train station along the way, ignoring what lay outside the windows, we ruthlessly canvassed our despondent imaginations for help and we listened intently to the sound of the wheels on the rails, for we knew intuitively that the girl had taken this same journey long before we had ever boarded the train.

Later that night we were awakened by one of our group. He was visibly startled. Instinctively our gazes shot outside. We were approaching Ch’ŏnan. The one who had awakened us didn’t say a word. Instead, slack-jawed, he pointed toward the far end of the coach. In the very last seat we saw the sleeping face of a girl in her early teens. She was slumped over, her wildly tangled hair half covering her face. It was a grimy face, with hollow cheeks and sunken eyes. But her profile was one of indescribable peace: a smile rested lightly on her face as she lay there swathed in sleep. Resting on the frayed knees of her cotton pants was a small cloth bundle that was so dirty you couldn’t make out the pattern. Her twiglike arms were absolutely still, but an occasional tremor rose on her smiling lips.

When we had fully awakened, we, along with our friend, came to the sinking realization that our eyes had deceived us. We took a deep breath, and there at the end of the coach we discovered, soundly asleep, not a girl but a country woman in her mid-twenties about whom there was absolutely nothing out of the ordinary.

This illusion lingered long in our minds. That supreme bliss we thought we had seen kept resurfacing in our memory, wiping out all previous images of the girl. That smile seemed to be mocking the haste with which we, her brother’s classmates, had set out in search of her, and now that we were wide awake we spent the hours remaining till dawn wondering exactly why we had launched this search. To comfort our lost friend with the knowledge that we had found her? To pacify the soul of their departed mother? To fulfill our sense of obligation to do something after what had happened that day in that city to the south? Or because we couldn’t live with ourselves if we did nothing? Did we want a quick cure for the suffering that we in our immaturity felt? Were we motivated by a masochistic desire to find in that girl a corporeal vestige of that horrible day? In wanting to protect a girl who was already wasted psychologically, were we merely indulging in a cheap excuse for humanitarianism? Did we, like that wandering girl, wish to keep awake for fear of sleep? Or were we trying simply to live on in spite of the cancerous nightmares we carried inside us?

It was much later that we understood the meaning of the smile we had glimpsed on that phantasm. And we waited for the day when, ever so naturally, she would appear to us wearing that smile.

Dawn approached from beyond the window.

 

The first anniversary of the death of our friend drew near. Autumn was passing, and we still hadn’t located his sister. We all gathered at our boarding house for the ceremony.

Suddenly the door to the room was flung open, and there stood the friend who had awakened us on the train and ushered us into that otherworldly illusion. In his hand was a creased page from a newspaper. He spread it out and indicated a photo of a face at the bottom. The image was faint, but we could make out the closed eyes and the vacuous smile playing about the lips. It clearly resembled the face in the photo of our friend’s sister that we’d obtained from their neighbors. Family or acquaintances of the above are kindly requested to contact. . . . Name: unknown. Age: early teens. Height: approximately 4'7". We checked the date of the newspaper. Already more than a month and a half ago. We sprang up at once, uncertain though we felt about finding her.

We located the address given in the notice, a shedlike basement dwelling. We knocked on the glass pane of the door and presently a tall, imposing man with a pale face appeared. He looked to be half a dozen years older than we. Somehow we were jolted by the sight of him, but in no time this feeling was replaced by a peculiar sense of intimacy. His name was Chang, he told us, and he worked at a construction site down by the river. We noticed he had a slight stutter. When we mentioned the purpose of our visit, he grew distracted. Stuttering even more, he began to talk about her. It soon became clear that she wasn’t there.

Haltingly he explained how she had followed him home seemingly at random. As we listened we came to understand the source of the intimacy we felt with him, and the reason the girl had followed him among all the people she must have encountered along the river. Something in his profile and his build suggested the friend we had lost a year earlier.

The man spoke for a few hours. We managed not to interrupt, and as we listened to his monologue punctuated with sobs, we felt as if we were dropping into a bottomless gulf. He constantly reproached himself. He begged us to find her, or to tell him how to find her. But we had nothing to offer him, not even an empty promise.

Afterward, leaving our address as we always did, we returned to our boarding house. And there we gathered to write the letter that would occupy the humble ceremonial table we would use for the ritual a few days hence.

We sat in silence, and for the briefest instant we imagined a girl we had never seen, a smile that seemed to hover about us, a withered flower in her hair, and her maroon dress swaying as she dropped lightly to a sitting position in front of a grave that didn’t contain her brother.
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