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THE RIVER begins in a single country, and then crosses into another.

From the North Korean mountain range of Hamgyong and the Chinese range of Nangang, small rivers and streams feed into the Tumen River, and like the many rivers that begin deep in the mountains, the Tumen too is erratic, running head-high or shin-low, half a mile wide or fifty yards narrow, depending on the season.

It is a restless river, quickly leaving behind the pumice-capped mountains, running rough from its humble roots, and sometimes during a spring thaw, pounding over any flora that may be in its way. Ash and larch and white birch, a family of pines—Korean, white, sand.

In spring, for much of the morning, the mountains to the east deprive the river of the sun and allow it only a few hours of direct light before the mountains to the west steal it for the rest of the day. By late April the river remains frozen, shedding winter later than its surrounding landscape, this rugged frontier in the valley of the border region.

Along the Chinese border, in this first spring of the new century, a ginseng hunter stands along the river and watches it. That the river is frozen doesn’t matter, perhaps it is best, for this is how it was last spring, when the whole of this valley began to change to a place he no longer recognizes.



THE OLD CENTURY’S FINAL SPRING



HIGH UP in the coniferous forest, the redwoods, with bodies as straight as a neck of ginseng, look down on me; their fragile, pale green leaves bow from stubby arms. I am humbled. This early morning, the first week of hunting season, is the same as all the other mornings. Only among the giant redwoods, some five thousand feet above my farm, am I able to push aside the worries that accompany me up from the valley below.

         

I slow to a hunting pace, sometimes covering less than one hundred yards in an hour. If I concentrate too hard on looking for the root, I may miss its presence one step away; however, if I allow my thoughts to disperse, like seeds of a dandelion in a soft breeze, the root will call out to me.

Moving along the path, I tread more cautiously for I know that under the forest floor the wars are fierce. What is seen on top may be serene, but beneath there is a battle for survival going on among the roots and weeds, all fighting over water and iron and copper and calcium and magnesium. Day after day. Bloodroot and jewel weed, galax and hepatica, ginger and wild yam. Ginseng must compete with all of them. It is this constant tension that gives the ginseng root its gnarled appearance—the wrinkles speaking of character more than of age. It is for this reason that every mature root I find is a celebration, a sign of survival. This is my religion: everything I take from nature must be given back, to continue the cycle of life. In the coniferous forest, the root draws energy from both the sky and the earth. Only when man ingests the ginseng root is the cycle complete.

I stop in the middle of the path, and from a half-dozen steps away I can see a plant. A foot high, it is young, less than ten years old, but more than the seven years needed to reach maturity. Finding the root leaves me as excited as when I was a boy. My routine has remained unchanged: study the plant; review how best to approach it; estimate the angle and width of the circle I must make around it in order to begin digging; and unknot a red cloth from my belt. All the while, I keep an eye on the root as if it may dart away at any moment. Then I push a small stick into the ground, near the root, and mark it with the cloth.

Sprinkling water near the plant, I knead the ground with my palms, pausing to feel its energy. The root of a mature plant stretches more than a foot in length. The leaves, with soft hair on the front, are smooth on the back. I clip them, taking care not to break the neck of the root; as with man, a broken neck spells doom. I remove the spade from my cloth sack and peer closely at the root, inches from it, and then begin to draw a circle with the spade, two feet in circumference. With each spadeful of soil, I slowly expose the head of the root, which lies at a forty-five degree angle.

Now, as I close in on the legs of the ginseng, I put aside the small shovel and begin using only my hands. The dirt is deep and porous, the kind that permits the rain to pass. Two legs take shape as I pinch away more soil from them, exposing the beard, those long hairy rootlets at the leg’s end. I pause. The beard is the most delicate part of the root, and even the slightest damage to it makes the root nearly impossible to sell. My hands are calm; the rest of my body is a blizzard. Taking a deep breath, I begin to clear away the soil that surrounds the beard. I work without hurry, and from time to time, with a gentle pull on the head, I test to see where the rootlets still grasp the earth. I fall into a steady rhythm, back and forth, removing the soil and tugging the root, until at last the beard is free. I lift and examine the whole root as a fisherman might do with his catch: by the head, holding it out, turning, checking it from top to bottom. It has the strong characteristics of wild ginseng: the nice bowed legs with the long beard branching out from them; the head with strong concentric wrinkles; the beautiful long neck. Tanned by the soil, the root will be a light yellow after rinsing.

Although it is still early, there will be no more hunting today. My father taught me never to be greedy with nature, never to take more than a single root in a day. In the cloth sack, I carry the root on my right shoulder—careful not to let it collide with the backpack on my left, which holds my tools and food and water for the day—and start down the mountain. My breathing is choppy, coming in gasps. I rest often. These early days of spring, after the long winter, my body and mind are not yet ready for the hunting season. With each passing year my mind seems to stay a few more paces ahead of my body.

I hear a stream and seek it out. I give the root a quick rinse in the current, then place it in the sack, which sops up the excess water. Twice I drink from the stream, sending knives of cold through my teeth. I hang the sack on the branch of a tree, sit on a rock, and begin to eat slowly, taking the time to taste the potato cakes, pickled cabbage, and garlic cucumbers. The weather is near perfect, a little warm for early May. I open my cotton jacket and still am comfortable.

Today the hunting has been good. Although the root is not a great one, it is a good one. I know that I must find better roots to get me through the next winter, but that is in the future.

The forest is alive and the stream sounds as it did four decades ago, when I was a young boy. I eat another piece of dried ginseng, bundle my jacket into a pillow, and place it on the ground. Soon I am once again ten years old in the spring of 1960, when both the sparrows and the ginseng are plentiful.
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I linger at the base of a thousand-year-old grandfather redwood, with roots splayed like giant toes. Surrounded by its ancestors—juniper, fir, cedar—it is the redwood I love; its thumb-sized cones will appear soon—cones that will drop months later and make the mountain’s floor as slippery as the winter Tumen, but supply a soft and warm bed when you fall.

My father and uncle have left me here. I am alone for the first time to hunt. Scraps of red cloth, for marking the places where I find ginseng, dangle from my pockets.

         

I repeat my favorite names for the root. Five Fingers. Tarter Root. Red Berry. Heaven Ginseng. Earth Ginseng. Emperor’s Ginseng. By the time I hear the frost melting from the trees, signaling for me to start back, I have already used three pieces of red cloth.

Both my father and uncle are leaning against the ancient redwood, grinning at me; they have already finished their lunches. Only later do I learn that they have been sitting there for much of the morning, taking the day off.

“How is our hunter?”

I say nothing, holding up the remaining pieces of cloth. They flash me looks of surprise and exchange a knowing laugh, remembering what it’s like to be fooled, understanding the way those memories—like an aged ginseng root—become less bitter and a little sweeter with time.

“Hurry and eat so we can uproot your treasures. We found nothing, not a single root.”

The food doesn’t go down easily. The lump of excitement makes swallowing difficult. I eat half and put what’s left into a knapsack.

The two men are following me and soon we come upon the first red marker. All of us lean closer to the plant. I wait for words of praise. The longer the silence, the more uncomfortable I grow. I want to look at my father and uncle, but can’t coax my head into doing so. Instead of words, it is the hands of my uncle that seem to speak. Taking hold of the five-leafed plant, he separates the leaves—three in his left hand, the other two in his right—and indicates where the leaves are attached.

“This is spikenard,” my uncle tells me. “See how its five leaves are attached at two points? The ginseng’s leaves are attached only at one. They are relatives, like you and I.”

I feel as if I have been cheated; they never told me about this. While still holding the leaves, my uncle asks:

“Did you get close to the plant?”

“I guess not close enough.”

“It’s okay, we have all made the same mistake in the beginning,” my father says.

“Why didn’t you teach me?”

“Because now you will remember the lesson much better. Let’s go and check the other two plants you found.”

“Why? I made the same mistake with them.”

“Maybe you didn’t.”

“I know I did.”

“Still, we must retrieve the flags.”

“I want to go by myself.”

“That’s fine. We will wait for you here.”

“No, go home.”

But my father doesn’t leave the mountain; he is still sitting under the redwood when I return. He takes one of the red cloths and leads me away from the path that would take us down the mountain.

“I thought we would do some hunting together. We still have several hours before the sun sets.”

I say nothing, still embarrassed by my failure. We walk for a long time before my father talks.

“You must step softly; imagine you are hunting an animal, not a plant.”

“But the plants can’t hear.”

“No, they can’t. There are many hints, though, many sounds that tell a person that a plant, ginseng or otherwise, is nearby.”

I concentrate on walking lightly. Suddenly my father grabs me by the shoulder and points upward. I look, but my father wants me to listen instead; his grip is strong, without impatience.

The trees are swaying slightly in the wind, and at first this is the only sound—until I hear a bird. My father’s hand tightens and he points off to the left. Again, the bird. Then it is gone and the chants of the murmuring trees become louder once more.

“That was a sparrow. Did you notice its voice?”

“Yes,” I answer hesitantly. I’m not sure what the voice means.

“This is the best time to hunt ginseng, just after its tiny yellow flowers give way to the red berries on the plant. When the sparrows eat the berries their high-pitched calls become throatier. When you hear this throaty call, you only have to follow where it comes from and it will lead you to the plant. My grandfather taught me this secret.”

While he talks, my father continues pointing to the left and we walk in that direction. We go a mere fifty yards when I spot the red-berried plant. I glance at my father, who is looking at me. For the first time in my life I experience the thrill of finding a root, but the feeling is quickly tempered.

“Take out your spade,” my father urges.

Nervously, I open my knapsack and remove the spade, made of bone—according to superstition, ginseng is afraid of metal. It was better this morning with only the trees looking over my shoulder. Now, my father is also watching.

“Is the plant mature enough?”

“Yes,” I answer.

“How can you tell?”

“It is more than a foot high and it has five leaves. Younger plants are shorter and have only three or four leaves.”

Seeing my father smile, I feel more confident that I can extract the root without damaging it.

“Remember, always overestimate the length of the legs and beard. Sometimes a young root stretches out farther than you think.”

I am aware of my father’s presence as I work, but now I understand what he says about concentrating so hard that you don’t notice anything else around you.

“You’re doing fine, but move more in a circular direction. There should be no angles while you are digging around the root. Always in a circle to avoid any unexpected twists and bends of the ginseng legs.”

My arms are not tired but maintaining my focus is becoming more difficult. I hear fragments of sentences: “yellow-whitish color…ovoid-shaped berries…the pearly spots on the beard.”

When I finally have the root in hand, my father’s words become complete sentences again.

“How old is the root?”

I examine the neck and, as I was taught, count the scars that have been left behind each autumn when the stem falls away from the neck, one scar per year; much like determining the age of a tree by its rings.

“Eight years old.”

“That is a very good root to find as your first. It is nearly as old as you. Tonight, when we arrive home, we will store it in a glass jar filled with alcohol. A hunter never sells his first root.”

After rinsing the root in a stream, we retrace our steps. My father has given me the root to carry. What I have yet to learn is that this first time I hunt the root by the sparrow’s call will also be the last.

         

A few days later my father, mother, uncle, and I leave the house in the early morning carrying not the tools of hunters, but those of cooks.

Although it is the rainy season it isn’t raining. My uncle’s shoulders seem to slope with certain sadness, and my father’s breath seems to be without its usual smell of steamed millet. I am not sure why everything feels so burdened this morning, only that it has something to do with the birds.

The night before, while lying on the heated brick kang, I heard my father speaking of Chairman Mao’s orders to eliminate the sparrows, which were eating the grain before it could take root. “The villagers and farmers are to be mobilized,” said my father. “Too many times we are being used to try and solve the nation’s problems.” I fell asleep and didn’t hear my father explain the reason for the pots and pans, the ones I am carrying now for everyone to see.

I have two fry pans, my father three pots, my mother several lids, my uncle a couple of small woks. I try to carry both pans in the same hand. This, for some reason, makes me feel less self-conscious. But they make a lot of noise, smacking together, and under my uncle’s silent glare, I move one of the pans to my left hand.

Every few minutes I have to switch the pans from hand to hand, since one is twice as heavy as the other. We are halfway to the village of Sanhe before we see another person; a girl, a few years older than I, is coming toward us. Immediately I want to hide my pans in the brush, even though she too is carrying some pots. But that makes sense: she is a girl. Little by little we spot more villagers, and they seem in better spirits than my family. Maybe if it rained, we could all go home. I could rid myself of these stupid pans and gather my tools and go out hunting. I look forward to the rain, which makes the red berries on the older plants shine.

But there will be no rain on this day. Throughout the countryside, on the south end of the village, people are converging on the paths, some stopping and joining those in the fields, while my family moves on. The weight of the pans pulls at my arms. I begin to wonder if it is possible for arms to stretch so much that they drag on the ground. We are about half a mile on the other side of Sanhe when finally we stop. I drop the pans; one of them clanks when it strikes a rock. Neither my uncle nor father turns my way, but I can feel their reproach.

“Pick up the pans.” I hear my father’s tobacco-scratchy voice.

All over the fields we see sparrows pecking at seeds and grain. When a deafening clang-clang-clanging of pots and pans engulfs the valley, the frightened birds spring from the ground, as do I. The sparrows are in the air, clouds of them, and my father is screaming.

“Pound the pans!”

I hit the two blackened bottoms together. The jolt of the pans reverberates up and down my arms, all the way to my teeth, aftershock after aftershock, so many of them that I think my teeth will shatter. Everyone is doing the same thing; hundreds of villagers banging pots and pans and tin cans and metal bars, anything to scare the sparrows, to keep their wings flapping. Faster, faster the pots and pans. Flapping, flapping the wings. The noise of each drowns out the other.

My arms are tired. Why don’t the sparrows, with their flapping wings, fly away? What I couldn’t know is that throughout the valley, the province, and the country, there are farmers and villagers, a continuous chain of people banging pots and pans like we are, all following Chairman Mao’s orders so that if the sparrows were to fly away, they would not find a quiet place to land and rest.

The birds hover over the fields in unmoving clouds, exhausted, until they cannot move their wings any longer; they begin to drop, enormous black rain drops bouncing, thudding off the fields. The clouds of birds begin to shrink and gradually the sky reappears.

People begin running to the fallen birds; there are not only sparrows but other types of birds as well. They wring the birds’ necks and leave them to blacken the fields everywhere.

“Let’s go, son, we have done more than enough.”

My father takes the two pans from me, tucks one under each arm, and we head back toward home.

Over the following days, people bring sacks filled with beaks to the local administrators, and for their efforts they are given buttons with the face of Chairman Mao. My father tells me that if I ever came home with a Mao button, although rare in those days, he would break my legs and leave me out among the hills of sparrows. Nearly forty years will go by before I, as a middle-aged man, will see hills as sad as these.

         

The summer that the sparrows were killed, the harvest was abundant; however, my father warned us that when nature is interrupted it will seek revenge. Nature’s response came the following summer.

I am awoken by loud pinging outside the house. I think a storm must be shoving its way through the valley, the wind is splattering large drops of rain against the shutters. But then I realize that the rainy season has already passed. The sound only grows louder and more persistent, the wind hums rather than howls; and soon my entire family is awake.

My mother cautiously opens the shutters, and before she can snap them shut again, the house is buzzing with locusts. Once again, we must use the tools of the kitchen against nature. My father’s words are prophetic: “Without the sparrows to eat them, the locusts will thrive.”

We swing the fry pans at the squall of locusts, and by the time we have killed most of them, we are all drenched in sweat; we can’t open a shutter or door to invite in a breeze.

“Fill the backpacks,” my father tells my mother.

“How much food do you need?”

“As much as we can carry.”

My mother looks at my father.

“You are coming with us,” he says.

The backpacks, crammed with food and hunting tools, wait by the door. My family listens for the roar of the locusts to die down before we step out into the night, our heads covered by woks. The noise of the locusts under our feet makes it sound like we’re walking through the fallen autumn leaves.

Somewhere between fear and fascination I am trapped; I have always liked insects, but now there are too many of them. Maybe if it was daylight and I could see them, I wouldn’t feel as if they were suffocating me. There is a strange deep blackness all through the valley, different from the nights when bloated clouds are close to the ground and block the stars. Maybe it is the noise that makes the darkness so different. It isn’t until we are well up in the mountains that, through a break in the trees, I see that the stars are out.

My mother’s presence makes the climb unlike earlier ones. I notice that my father and uncle act differently. Their speech seems more restrained; stepping carefully around words, they do not resort to their usual banter—jokes I rarely understand, but still laugh at. Nor do I hear any reference to our trips to Yanji, which would also make my father and uncle snicker. Later, when the three of us are out hunting, they are just as quiet, as if they are worried that their voices might carry from one tree to another, all the way back to my mother.

         

Some days, despite my stubborn protests, my father orders me to stay at the camp and help my mother. Secretly, I cherish these times alone with her.

She tells me that when she was my age, her father worked for the Japanese army in the highest reaches of this forest, chopping down some of the oldest trees. So many trees were cut down that the rays of the sun began penetrating the woods all the way to the forest floor. As I look around, I can’t imagine the place any darker during the day.

“When I was a girl, it was nearly always night in this forest, not like it is now when the sun and moon keep the time. I would come up here with my father and mother and sit more than a mile from where they were working. My father would shimmy high into the trees while my mother would wait at a safe distance. From where I was sitting I could hear the trees moan, a slow moan, as they began their long fall to the ground. This crying was one of the saddest things I have ever heard. Even sadder, for me, was their vibration as they crashed heavily to the earth. Afterward my mother would run over to the trees and saw them into pieces. I don’t know if it is true, but I heard that my parents were killed by a tree; my father was clinging to the top of the giant cedar when it broke unexpectedly and plunged in the wrong direction, crushing my mother beneath it. I wasn’t there, but I know that the both of them died on the same day and my aunt raised me.”

I watch my mother cleaning potatoes in the stream; I have never heard this story. But before I can think of anything to say, she asks me to help her with the vegetables.

“What do you think you are doing, washing a stone?”

I pull the potato from the stream and turn to my mother, whose cotton trousers are wet to the thigh. She takes the potato away from me.

“A potato is no different than burdock root or ginseng—or a child, for that matter. You need a balance of toughness and tenderness; treat it with equal consideration. All are gifts from nature.”

My mother scrubs the potato’s skin with her raspberry-red knuckles, using enough strength to clean it. At the camp, after assembling a triangle of wood and starting a fire, she takes the potatoes, eases them into the boiling water, so gently that she risks scalding her fingers. A very different style from that of my father, who would toss the potatoes into the water with so little care that if I were standing too close I would get splashed and burned.

         

My father’s lessons were always direct and straight to the point, whereas my mother’s lessons were meant to be savored.

Once I was playing in the harvest-scarred garden when my mother put down her rake and told me to come into the shed with her. She then examined the paint brushes lying on the shelf, picking the smallest of them.

“Choose two colors from your uncle’s paints.”

“He told me never to touch them.”

“Don’t worry. It’s okay. Take any two colors that you want and bring them outside. Make sure they are bright colors.”

After selecting a light blue and a bright red, I went out to the garden and found my mother on her knees, her face close to the soil.

“What are you looking for?”

“I’m looking at the ants. There are so many of them and they are large. What colors did you pick?”

“Blue and red.” I held them out for her to see.

“Those are perfect colors.”

My mother handed me the brush.

“Try to find two of the largest ants that you can and paint the tops of them, each a different color. When you are finished, rinse the brush and put the paints and the brush back in the shed. I need to return to the raking.”

I looked at the ants crawling around: some were hauling food, others had bits of leaves and grass, still others had nothing. I found a large ant that wasn’t carrying anything and picked it up, dabbed it with the light blue paint, and put it back in the garden. It was a while before I could find another ant to paint with the red color that was as large and not carrying anything.

As my mother had instructed, I cleaned and dried the brush and returned the paints to their proper places on the shelf. Back in the garden, I searched for the painted ants, but could not find them. With my hands, I dug and dug, deep into the soil, turning over the fallen leaves, but I still didn’t see them. I took handfuls of dirt and wanted to throw them out of frustration.

“I can’t find the ants I painted,” I told my mother later.

“Nature has its own pace, which you must respect.”

The following morning my mother’s firmness still stung. My father and uncle had already left the house, and I hesitated before going to the kang and joining her under the blanket. But the morning was cold and so I ran from my bed to the kang. She lifted the blanket. I could feel the warmth from her body and from the heated brick platform floor. My ears were cold, and my mother placed her warm hands on top of them until they had warmed back up.

         

The pace of nature, which my mother spoke of, was never more evident than when we finally returned to the valley from the forest in the late summer of 1961. The locusts had destroyed that year’s harvest. By winter, famine ravaged the entire country and my mother weakened. She was the first in my family to die of starvation. One season later my uncle, too, succumbed to exhaustion and died—along with 30 million others all over China. The first of Chairman Mao’s many experiments had failed.

Before my mother died, my father and I would often talk. Like the first time I found the root, he would calmly explain the techniques of hunting, teach me the various species of trees and undergrowth, and show me the way through the forest, pointing out which plants were edible and which were not. The greater the distance between us and the valley, the more we would have to discuss. But in time, as I became a better hunter, there became less for us to talk about; our shared love for nature left us with little to say.

After my mother and uncle were gone, the silence between my father and me grew. It was an easy quiet, one without tension. But I missed my mother; I missed coming home at the end of a day of hunting to her voice, which would fill the room.

My father lived nearly a decade longer than my mother and uncle, but I believe that he began to die the summer we killed the sparrows. My father had been a man of clear-cut routines who stubbornly clinged to them. Overnight his routines were stopped, his beliefs altered.

From the day that we walked home past the mountains of sparrows, my father hauled gloom with him for the remainder of his life, gloom that would permeate my solitude like the feel of the redwood’s bark on my skin.
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From more than a mile away, I hear the gabbling ducks gathering around my shed. I take the mountain trail. Although the route is longer and I am tired, I enjoy coming upon the ducks from the direction of the forest rather than from the river’s. The ducks are the surest sign that hunting season has arrived; for as long as I can remember, they have faithfully returned to my farm every year.

The ducks’ noises grow louder as I wind my way through the woods. The thought of their welcoming sight has renewed my energy, and my pace increases. At the point where the path bends around my three-acre farm I can see them strutting around. I admire their ability to keep so clean as they traipse around the muddy yard. I glance down, amused at my own mud-spattered boots and pants.

I trample through the wet weeds. One duck, then another, then all the ducks notice me. Unlike the ginseng plants, they are not shy and seem as happy to see me as I am them.

While removing my boots, I leave the door of my house open and a duck rushes past me into the front of my three rooms, meandering around, butting the dead stove with its bill, butting it again and again, before turning into another room.

I go to the back and open the storage closet, shuffle through cans and sacks and jars until I find the corn mixture, which I heap onto a tin pan. Leading the ducks around the house to the front of the shed, I toss the grain all over the ground. The ducks swarm, jostle one another, to claim their food.

Inside the house I clean the tools from the light day of work. Carefully swishing the ginseng root in a bucket of water, I watch the soil release itself and leave behind only enough dirt to emphasize the rings and let the buyer know the kind of soil in which it has grown. I place the root on the wooden drying rack with those from the previous days, which I now turn and check for mold. After eating the food I prepared last night, I walk outside to give my thanks to nature.

The sun is setting. The short embrace of spring has taken hold of the valley; even the cycle of the moon seems truncated in springtime. I listen to the river crack as it slowly thaws; sometimes large chunks of ice rub together and there is a strained baying. In a week or two I know the ice will be melted away. A barn owl takes flight from a tree, and leaves the branches quivering.

As I turn back to the house, I’m stopped by a tall shadow up near the shed. It is too tall for it to be an animal. Quietly I step into the grove of chestnut trees to observe unnoticed. The silhouette also moves slowly, as if mocking my steps. I can see something long and thin: part of the shadow looks like a rifle. The groaning of the river flips my stomach, a creek of sweat slithers down my back. Everything is silent. The river, too, seems to be holding its breath.

But the shadow continues up the mountain path and then disappears. The sweat has begun to make me feel chilled. I know I must go back into the house before it becomes worse. I take a few steps, then my feet become entangled in undergrowth and I fall, face first, onto the ground. As I push myself up, my fingers press against something hard. In the half-moon light, I can see that it is a skull, not an animal’s but a human’s. I rush to the house. As I close the door, I notice the yellow eyes of the owl. They look different than they did only minutes ago.

         

In late spring, once the weather has warmed and the roads can be traveled upon, I go to Yanji where I buy provisions and share a bed with a woman. Once every month, until winter again dominates the valley, I return to the provincial capital, more to sate my desire of the flesh than to restock my shelves. It has been this way for the past thirty years. Even as a child, long before my father left me at the hotel the autumn I turned eighteen, I would accompany him several times a year to Yanji, which rests seven hundred feet above the valley, twenty-one miles from our farm.

         

Arriving in the city, my father would press a coin into my palm, then disappear into the hotel. I would go to a grocer in the market and buy seven orange moon cakes. I would set aside the last cake for my father and eat six of them while sitting on the steps of the store, watching the activity in the market. All around, I would see signs in Chinese and Korean.

My father had explained that for many years Koreans had been living here. Like him, they had been brought here by the Japanese army, and then after the war they chose to settle. He had told me that nearly half of the two million people in the region were of Korean heritage, and insisted that I learn his language so I would be able to trade with all the vendors.

Taking my time eating the cakes, I would eye the girl selling brooms and brushes and sponges under the umbrella of a colorful vending cart. When the steps became uncomfortable, I still would not move, but would continue to try and imagine what I might say to her if I could find my courage to cross the street.

Over the years, I would keep my place on the steps and marvel at the changes in the girl’s figure, in her face, in her voice as she called out selling her wares. But I never approached her—the correct words, or any words at all, remained wedged in my throat, nearly choking me.
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There are times when I walk the entire eight-hour distance to Yanji, leaving long before sunrise and arriving around noon. Today, however, I don’t feel up to it. Instead I go to the crossroads, five miles downriver, and look for a ride with one of the truckers who have gathered there. Most of the time, the driver is the same one I have known for many years. I spot his truck on the side of the dirt road. I am fortunate today, for the cabin of the truck is empty and I can sit up front with the driver and not have to squeeze into the truck’s bed along with everything he happens to be hauling: from coal to chickens, ears of corn to pig heads.

“Congratulations on surviving another winter,” he says, holding out a pack of cigarettes, although he knows I don’t smoke.

“You too.”

He shifts the truck into gear, hangs his left arm out the window, and we bounce down the rutted road.

“It looks nearly empty.” The driver points to the limp burlap bag at my feet.

“It’s not as easy as it used to be to find ginseng. I still blame the government for killing off the sparrows. It’s a curse.”

“You should change trades.”

“If it came down to starving, I would still hunt.”

“There are many things to hunt.”

“There’s nothing more rewarding than finding the perfect root.”

“Perhaps that’s true, but those rewards don’t feed you in the winter.”

The driver dodges holes, plunges into others, his cigarette bobbling as ashes fall off his work jacket and tumble onto the floor of the truck.

“I’ll let you in on a little secret. For the past couple of months I’ve tripled my income.”

“How’d you do that?”

“Hauling people.”

“Does that mean I have to start paying you for your service?”

“Hell, no. Besides, these people don’t pay me. The government does.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Those people crossing the river.”

“Who?”

“Look, I’m not some bastard or anything, but those Koreans come here and steal. They’ve become a nuisance.”

“Maybe one of them was in my garden last week?”

“Well, there you are. All you need to do is hand them over to the local authorities and you’ll receive your money. Two hundred yuan a person. Man, woman, or child. They don’t know who to trust, just give them a little food and they’ll follow you anywhere you lead them. Like stray cats.”

Neither of us speaks for a while. The dirt road ends and the final ten miles to Yanji are paved.

“I’ll tell you what, if you bring people to my truck, I’ll haul them for you. Just give me a thirty-percent cut. It’s easy money, and by the looks of that bag of yours, you’re going to need it.”

“I’ll think about it.”

The driver drops me at a traffic light, but before I jump down from the truck, I hand him a roll of tobacco leaves.

“Thanks for the ride.”

“See you next month.”

He pulls away, leaving me at my familiar section of the city. Although I have been coming here most of my life, I know very little of this city other than this street and a few others—everything within a couple hundred yards of here: the market where I buy my provisions and sell my ginseng, a few restaurants, a tea house, and this place at whose front door I am now standing, this place that once held such mystery.
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I am eighteen. It is the time of year when the rooftops of Yanji are reddened by the chili peppers drying in the early September sun. My father and I buy the provisions together on this day, and when we have finished, instead of pressing a coin into my hand, my father leads me to the hotel.

After all these years, today my father’s the one who stays on the outside; he says that he will wait for me in the tea house across the street.

An unknown smell hits me as soon as I enter the lobby—a whiff of flowers but more pungent, secretive. I stand alone in this strange lobby. Should I sit on one of the red chairs or run out of the hotel? Everything in here looks so clean, none of it seems real. I feel that if I were to touch a chair or a vase or table, it would crumble like a lump of dry soil.

Footsteps creak on the wooden floor. An older woman appears; her eyes and cheeks and lips have been tinted; her nails, too, are red. She seems as mysterious as the scent of this place.

“Your room is two-sixteen, just up the stairs and to the left.”

I don’t dare question this woman, whose tulip-tipped hand touches me on the shoulder. When I am at the top of the stairs, I pull at my jacket to see if she’s left any of her red paint. There is nothing there. The numbers on the doors descend: 219, 217, 215. I stop and think back to what she told me. “Two-sixteen,” she said. The number in front of me matches her words, but I’m not sure what to do.

I study the brown wooden door and raise my hand to knock when the door opens. Again I am touched by painted fingers. This woman is different. She takes my winter-like hand and leads me into the room. The room feels stuffy; it is narrow and huge, all at the same time. My cold hand warms in her soft one. She smells of pink and lavender.

“Put your hands on top of mine.”

I do as she says. She brings my hands to her face. I pull them away.

“Keep your hands on mine and follow them wherever they go. Don’t think, just feel what I feel.”

Our hands move to her painted face, to her forehead, then down around the lobes of her perfect ears and along the nape of her long neck. They no longer feel as four. They push away enough of her silk robe to reveal her collarbone, and her throat; they move to her pale shoulders and the robe slips down her arms.

A fiery knot lights below my waist and I’m confused what I’m supposed to do. She holds me and keeps my knees from buckling. I want her to remove my shirt so that I can feel her chest against mine. After I calm down, she takes me across and down her provinces; once more, on the way back up, I feel the tightening below my waist. This time it doesn’t catch me off-guard. She smiles and holds me until I recover. Like a large white cloud crawling up the sultry mountains, her robe edges its way back up and she stands before me just as she was when she opened the door. But I will never be the same.
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