
        
            
                
            
        

    Europa Editions
 8 Blackstock Mews 
 London N4 2BT 
 www.europaeditions.co.uk


 This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously.


 Copyright © Cheon Myeong-kwan, 2004
 First published in Korean as  by Munhakdongne
 First publication 2023 by Europa Editions


 Translation by Chi-Young Kim
 Original Title: 

Translation copyright © Chi-Young Kim, 2022


 All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


 Cheon Myeong-kwan has asserted his right to be identified as Author of this Work.


 Art direction by Emanuele Ragnisco
 instagram.com/emanueleragnisco


 Cover design and illustration by Ginevra Rapisardi


 ISBN 9781787704343 





Cheon Myeong-kwan
WHALE
Translated from the Korean
 by Chi-Young Kim




WHALE





PART ONE 
THE WHARF



THE BRICKYARD
Chunhui—or Girl of Spring—was the name of the female brickmaker later celebrated as the Red Brick Queen upon being discovered by the architect of the grand theater. She was born one winter in a stable to a beggarwoman, as the war was winding down. She was already seven kilos when she emerged and plumped up to more than a hundred kilos by the time she turned fourteen. Unable to speak, she grew up isolated in her own world. She learned everything about brickmaking from Mun, her stepfather. When the inferno killed eight hundred souls, Chunhui was charged with arson, imprisoned, and tortured. After many long years in prison, she returned to the brickyard. She was twenty-seven. 
In the heat of the summer day, Chunhui stood in the middle of the brickyard in her blue prison uniform, as the sun, closer now to the earth than it had been all year, scorched everything in sight. It was hot enough to melt cast iron. The pump in the middle of the yard had dried up long ago, leaving behind only a rusty stain on the ground where water had dripped down the metal pipe. Purslane, thistle, and foot-tall weeds had worked their way up through the hard, trampled earth and grown thick and tangled around the kilns. Daisy fleabane in particular had always crowded the perimeter of the brickyard like soldiers surrounding a fortress, and once the humans were gone the plant had instantly infiltrated the site, occupying the entire place. The brickyard consisted of only a few kilns, now ruined, built along a straight line, and a house woven together with wooden planks and shards of slate. The house had collapsed in Chunhui’s absence. Clumps of daisy fleabane bloomed among the ruins, while black lichen had overtaken the planks of wood that had once functioned as the floor of the house and the rippling slate roof. This was the law of nature. 
Chunhui stood barefoot in the very yard in which she had played a lifetime ago. Next to the decrepit pump, the once luxuriant poplar tree had fallen and turned into a bare, rotting log, home to fat oyster mushrooms. The reek of sweat and the boisterous noise of the workers were gone, and Chunhui was the only one who’d returned, standing alone in the vast yard. Her eyes sought the scenes she had ached for during her journey back, but years of rain and wind had swept them all away. None of it remained anywhere in the brickyard.
 
Life is sweeping away the dust that keeps piling up.
That was what one of her cellmates, the one with freckles scattered across her face, always said. Everyone called her Cyanide—she had been sentenced to death for killing her two daughters and her husband with a cyanide-laced meal. Until the day she was executed, she was the one who swept and cleaned their cell. Any time the other prisoners grumbled, What’s the point of cleaning when your days are numbered? she would say, Life is sweeping away the dust that keeps piling up, as she mopped the floor with a rag, and sometimes she would add, Death is nothing more than dust piling up. Chunhui never quite understood what that meant, but that first day she was back, those riddles popped into her head as she walked toward the remnants of the house.
The sun blasted down on her and she stopped in her tracks, suddenly dizzy. The narrow path that led from the underpass below the train tracks to the brickyard, overtaken by weeds, had vanished from sight long ago. To get to the brickyard, Chunhui had trampled through the weeds, muddying her pants. With each step, blood oozed from her big toe, where the nail had ripped off, staining the parched red-clay ground. Children must have broken the bricks left behind in the brickyard, and now only shards were strewn about. Mosquito larvae squirmed in rain puddles formed just days before.
Chunhui stepped onto the dusty maru. Foxtails poked through the broken floorboards. When she opened the door missing a hinge, the dark room smelled musty; wild animal excrement and something rotting. As her eyes adjusted to the dark, she saw dust-caked clothes and desiccated rats lying near the broken wardrobe. Black mold bloomed on the walls and torn wallpaper drooped gloomily from the ceiling. She looked around the room before heading into the kitchen, which was even more depressing with its blackened ceiling and walls. The shelves and the fireplace had both collapsed and the floor was damp with stale water. The cast-iron cauldron, which had always hung over the cookfire, was nowhere to be found, and only a dented nickel pot was upended on half-burned firewood where the hearth had once been. Chunhui’s nostrils flared as she imagined the smoky tang of fire and the savory smell of steaming rice, but all she could detect was dank mold. No warmth remained anywhere in the kitchen.
 
Chunhui opened the door to the yard and stepped outside. A passing train whistled in the distance. She walked toward the kilns. After she was taken away, people had pulled carts to the brickyard from neighboring villages to carry the abandoned bricks, using them to repair floors or hearths. Later still, children straggled here to play with the few remaining bricks. Nobody returned once all the usable bricks were gone. Only foxes and badgers circled at night, looking for food. Weeds thrived and dust blew in from the west and settled, erasing the many traces of human activity in the deserted brickyard.
Chunhui stepped inside a kiln, where it felt cool. Unlike the rest of the yard, not much had changed in the kiln. Though sunlight filtered through the gaps in the cratered walls, cool air circulated inside the dark cave of the kiln. She sat down and leaned against a wall. Her eyes closed in bliss when her sweaty back touched the cool wall. It was peaceful. Even the insects had fallen quiet, silenced by the unbearable heat.
The brickyard was overflowing with red bricks. She was running and playing among the piles. Her stepfather urged the men to work harder and her mother smiled flirtatiously at them, her face caked in makeup. A scene from a movie she once watched came back to her; she’d followed her mother into the theater. Gunfire rang out, hooves clattered, and blonde women screamed hysterically. She heard the prison guard who tormented her, whispering, Berkshire, a region in England famous for its pigs. She would never know what that word meant. After she bit off a chunk of his face, that guard had to wear an aluminum mask for the rest of his life. The hardships she had endured were too horrific to utter aloud, but that was all in the past now. Her suffering had dulled and now she was out of prison, back home in the brickyard.
She heard the train go by again, faintly. She was running after a white butterfly through a field of daisy fleabane. Grass pricked her bare calves. She wasn’t entirely sure whether she was dreaming or not. The butterfly fluttered farther and farther away, up into the sky.
 
The flames blazed red. The men shoveled coal into the kiln, sweat beading their thick, veiny forearms and their faces scarlet and shiny from the heat and light of the surging flames. With each shovelful of coal, black-red sparks burst up like flower petals. Chunhui was sitting in front of the kiln, staring at the blaze. Red and blue waves of fire turned the bricks crimson. Her face felt hot and it was hard to breathe, but she couldn’t move. The flames billowed and reached as if to swallow her; she would be sucked in and melt away. She wanted to get up and flee but couldn’t budge. It felt like a heavy boulder was pressing down on her. None of the workers gave her a second glance. She shouted at them, but only a small, odd moan squeaked out of her parched throat. Fire roiled in front of her nose until a large flame reared and then hurled itself at her. She sprang up.
 
She woke up and found herself soaked in sweat, her body radiating heat as if she were cattle mash. The sunlight that had been shining through the collapsed walls had shifted as she slept and was now blazing straight down on her face. Her throat was dry and her face felt hot. She tried to get up but was too weak. She crawled toward the shade. She wasn’t wearing any shoes, and the only clothing she had was the uniform on her back; the garments she had been wearing when she went into prison had disappeared during her lengthy stay. Out of breath, she closed her eyes and leaned against the wall.
Nine days earlier, Chunhui had walked out of prison and headed south, purely on instinct. Only when she found herself by the train tracks on the outskirts of the city that housed the prison did she realize she was heading to the brickyard. She continued along the tracks. When night fell she slept against a gravestone and when she grew hungry she drank from a creek in the valley below to sate herself. Sometimes she fished out salamander eggs floating in the cold water and at others she picked mulberries along the tracks. Blisters formed on her feet and then burst, revealing tender red flesh beneath. She threw off her shoes and walked barefoot. It was taxing to walk along the tracks in the hot summer sun, but she didn’t veer away; she didn’t want to come across anyone. When she neared a town, she left the tracks and skirted it.
On the third day, she tripped on a wooden support and tore the nail off her big toe. Reddish-black blood trickled out. She touched her foot on the hot tracks; the searing pain that shot from the tip of her foot through her whole body felt refreshing. She cooled off only when she got caught in a downpour, but her wet clothes plastered and twined around her, making it even more difficult to walk.
 
She headed south, slowly but doggedly. On the morning of the ninth day, she spotted the brick kilns lined up like matchboxes, beyond the tracks. Something hot pushed up from her empty stomach, choking her. Chunhui collapsed next to the tracks and looked down at the brickyard. She didn’t know what to do. She had just followed an instinctual drive to return; she hadn’t thought about what she would do once she made it there.
She looked over the other side of the tracks at Pyeongdae, far away, below the foot of the mountain. Cocooned by the morning fog, the town faintly revealed its shape, like a once-prosperous ancient city fallen into ruin. Even at a distance she could see the remnants of the movie theater looming up among the buildings, resembling a large whale breaching the surface for a breath. This whale-inspired theater had been designed by Geumbok, Chunhui’s mother. Chunhui could practically see the flashy theater signs and the crowds waiting to get in and the peddlers selling snacks—all of which had vanished when the theater burned down. Long, long ago, flames had engulfed the theater, the enormous blaze roaring up toward the sky with frightening force. Every last fire engine in the area had been mobilized, but they were unable to tame the raging flames. People watched helplessly as the theater burned, the theater built through one woman’s grit; the adjacent buildings went up in flames. This marked the end of Pyeongdae. While Chunhui was still in prison, people left this cursed, hopeless place, never to return. The train station was decommissioned. Pyeongdae, devoid of humanity, was now in the slow process of being erased, overtaken by nature.
 
Chunhui emerged from the kiln and headed to the pump. She needed water. The pump had dried up, its rubber packing cracked. She wasn’t certain it was still functional. She went back into the kitchen for the blackened pot and searched for water. She found a small creek by the path leading to the train tracks. Lukewarm water pooled under riotous, overgrown weeds. With her palm she carefully scooped water to fill the pot. The brickyard had originally been swampland; her mother had managed to fill it with a staggering volume of pebbles and dirt. It had seemed a truly foolhardy task, but in the end the brickyard had compensated her mother for her efforts many times over.
Chunhui brought the water to the pump and poured it in. She quickly worked the pump, but the water vanished. All she could hear was the sound of leaking air. She needed a larger container. She looked around for an appropriate vessel and found in a nearby thicket the cast-iron cauldron, the very pot that had once hung in the kitchen. It was rusted and missing a handle but otherwise looked useable.
Long ago, Chunhui’s mother would boil noodles for the workers in this cauldron. In summer, she would make dog soup. On those days the entire brickyard would simmer with elated anticipation from early morning. Her mother would place the cauldron on a makeshift stove made of stacks of bricks and begin boiling water, while the workers eyed it eagerly all day long. Finally, when the savory aroma of soup spread throughout the site and the sun set, the men would gather around, wearing shy smiles. Chunhui’s mother would crack dirty jokes and ladle out bowls for everyone. The men would joyfully slurp the hot soup, sweating profusely. Those were the days when there was plenty to eat and things were abundant.
 
Chunhui brought the big cauldron down to the creek. She used the smaller pot to scoop water to fill the cauldron. As she worked, Chunhui detected a certain smell in the grass. She pulled up a mound of weeds and saw a big snake slithering beside the creek. She grabbed it by the tail and smashed it as hard as she could on the ground. The snake convulsed and lengthened before sprawling, limp. She left the snake there and put both arms around the cauldron to heave it up. Her legs swayed. The pump wasn’t far away, but because she hadn’t eaten in nine days it wasn’t a simple task to carry the cauldron, which weighed over a hundred geun when empty. Even two strapping men would struggle to carry it.
Chunhui managed to get the cauldron to the pump after resting four times along the way. She poured the water in and began pumping again. The water disappeared into the pump and she heard the wheeze of air leaking out through the old packing. Just as she was about to give up, she felt it. Her arms detected tension. After a few pumps of rusty water, cold groundwater began to gush. Chunhui put her mouth to the spout and drank for a long time. The cool water flowed down her throat and trickled into her stomach, spreading a jolt of electricity through her body. Chunhui sat there for a while, collecting her breath, and then got up and began to take off her clothes.
 
Under the midsummer sun was a naked body the size of a water buffalo. Although she hadn’t eaten in several days, she had retained her bulk. She wasn’t heavy, with a drooping stomach and a sagging behind; she had thick forearms and wide shoulders, honed by many years of labor, and her tanned skin made her appear even more solid. She was nearly one hundred eighty centimeters tall, and her two thick, strong, oak-like legs supported her wide trunk. She was truly magnificent to behold. As she had never been pregnant, let alone given birth, her breasts were taut and her pert nipples were placed high on her wide areolas.
Chunhui pumped water into the cauldron and used the pot to splash cold water on her sluggish, overheated body. She began to wash the flesh that had imprisoned her as if by divine punishment, her flesh that had never been loved and couldn’t be shed, her flesh that had dragged her through her life, forcing her on detours until she could finally return to the brickyard. Though sunburned and nicked and scratched, her skin had retained its elasticity. She gently but persistently washed every part of her body. She remembered Mun’s face. Her stepfather would stand her by the pump when she was small to bathe her, even though she was already close to a hundred kilos. He would tell her, Chunhui, with your strong legs, you can tread on clay better than anyone else, and with your strong arms, you can pick up more bricks than anyone else. That is your greatest fortune.
Mun, who had taught her how to make bricks, gradually lost his sight without anyone noticing, and died all alone. Thinking about him, Chunhui felt a lump in her throat. After a long bath, she meticulously washed her uniform and spread it out on the grass to dry.
From the valley, a cool wind breezed by. Chunhui closed her eyes to savor the wind as it swirled around her naked body. For the first time in a long while, she felt refreshed. Her senses felt sharper and she was alert to what was mixed into the wind—the damp darkness of the valley, the smell of racoons sleeping among the rocks below, the scent of various grasses growing in the fields. She was gradually relaxing from the years she’d spent on edge, and she was glad to have returned to where she belonged.
As she sat next to the pump, a sudden hunger overcame her. She went back to the creek and brought back the injured snake, which wrapped itself around her arm, writhing. It was thick and quite large, over three ja long. With her teeth she tore at its neck and skinned it, revealing pale, plump flesh. Inside its guts were an as-yet-undigested spotted frog and winged insects. Chunhui rinsed off the blood, wrapped the body of the snake around one hand, and began to chomp on it, working her way down from the head. She bit off a chunk and chewed for a long time, the richness of the meat spreading through her mouth. She spat out the cartilage. Slowly, she ate the entire snake, and even rinsed the frog to pop it in her mouth.
As meat filled her empty stomach, it began to hurt. She felt nauseated. After all, this was the first time in nine days that real food had entered her system, since the block of tofu she’d received from the old woman as she left prison. She forced herself to swallow the meal that was surging back up her throat. When her stomach settled a bit, she rinsed her mouth with cold water and put on her still-damp uniform. She tore off the ragged cuffs of her pants. She looked around numbly for a moment before walking slowly toward the collapsed house. A weasel skulking around the kiln spotted her and dashed into the grass. A dragonfly dancing above the daisy fleabane quickly flitted off to make way for her.
The master of the brickyard was back.



UNUSUAL MANHOOD
This winding story starts with an old crone who used to sell simple meals out of her home in Pyeongdae. She died long before Chunhui’s birth and neither ever knew of the other’s existence. Maybe this whole story is a single tale of revenge—who really knows? Did the old crone succeed in getting her revenge? Nobody can answer that; those who remember her curse are no longer of this world. Her story begins long, long ago, when the train first came to Pyeongdae.
Back then, this unspeakably ugly old crone lived in a secluded house near the train station, where she sold food and liquor to vagrants and laborers who wandered in from other towns. Despite her remarkably unbecoming appearance, she had a steady trickle of customers, perhaps because her cooking was simple but good; she had worked as a kitchen maid her entire life. One winter, the old crone was leaving her house for the market when she slipped and fell on a patch of frozen dishwater right outside her gate. Grumbling, “What stupid woman throws their dishwater in front of someone else’s establishment?”—though she had been the one who inadvertently created the patch of ice—she hauled herself up.
This is how the story begins. Lightly, like the wind that wafted through the valleys of Pyeongdae long ago.
 
That night, the old crone’s lower back throbbed and her behind ached. Hoping heat would make her feel better, she threw some firewood she had been saving into the hearth to warm the floor and crawled under her blankets. She was not well by the following morning. In fact, she was in searing pain; she could barely move. Even a few years earlier, when neighboring thugs came to beat and rob her, she had been able to get back to work after two days, but this time it didn’t seem as though she would heal quickly.
The old crone lay in bed all day long. She managed to rouse herself as the sun was about to set. Though she had never taken medicine for anything, no matter how horrible she felt, she practically crawled to the dispensary in front of the train station for some relief. Back home, she lay back down. And that was the end for her. She was never able to get back up again. The truth of the matter was that her hips had become so fragile from the holes that had been hollowing her bones that they had shattered into dozens of pieces when she fell. Nobody could have known that, neither the owner of the dispensary who merely sold anti-dysentery tinctures, nor the simple old crone herself.
Seven days later, the laborers who rented a room by the train station came down from the mountain after a full day’s work and headed to the old crone’s house to warm themselves. That was when they discovered her. Most other customers had peeped into the dark house before turning around, grumbling, but these men, apparently desperate for hot soup, didn’t stop at calling out for the old crone and ended up yanking her bedroom door open. That was how they discovered her lying motionless inside; at first, they thought she was dead. But she had clung tenaciously to her life, having gnawed on frozen hunks of rice to survive, breaking two of her very few remaining teeth in the process.
After the discovery, the widow who lived next door would sometimes bring over cold rice and empty the chamber pot, but the bedridden old crone developed sores on her back and her groin. The stench of human waste and rotting flesh began to percolate in the room. The widow, who had a harsh, compassionless temperament, chastised the old crone every time she came by, saying, “How can an old person shit so much?” and “Where is all this shit coming from, when you’re barely eating?” and so on and so forth, and as her visits grew more infrequent the chamber pot began to overflow and the old crone would go hungry for days at a time. Her wizened body began to rot away. This was the law of the world.
 
Even though it was deep in the middle of winter, honeybees began to fly into the village, covering the sky in a black, buzzing mass. The villagers were terrified, anticipating a huge calamity of some sort. A woman appeared at the entrance to the village, holding a cane. One of her eyes was gruesomely missing. Her face was as smooth and blemish-free as white jade and her hair was completely white—she’d eaten immense amounts of honey from a young age. People couldn’t begin to guess how old she was. 
Trailing the bees, the one-eyed woman walked slowly to the old crone’s house. To the curious villagers, she announced that she was the old crone’s daughter. The villagers shrank from the one-eyed woman’s grotesque appearance and the bees circling her head, but cautiously suggested that a doctor should be called for her mother, or that dried safflower was the best cure for bedsores, and so forth. The one-eyed woman said, “Leave my mother to me,” and kicked everyone out. She glared at the old crone, who was approaching death. Years later, she told people that it was the old crone herself who was the reason she had only one eye, which was somewhat true. At the time of their reunion, mother and daughter had not seen each other for more than twenty years.
 
The story actually begins further in the past. A very long time ago, when the old crone was young, she was thrown out by her new groom on her wedding night because of her appearance, putting to shame a common saying that a beautiful bride, but not an ugly one, might be rejected by her jealous husband. Having never met another mate and destined to be an old maid, she went from house to house as a live-in servant until she was in her thirties, when she entered a wealthy, aristocratic household as a kitchen maid. She was short and stout, with mousy eyes so tiny they merely suggested where her eyes were located, an obstinate face without even a glimmer of amiability no matter how hard one looked, a stubby, bulbous nose that presided over the center of her face, and a smile that revealed blackened teeth. Not even the aging male servants glanced at her, and even if she were to sleep with the gates, doors, her innermost undergarments, and her legs flung wide open, no man would step over the threshold. In the face of her homeliness, one had to question the truism that everyone has a mate.
The wealthy family had an only son, who happened to be a halfwit. As with all halfwits, there was a range of stories about how that came to be—that when he was an infant he fell and banged his head on the terrace stone, or that he was fed too much powdered deer antler, or that he was simply born that way—but regardless of how it happened, the halfwit couldn’t distinguish between himself and others or what a situation called for, and so he would lie down wherever he wanted to and defecate wherever he felt like it. He was truly a halfwit. Someone had to take care of him, feed and dress and bathe and wipe him, and that someone was our poor old maid. This was a time when all men and women, not only the nobility and commoners, were kept strictly separated, but the halfwit was a halfwit and the old maid was so ugly that no man had ever even glanced at her. Nobody considered the situation to be inappropriate.
 
The problem came about when the halfwit reached the age of fifteen, and it was caused by his enormous manhood. Maybe it was because his body thought it was unfair his intelligence had been stunted at age two or three or maybe it was for some other reason, but his member grew and grew, like vines in early summer, and by the time the boy was fifteen, it was one ja long. If you have a ruler handy, take a look at how long that is. For reference, one ja is 30.3 centimeters.
Of course, size isn’t automatically a problem; it could be a blessing for some girl, who might grin with joy, but for some reason, of all the men out there, this precious gift was bestowed on a halfwit, who didn’t know about the harmony of yin and yang, let alone the birds and the bees. No matter how you tried to explain it, you would come to the conclusion that it was a cruel joke by the creator.
And imagine how an innocent old maid who had never been embraced must have felt when she first faced that enormous imposition. It would be difficult for those of us who had never seen a member longer than one ja to grasp her shock. All we can surmise is that her mouth must have hung open at the sight of that grand spectacle.
 
And that was exactly what happened. One day, when the halfwit got up in the tub after his bath, the old maid’s jaw dropped. Early on, she had thought his manhood was unusual but she hadn’t noticed its enormous growth over the winter, because she hadn’t bathed him when it was cold. That day in particular, excited by who knows what, the halfwit’s object bulged and swaggered in front of her nose, revealing the immensity of that one ja; imagine how shocked that poor old maid must have been. Feeling faint and unable to close her mouth, she ended up wetting herself right then and there. This was the law of reflexes.
Generally, growth and reproduction are why living beings are alive, and even though she was a rare breed of homely she was undoubtedly female, born with two X chromosomes, and how could she not have been stunned when she faced that special organ? It is completely understandable, if pitiful, that the old maid began to tremble, her lower regions getting warm from all kinds of thoughts. She let out the breath she had been holding. What she did then was as indecent and bold as it was odd and incomprehensible, and that was to grab the halfwit’s manhood that was nodding in her face and slide it straight into her mouth. She did this without thinking, without realizing she was doing it. At this, the halfwit splashed merrily, and grinned down at the poor old maid. “Hee hee! You’re not supposed to eat that, dummy.”
 
Later, Geumbok, Chunhui’s mother, heard about the halfwit, and, to sum up the world of opinions about size and relay it here, she said, “Well, size isn’t everything, but if you had to choose . . .” She paused and smiled. “I suppose bigger is better.”
 
The story of what happened between the old maid and the halfwit is no different from the many stories about what happens between females and males, the stories that multiply and get exaggerated and shared despite their simple universality until they fill the whole world. The only unusual part might be that the old maid had to take a rag from the floor and stuff it in her mouth so as to stop her groans from escaping the room as she took in the halfwit’s unusual manhood.
A young kitchen maid, who shared a room with the old maid, was the first person who noticed that the old maid—who had always been drowsy early in the evening and had fallen instantly asleep once the sun set, and, once asleep, slept so deeply until the rooster crowed that someone could carry her off without waking her—was suddenly frequenting the halfwit’s room late at night with excuses about needing to rinse his chamber pot or bring him fresh water. The previous evening, the young kitchen maid had been stuffing boiled beans in her mouth behind the cook’s back as they made soybean cakes for fermentation, which upset her stomach. She had to go to the bathroom all night long, and as she passed by the halfwit’s room she heard something that sounded like a keening cat. She soon understood why the old maid had been making a fuss about the halfwit recently.
After a few days, the young kitchen maid exchanged whispers with another kitchen maid from her hometown who worked for another family, and once the whispers boarded the rumor mill, they automatically swelled into a very believable and sensational scandal that swirled through the village before spreading to neighboring towns. The whispers made their rounds and eventually even reached madam, the halfwit’s mother, four months after the old maid had first slept with the halfwit in the tub. This was the law of rumors.
That night, the old maid had snuck into the halfwit’s room as usual. Having become somewhat acclimated to the enormous member over those months, she had given herself over to rhythm and pleasure as she bounced and moved her hips, and didn’t notice a shadow outside the door. Then, the doors crashed open and a clutch of young male servants ran in, and only after she was dragged out by the hair and thrown into the yard did she realize that everything was over. Torches were lit and the madam appeared, blue with rage. The poor old maid, who hadn’t had a chance to put on any clothes, crouched naked in the center of the yard, awaiting her punishment. The servants, startled by the sudden ruckus, stood in a large circle along the edges of the yard, watching. The madam’s face trembled with anger as she glared at the hideous old maid on the ground. True, her son was a halfwit, but this was an unimaginable humiliation in a society with strict rules based on social status. The madam grabbed a club from a manservant and raised it over her head, about to crush this lowly servant’s head in one blow. Though she was close to fifty, her intense rage was certainly more than enough to smash the old maid’s head in.
This was when something unexpected happened. The halfwit ran out of his room, crying, calling the old maid’s name, not understanding why she had been dragged out. Of course, he wasn’t wearing anything, just like the old maid. And that was when his mother and all the household’s servants spotted the enormous meat club hanging between the halfwit’s legs. Everyone’s jaws dropped open, mimicking the way the old maid had reacted when she first saw it. The madam forgot about her rage, the kitchen maids forgot about their embarrassment, and the manservants forgot what they were supposed to do. Its size was that shocking.
The madam came to her senses first. “This—this—What is this disgrace?” she yelled, and the manservants came to remember their tasks and pulled the halfwit back into his room, and the kitchen maids remembered that they should be embarrassed, shrieked dramatically, and dashed back into the kitchen, covering their faces with their hands.
“Beat that bitch and get her out of this house!” was the madam’s stern orders, and she disappeared into her quarters, huffing with rage and shame.
The manservants’ clubs rained down on the old maid’s naked body. Her flesh tore and blood splattered as she screamed. The manservants’ entire lives had been about scrabbling to survive, so they had no room for kindness or sympathy. The poor old maid moved this way and that to avoid the clubs, screaming, and although she was homely, a young woman striking such indecent poses in her naked state excited the men, causing their eyes to shine with a strange madness and their hands to grip their clubs tighter. Since the madam’s orders to “beat that bitch” hadn’t been entirely clear about how far to take the beating, they didn’t think to stop until given another order. This was the law of inertia.
The kitchen maids peered out, shuddering and wincing each time the clubs landed on the old maid as if they were the ones getting beaten, and finally they ran out as a group to stop the men; if they hadn’t done so, the cruel beating might have continued all night. The men, their faces ruddy, managed to stop, and they sniffed and looked away in shame while someone brought the old maid her clothes and pulled them over her bloodied, mangled body. Afterward the men picked up the mound of flesh she had become and tossed her out the front gates. Shaking off the terrible events of the night, they headed back to their rooms. The old maid leaned against the gate, crushed like rained-on straw, her head bowed, seemingly dead. It was unclear if she was breathing, and blood kept dripping out of her nose and lips, dampening the ground.
 
The next morning, when the doorkeeper opened the gates, the poor old maid had vanished. Glad that she hadn’t died and instead managed to get herself somewhere, the servants went back to their duties. This was the law of servants.
The story could have ended there.
But a few nights later, long after midnight, someone crept into the halfwit’s room. It was the old maid, the very one who had been beaten to a pulp. She shook awake the halfwit, who had been sleeping deeply. He opened his eyes, and she put her lips to his ear and whispered, “Little one, don’t you want to take a bath with me?”
“I don’t want to take a bath.” The halfwit closed his sleepy eyes.
She slid a hand into his pants and gently stroked him. “You still don’t want to?”
“Okay,” said the halfwit, “I want to take a bath.”
She quietly left the house with him. He kept asking where they were going, since they usually bathed in the kitchen, but she coaxed him and enticed him and dragged him away. Soon, they arrived at the creek in front of the village.
The halfwit grew fearful at the sound of the water in the dark and her unusually stern demeanor, and began to back away. “I’m cold. I want to go home.”
The old maid quickly stripped the halfwit naked and laid him down in the grass by the stream. She straddled him. “Stay still, little one. Good boy.” She took his member, inserted it into herself, and began to move her hips.
Grinning, the halfwit moved to the beat as always. It was pitch black and the only sounds around were the roar of water and the slapping of flesh. She moaned, and this time she didn’t have to stuff a rag into her mouth. She let out a cry. He lay there, breathing hard. A little later, she helped the halfwit up by the hand.
“It’s time for your bath now.”
“I’m cold. I don’t want to take a bath.”
“You have to!” She glared at the unwilling boy and led him into the water.
The creek had swelled from the rainfall from a few days earlier. He clenched her hand in fright when the cold, strong current tugged at his waist. She led him deeper and deeper into the water. Behind her a black eddy was forming.
When the halfwit didn’t return home the next morning, the entire household was turned upside down. The servants scattered to look for him. Two days later, his body floated up several li downstream, next to a woman who was washing clothes in the creek. It goes without saying that this woman’s mouth dropped open as well.



THE ONE-EYED WOMAN
A few years later, in a mountain village several dozen li away, we find a vagrant woman and her young daughter, going from house to house, taking on odd jobs and begging for leftovers. The woman was so small and ugly that not a single man gave her a second look. It was that poor old crone who had slept with the halfwit. Her daughter, naturally, came from his seed. The winter after the halfwit floated up as a corpse downstream, the old crone gave birth to her daughter alone, at the hearth of a stranger’s house. Thankfully, the halfwit’s daughter was no halfwit. In fact, at first glance, she didn’t seem to take after her father at all. But her large eyes, eyes that looked innocent and vacant, stupid and absentminded, were just like the halfwit’s. This was the law of genetics.
Every time the old crone’s eyes met her daughter’s, she was reminded of the halfwit, which tormented her. So she hit her. Not a day went by without a bruise forming on the little girl’s stick-thin body. Every time she was beaten, the girl would crouch in the corner, crying, and look up at her mother. Her wretched gaze reminded the old crone even more of the halfwit; it was as if she could hear his voice, his frightened look, and outstretched hands as he sank into the dark water.
I don’t want to take a bath.
 
Why did the old crone push the poor halfwit into the black water? Was it payback for the madam, who had ordered her to be beaten to a pulp, or was it because she wanted to preserve in her memories the happiest time of her life? We don’t have an answer for this, either. Everything sank into the water. And the story proceeds.
 
The winter her daughter turned seven, the old crone was earning money by making yeot on a rich ginseng farmer’s property. The little girl stayed out of the house to avoid the owner, shivering all day long in the cold next to the pile of manure by the cowshed. The only heat she could find was the steam that snaked up from the manure, warmth that scattered every time the sharp wind carved through. In the end, she dug herself a hole in the manure pile, leaving only her head poking out, making it difficult to tell where she began and the manure ended.
Who knew how long it had been when the girl, who had fallen asleep, was roused by a sweet scent, and without realizing she was doing so, crawled out of the manure and crept into the kitchen where her mother was working. The old crone was startled when her daughter appeared, clad in wet, sticky manure, and she tried to chase her away with her poker, telling her that she might be fired if the owner saw her. Tears welled in the poor girl’s large eyes. The old crone saw the halfwit’s face in her daughter’s, and, for a moment, felt sorry for her child. She seated the girl in front of the hearth and gave her a bowl of hot malt. Her daughter ravenously licked the bottom of the bowl clean, not caring that she was burning the roof of her mouth. Sitting in front of the fire, the little girl started to thaw and stink of manure. The old crone made a fire in the adjoining hearth to boil water in a large cauldron. The little girl fell asleep. A lump in her throat, the old crone looked down at the sleeping girl and regretted being so harsh with her daughter.
When the water boiled, the old crone poured it into a large tub and woke her daughter. She stripped the little girl of her clothes, revealing lash marks and bruises all over her thin body. The old crone’s heart shattered; she had been so cruel to her daughter all this time. But when she tried to bathe her daughter, the little girl unexpectedly refused to get in the tub. The old crone was upset; here she was, trying to be a good mother for once, and her daughter wasn’t cooperating. She glared at her daughter and held the poker up high. She told the girl she would get a beating if she didn’t get into the tub right this instant. Her daughter, still resisting, glared at her mother and shouted, “I don’t want to take a bath!”
Before she realized what she was doing, the old crone jabbed her daughter in the eye with the red-hot poker. The feelings of love that had sprouted in her heart had evaporated and she had returned to being the stern mother she’d always been. The old crone went back to stirring the yeot mixture and said tersely to her wailing, bleeding daughter, “I told you to stay out there. Why did you come crawling in? If you don’t go right back out, I’m shoving you in the fire.”
In the hearth, kindling burned red and hot.
 
Around the time the daughter turned thirteen, the railway was being constructed near the village. Maybe it was actually true that everyone has a mate, or perhaps the creator felt secretly sorry for her, but in any case a lumberjack began to slip into the old crone’s room every night. The lumberjack’s dark face had craters and crevasses like basalt rock. The village soon bristled with rumors, but the old crone didn’t care. Her rough skin turned radiant like a brand-new egg, and her small eyes became even smaller. This was the law of love.
As soon as she was finished with work, the old crone would run home and force her daughter to go to sleep. She took off her skirt and went into her bed to wait for her lumberjack. This was likely the happiest time in her life, but her affinity for misfortune didn’t leave her content for long. 
One day, she came home late and heard odd sounds coming from her room. She peeked in and saw her lumberjack twined around her daughter. Both were naked. The old crone fled to the kitchen and wept quietly, cursing her fate. But she didn’t stay crying for long. She grabbed a kitchen knife and gently opened the bedroom door. The lumberjack was grunting over her daughter’s naked body. The girl, pinned under the lumberjack, spotted her mother; her one eye grew wide in surprise. The old crone placed a finger on her lips, then crept over to the lumberjack and shoved the knife into the middle of his wide back with all her might. The knife pierced his lung, producing a wheeze. With both hands, the old crone shoved the knife in deeper until it was buried to the hilt. The lumberjack, unable to even let out a scream, shuddered and fell prone over her daughter, who was shaking and mute, her face shiny with the blood that spurted out of the lumberjack’s mouth. The old crone tossed the knife to the side. 
“Don’t just lie there watching, you stupid girl. Are you going to help me clean this up or are you going to sleep?”
That night, the mother and daughter rolled the lumberjack’s corpse in a straw mat and buried it by the train tracks.
 
The daughter believed her mother would kill her, too. Terrified, she tried to figure out how she could run away, but it turned out she didn’t need to. The day after the incident with the lumberjack, the old crone went to find an old beekeeper in the deserted valley down the mountain. Each spring, the beekeeper left the southernmost tip of the country and by late fall ended up in the northernmost corner, roaming all over for sources of nectar, and each May he came to Pyeongdae, built a hut in a valley carpeted with clover and chestnut flowers, and stayed for about two weeks before moving on.
The old crone made him an offer—her daughter in exchange for five jugs of honey. Her conditions were that he had to take her daughter the next day and leave immediately, and that he could never come anywhere near the village ever again.
The beekeeper studied the old crone skeptically. “What can she do?” 
“She can cook and do laundry. Anything you want her to do,” the old crone said suggestively, glancing at the old beekeeper’s wizened lower body.
“A young girl with only one eye?” the beekeeper said, still uncertain. 
“It’s true she has only one eye, but she can spot a pheasant hiding in a bush far away. She’s young now but girls mature quickly. You’ll look at her differently then.” The old crone waved the bees away from her face.
“Still. I don’t know if she’d be worth five jugs of honey. You know how valuable honey is,” the beekeeper said, hemming and hawing.
In the end, after having been stung eight times, the old crone finally agreed to exchange her daughter for two jugs of honey and returned to the village. The next day, the beekeeper took the thirteen-year-old girl by the hand and left the village. That was the end of that. And the mother and daughter didn’t see each other again for twenty years.
 
The story returns to the old crone’s house, where the injured woman was lying in her room. Only after a long time did she realize that this one-eyed woman was her daughter. The old crone sat up and shouted, “How dare you show up here? Get out!” Without blinking, her daughter informed her that she was here to collect her debt; the old crone was the reason she lost an eye, she had been sold off for two measly jugs of honey, and now she was here to receive her due. The old crone countered that it wasn’t her fault that the girl lost her eye and that selling her to the beekeeper had been in the girl’s best interest. In fact, wasn’t it thanks to her that the daughter had been able to live comfortably, never starving, when she, her own mother, would never have been able to take good care of her? The one-eyed woman retorted that she’d heard the rumor that the old crone was now rich. It was true; among the villagers, a persistent rumor had been circulating for a long time that the old crone was hiding an enormous fortune from everyone.
After the lumberjack’s death, the old crone didn’t even glance at another man. Instead, she began to save money. She sewed and took on odd jobs and never turned away a chance to work in the fields. When there wasn’t any work, she went into the hills and gathered medicinal herbs and greens. She never lit a fire during the winter and wore clothes discarded by others. She did all the grimy, difficult work there was. She was like an insect, crawling along the ground, selling her body to the old single men with bad eyesight when they happened to look her way. For over twenty years, she focused only on saving money. Nobody understood what she was doing. She didn’t have a husband or children; what did she need all that money for? To that, the old crone would merely say, “To take revenge on the world.” She didn’t explain herself any further, and people figured she had led such a difficult life that she had gone a little mad.
A few years earlier, some thugs from a neighboring town heard the rumors and came to rob her. They took turns torturing her all night long, but she never told them where her money was. She groaned and stubbornly repeated through the gag in her mouth, “What money would I have, a poor old woman who lives alone?”—just as she would later say to her daughter. The thugs were planning to kill her and take the money. This was the law of their world. But the old crone wouldn’t tell them where she had hidden it, despite the fact that she was oozing from all the injuries they inflicted on her. They couldn’t believe it. They hadn’t believed there was anything in the world worth protecting to that extent. In the end, she lived because she kept her mouth shut. But she sustained serious injuries, which was why she decided to move away from physical labor and start a simple business out of her home.
Smirking, the one-eyed woman began to search all around for the money, just as the thugs had. The old crone grabbed the chamber pot and threw it at her daughter, drenching her with waste, but her daughter was undeterred. The one-eyed woman came up empty after a full day’s search, then plopped down right next to her mother and began to eat, threatening that she would starve the old crone to death if she didn’t hand the money over. The old crone cursed at her daughter, using all manner of vulgarities. The next day and the day after that the daughter searched all over the house, even ripping the ceiling open, but there was no money to be found.
Finally, having looked everywhere possible, the daughter sat down on the other side of the room and leaned against the wall, glaring at her mother, who ignored her. Suddenly, the one-eyed woman realized there was one place she hadn’t looked—the thick mat the old crone was lying on. She tried to shove her mother aside to lift up the disgusting mat, which was slick with blood and pus. The old crone refused to budge, wrapping the mat around herself, and the two began to wrestle. There was no way the old crone, who hadn’t eaten in several days and was still nursing a bad back, could win. Finally she tore at her daughter’s arm with her few remaining teeth and blood began spurting from the one-eyed woman’s arm. Shrieking, the one-eyed woman shoved her mother as hard as she could. The old crone’s teeth, which were rotten, broke off, and her head slammed against the wall; the sound of her skull cracking open reverberated through the room.
The one-eyed woman looked down at the dead old crone, whose eyes were still wide open. In the end, the old crone left this world not from fractured hips or bedsores but from a head injury. The daughter looked down at her as she grew cold, then grabbed a knife and tore through the mat. There was money inside, but it was much less than what she and the villagers had believed. The one-eyed woman spent the next two days tearing through the house but no more was found. All the while, her arm kept swelling. Finally, she told the widow next door that her mother died and gave her some money, asking her to give her mother a funeral and sell the house. She left with her swarm of bees, white hair flying in the wind, and headed south.
 
There is a story about the beekeeper who’d left hand in hand with the one-eyed girl a long time ago. Every night, he washed her at the creek with clean water, brought her into his hut, and slept with her thin, naked body in his arms. But he didn’t do anything beyond that; it wasn’t clear if he was impotent or what. It wasn’t a bad situation for her, as he didn’t hit her like her mother had, and she could steal honey to eat. The beekeeper wandered through the mountains, never settling anywhere, and that made him always feel cold and unwell.
It rained hard over several days in the fall of her seventeenth year. The beekeeper caught a cold and spent all day in the hut with a straw mat wrapped around him, his teeth chattering. The one-eyed girl couldn’t get a wink of sleep all night because of his chattering teeth, so she plugged her ears with grass. That was the night he passed away.
Oddly, the honeybees settled on his body, creating a big black lump. His bee-covered corpse looked like a large rock lying on its side. They held on tight to his body, flapping their wings quickly, the way they did when they fought wasps. When the one-eyed girl tried to swat them off the corpse, his body felt so hot that she flinched and stepped back. Later, people would say the bees were blowing warmth into his body, or that it was their way of expressing sorrow. Some even said it was actually the bees that had killed the beekeeper.



THE GIRL
And then there was the world of Geumbok, Chunhui’s mother . . . 
Before coming to Pyeongdae, Geumbok did odd jobs at a bar owned by twin sisters, looking for an opportunity to move on. She was twenty-five at the time, at the peak of her youth, but she had already experienced quite a lot, enough to feel as though she was finished with men. She wasn’t a showstopping beauty and was unremarkable other than her exceptionally wide rump, but a man walking down the street would always turn to look at her; it was because she emitted a certain mysterious scent. It was an unspecified scent, so the men who looked back at Geumbok on the street couldn’t pinpoint if this whiff was the perfume of a ripe peach or the sour tang of liquor or the earthy smell of roots among the trees they sneaked behind when nature called while they were chopping trees in the hills, so they merely thought of it as a scent. It excited them and got them drunk and made them feel unsettled and pushed them to roam in a pack and fight each other rashly until they drew blood, which made blood rush to their groins. Some considered this scent to be that of an ovulating female and someone smart said it was pheromones, but regardless of what name they gave it, this scent complicated Geumbok’s life. To mask the scent that had become noticeable when she began to grow hair between her legs, she washed herself diligently every chance she found, whether with cold or hot water. But there was no feasible way to get rid of something invisible.
 
Geumbok’s first man was a fishmonger who came infrequently to the mountainous village she grew up in. He brought salted croaker or mackerel in his three-wheeled truck from a faraway coastal city to sell them deep inland, and the last town on his route was Geumbok’s village.
By the time the fishmonger reached Geumbok’s village, the salted fish had long been spoiled and the musty smell made people pinch their noses, and the rancid flesh had become mush and disintegrated into fish sauce that flowed under the wooden chests. Not many whole fish were left, with many heads gone missing. Geumbok’s village was so small and so deep in the mountains that the fishmonger often turned back to the coast before he even got there, so the old folks—who craved anything fishy and smacked their lips when someone roasted a piece of mackerel that was so preserved as to be indistinguishable from a block of salt, even as they attempted to behave with dignity by saying “That stinks” or “That tastes like it’s turned”—waited eagerly for the fishmonger despite his unimpressive wares.
 
That day, the fishmonger was preparing to leave the village, having packed his truck with the beans, millet, sorghum, and bundles of ferns and mountain bellflower roots he received in lieu of cash for the fish. He smelled a strange, distinctly un-fishy scent drifting along with the breeze. A young girl in a navy skirt and white jeogori approached him shyly, holding a small bundle, and when he looked at her more closely in the truck headlights, he could see that her rear was plump and that she was maturing out of her girlishness. To the fishmonger, she didn’t just look like a young girl. 
“Mister, where are you headed?” Geumbok asked, looking at the fishmonger flirtatiously, not like a young girl at all.
“What do you mean, where?” the fishmonger answered peevishly. “I’ve sold everything so now I’m off to get more.” He tied his bundles down with thick rope.
“Where do you go to get more?”
“What do you mean, where? The southern coast, of course.”
The fishmonger realized that this unique, dizzying fragrance was coming from the young girl.
“Is it far from here?”
“Very far. I have to go over several mountains.” 
“Is it a big place?”
“Very big. Hundreds of times bigger than this village here.”
“Then can you take me there? There isn’t a bus that comes all the way here.”
“I can, but is your mother all right with this?”
“I don’t have a mother. And my father died not long ago.” 
“How did he die?”
“He got drunk and drowned in the reservoir.” Geumbok’s eyes welled with tears.
The fishmonger felt bad for the girl. “What will you do there?”
“I want to make money. And meet a man. The only men here are old.” Geumbok looked brazenly up at the fishmonger.
“I guess that’s true,” the fishmonger conceded. “Even I can see that.” 
That night, the fishmonger left the village in his truck, Geumbok sitting beside him. The moon hung large and round in the sky that night. While she was afraid of leaving the only home she had known since birth, Geumbok was elated that she would soon be free from this sleepy mountain village. 
 
At that very hour, Geumbok’s father was dozing, crouched in the dirt, waiting for Geumbok, who had gone out to bring back something to drink. He was a lonely man who grappled with forbidden lust every night. Geumbok’s mother had died in childbirth. He loved his only child to pieces, but as Geumbok’s figure began to take on a womanly shape, his carnal desires turned his attention toward his daughter. He drank to suppress that desire, but when he got drunk he found it was difficult to control those feelings. When they became too overwhelming he would run to the reservoir, tearing out his hair, cursing his filthy urges and his wife who had departed too soon. Afraid he might do something to his daughter, he went out to the fields early in the morning before Geumbok woke up and returned home drunk after she was asleep. His soul was slowly rotting from the inside; nobody took notice.
 
One day, Geumbok’s father returned home earlier than usual to the sound of Geumbok giggling in the room with a neighbor boy. He peeked inside and discovered that Geumbok had taken off her jeogori, revealing her peach-sized breasts. She hadn’t done anything knowingly but rather was displaying the curiosity and ignorance typical of country kids; this type of behavior was not infrequent at that age, with their surging hormones. And the fact of the matter was that their mountain village was so quiet they had to find ways to pass the time. The boy, who was known as Trickster for his talent with words, seduced Geumbok with all kinds of sweet talk, and there was no way an innocent girl like her could have resisted his charms. He was now cautiously exploring her recent physical changes. Many years later, the two would meet again and continue along their intricately entangled paths, but at this very moment they hadn’t even begun to imagine what lay in store for them.
When Geumbok’s father grabbed a scythe and flung open the sliding door, the boy had just reached his trembling hand out toward Geumbok’s chest. The two children looked up, startled. Flames of jealousy burned in her father’s eyes. Terrified, Geumbok covered herself with a blanket and retreated into a corner of the room, while the boy bolted out the back door. Geumbok’s father chased him into the hills, still gripping the scythe. He was determined to slice off the boy’s head. But it was hard for his alcohol-soaked body to catch up to the light, speedy boy. When Geumbok’s father returned home, seething, having failed to apprehend the boy, Geumbok was still wrapped in the blanket, shaking. He yanked the blanket off her, pulled out a thin switch from a yard broom’s bristles, and began to whip her mercilessly. She screamed as red lashes marked her fair body. He beat her even more viciously. Her skin broke open and blood splattered. He was whipping not only her, but himself, too.
“What were you thinking? Die! Die, you whore!”
Shocked by the screams, neighbors rushed into their house, but Geumbok’s father locked the room from the inside and kept striking his daughter until he had used all the switches in the broom. When the final switch broke in half, he collapsed next to his unconscious daughter and wailed loudly, like an ox.
 
Afterward, a rumor that Geumbok’s father had been taken over by spirits spread through the village; that the spirit of his dead wife, jealous of the close relationship between father and daughter, had made him beat their daughter. People felt for the poor widower, whispering that a woman’s jealousy was terrifying and that even one’s own daughter wasn’t safe from such jealousy.
As Geumbok healed, her father was afraid she would leave but at the same time wished she would vanish from sight so he wouldn’t keep suffering from his awful desires. That day, he came home after working in the fields and spotted Geumbok’s shoes placed neatly outside. He sighed in relief that his daughter was still with him and picked up her black rubber shoes with pointed tips. Tears flooded his face. He felt a surge of love and guilt toward his daughter. Geumbok came out to see what was going on. He quickly put the shoes down and explained gruffly that he was checking whether there were any holes in them. Geumbok told him she would make dinner, and he said he would rather have something to drink and handed her some money.
 
While Geumbok was taking her bundle of clothes out of her hiding place near the entrance to the village and leaving with the fishmonger, her father dozed off. He woke up with a start from a confusing dream. Moonlight was shining down on the empty yard, and all he could hear were insects. That was when he realized Geumbok had left, never to return. He stood up, feeling lost, an enormous hole opening in his heart, and headed into the village to drink himself silly. On his way home along the embankment, he paused to relieve himself in the reservoir. The moon floated in the black water, waiting for the death of the living. The wind rustled through the grass and gently pushed him. He stumbled into the water. The water reached his chest. Water plants snaking underfoot clung to his ankles. He laughed, the sound ringing hollow, and watched as his sorrowful body was released from its filthy desires and sank slowly. The little fib Geumbok had told the fishmonger had been a prophecy.
The next day, when his body floated to the surface, people said Geumbok’s mother, blinded by jealousy, had taken him with her in the end.



THE WHARF
At the exact hour the poor lustful widower was sinking into dark waters, Geumbok was sitting shyly in the passenger seat of the truck winding along the mountain roads, watching the endless line of headlights. What was it that made her leave her hometown and head to a strange city? Was it because of her father’s abuse? Was it because she was curious about worlds unknown? Was it her irrepressible whorishness that many people believed explained her sudden departure? Was she trying to flee from the fear of death she had harbored since her mother’s demise? This, too, is something we will never know. Maybe it was a wisp of wind that pushed her into the world. The wind that emerged from a faraway ocean, climbed mountains, and wound around valleys before arriving in her village. Once, she was sitting by the reservoir, picking greens, when she heard a song floating in with the wind.
Who is it that lives in the south beyond the mountain 
Every year the spring breeze comes from the south
That mysterious wind, which triggered her urges and caused her to pack up and leave, followed her all her life, along with her habit of becoming enamored of anything big and wide. The wind had blown in from the south like that on the night she left with the fishmonger. And that same wind, having brushed past the fishmonger’s truck climbing effortfully up mountain roads, had flown toward the reservoir, where Geumbok’s father looked at the moon, all alone.
 
Though he seemed to be dozing, the fishmonger never once veered from the road as he drove all night long and they arrived safely at the coast. As dawn broke through the mist, the fishmonger bought Geumbok some fish-bone soup at a market that smelled of salt. After their meal, he handed Geumbok some money and told her where he was staying. “If you find yourself with nowhere else to go, feel free to come see me.”
Geumbok was disappointed that the city was smaller than she had pictured, but there were still many more people and much more to see compared to her small mountain village. The fish market stopped her in her tracks first. As she had never known of any fish other than croaker and dried pollack and mackerel and squid, she was thrilled by the array of new fish and spent a long time looking around in the market, paying no mind to her tired feet. It wasn’t just fish, either. She watched the people—the women who came to buy fish, fishmongers with hoarse voices as they called out to customers, men moving crates of fish. The vitality of the market swept her up; her heart pounded and her pace picked up as she walked around, pushing through the crowds without realizing she had skipped lunch. She left the market late in the afternoon.
And then—she saw the ocean. Suddenly the world dropped away and an endless quiet spread out in front of her. Her pulse quickened and she felt on the verge of tears. She sank onto a rock. Islands jutting out of the water shimmered from far away, looking as though they were floating along the coast. Waves crashed against the rock she was sitting on and became foam. Gulls cried and flew above fishing boats, diving straight down into the water before shooting back out, their beaks holding fish.
Her heart gradually calmed. But then her eyes widened and she got up abruptly. In front of her was an unbelievable sight—an enormous fish, several times larger than the house she had grown up in. It crested in the middle of the ocean and spouted a jet of water out of its back. Fishermen shouted from their boats. Overwhelmed by the appearance of this unbelievably large creature, Geumbok began to tremble, unable to close her mouth. The fish slapped the surface with its huge tail before vanishing into the water. All of this happened in the blink of an eye. Geumbok stood there for a long time, mouth agape. Was she dreaming? Geumbok asked a fisherman, who had been watching the fish nearby, what that was.
He looked at her oddly. “You must not be from around here. That was a whale. A blue whale, the biggest of all whales.”
Geumbok settled back on the rock, waiting for the large fish to appear again, but the ocean was calm, as if nothing had happened, and it never came back. If she ever went home, she thought, she would tell everyone about what she had just witnessed: an unbelievably large fish in the vast ocean that was dozens of times wider and larger than the village reservoir. But it’s not often that one’s wish comes true, then or now. For her, that day would never come.
 
After sitting on the rock for a long time, Geumbok gathered herself and approached the dock, where fishing boats were moored. Her girlish curiosity hadn’t yet been satisfied. The boats were sleek and big enough to slice through rough waves and sprint across the open water. Just as the mud flats—where all kinds of ocean organisms lived—and the fish market were the domain of women, the wharf was where men made their living. Teeming with dockworkers unloading enormous freighters and fishermen returning from a day on the water, the wharf thrummed with vitality.
 
Beyond the wharf, huge logs from remote subtropical regions were lined up along the beach, their reflections casting patterns on the water.
She walked to the end of the wharf and stopped in front of a barge where a bare-chested mariner with a bushy beard was affixing a net onto guide ropes. The boat had neatly organized fishing lines and a bin full of sardines for bait. The man glanced at the girl, whose lively eyes sparkled and whose hair smelled grassy despite her having spent all night in the truck.
“Where did you come from, kid?”
“What’s it to you?” Geumbok snapped, displeased by the word ‘kid.’ 
He looked down at her, amused. Her grassy smell made his groin bulge. For him, who had lived for a long time on the choppy seas, it was a nostalgic scent. “Would you like a ride on this boat?”
Geumbok thought for a moment, then nodded primly. Smiling, he held out his hand. Geumbok grabbed it and he pulled her lightly up to the boat. A tattoo of a gull glistened on his thick, brown forearm.
“I can tell from your fair complexion that you’re not from around here.” He watched her as she explored the boat; he thought her curvy figure wasn’t bad even if she looked a little young.
From the bow Geumbok looked down at the water. “Have you ever caught a whale?”
“I sure have.”
“Really?” Geumbok’s eyes grew round.
“Of course. Why would I lie to you?” He looked triumphant. But of course he was lying. He was merely an ordinary fisherman who went out for snapper and yellowtail. He didn’t go to the high seas due to his fear of the rough waves. All his life, he had been satisfied with the single old boat that had been his grandfather’s, so there was no way he could have ever caught a whale. But that day, in front of Geumbok at least, he was a brave sailor. As Geumbok leaned over to splash the water with her hand, he sneaked up behind her, yanked up her skirt, and grabbed her plump rear end.
“What are you doing? Act like a decent man!” Geumbok shook him off, but the fisherman held her tighter. He felled her to the deck and untied her jeogori, baring her chest. He buried his face in her breasts.
“Stop it! Get off!” Geumbok pushed at the fisherman’s huge head but he rubbed his face even more vigorously on her chest.
“Just stay still for a minute, all right?” Panting, he rudely dug through her skirts. “You’ll like it. Just let me do this. Hold still.”
It would have been easy for a burly man to do what he wanted with a girl on a deserted boat, even if Geumbok made a fuss. But in that small body of hers she possessed a certain calm audacity most men wouldn’t dare imitate. In fact, she happened to be one of those rare women who would shrewdly plot how to get away while being dragged off by a tiger. 
So she said, “Well, move your face then. Your beard is scratching me.” 
The fisherman moved over. Geumbok didn’t let this chance go. She kicked as hard as she could at his member dangling between his legs. He fell back, screaming at the sudden attack. She hopped off the boat and grabbed her bundle and dashed across the beach. But how fast could a young girl run? The fisherman caught up and tackled her. He pinned her down and slapped her hard across the face.
“Little girl, nobody walks by here,” he snarled. “So nobody will ever know if I break your neck and bury you in the sand. Now do you understand what’s what, you devious little bitch?”
 
Geumbok closed her eyes. The fisherman loosened his pants, taking his time. He was about to take Geumbok’s skirt off when he sensed that it had abruptly grown dark. He looked up.
An enormous muscular man stood tall like an oak, staring down at them. Geumbok glanced up, too. The man, over eight cheok tall, strode over to them, his shadow so long it could cover them both lying on the ground. His copper-hued forearms were thicker than an average man’s thigh and, under his open jeoksam, his wide stomach, big enough for a child to play on, heaved with each breath. Geumbok, though she was looking up at him, couldn’t see his face, as her view was obstructed by his stomach from where she lay. The giant grabbed the fisherman by the neck and yanked him up. The fisherman’s feet kicked and dangled as his testicles bobbed. This was the law of gravity. Though the fisherman was also hulking, the eight-cheok man handled him as though he were made of straw. He shook him lightly and the fisherman flew a distance and landed headfirst into the sand, yelping. But the fisherman didn’t back down easily. As though he were a beast angling for food, he rushed at the larger man, who turned slightly and kicked the fisherman in the groin. The fisherman flew like a ball and landed in the sand again. Holding his privates, he screamed and writhed, then ran off as fast as he could.
The giant watched as the fisherman fled. Then he turned to Geumbok, who was still lying on her back. She finally saw the man’s face, and was shocked anew; this was a boy in his teens. Though he was beginning to grow facial hair, he still looked young, as though he hadn’t yet settled into his adult face. Intimidated by his size and his shocking strength, Geumbok curled up, trembling, then pulled down her skirt, which had rolled up her thighs, and stood up. The boy was staring at Geumbok the entire time. She thought she should run away but she couldn’t budge, as though her feet had been planted in the sand. Eventually he walked past her and headed toward the wharf. Geumbok caught sight of his eyes, recessed deep in his tanned face. They were strangely gentle and peaceful, at odds with his size. 
 
Only when the giant was far away did Geumbok come to her senses and realize that she hadn’t asked his name or even thanked him, but she didn’t have time to dwell on that. This girl, who had grown up in a quiet mountain village where a year went by without a single event worth remembering, had experienced too much in one day. Her legs gave way and she collapsed on the ground, spent from her journey in the rattling truck and her exploration of the new city. She sat with her bundle in her arms, watching the water glitter in the sun, and drifted to sleep.
Who knows how long she slept? Sensing the shifting winds, Geumbok opened her eyes. The sun was setting on the far side of the ocean. It was that time when all living creatures were heading home. As she watched the sun set over the grand ocean, the excitement of leaving home, the fascination of encountering novel sights in the fish market, and the shock of seeing the ocean for the first time vanished at once. Her heart sank. She didn’t have a home or a friend. Her stomach rumbled. Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t eaten a thing since the meal the fishmonger bought her early in the morning. She teared up. She had entered an entirely different world and her future would be vastly different from what she had known. The red sun set through her tears. But she didn’t cry for long. She wasn’t the type to ruminate. She hadn’t done so when she left home or when she hopped into the fishmonger’s truck. Later, Geumbok would recall this time in her life and tell the twins, “I was just thirteen years old. What else could I do at that age? I didn’t know anyone and what I had in my pocket was only enough to buy a jug of makgeolli.”
 
Close to midnight, Geumbok went to the inn where the fishmonger was staying. The fishmonger woke up and smiled at Geumbok benevolently. “If you’d like to stay here until you find work, that’s fine with me.”
That night, in the dark, the fishmonger carefully took Geumbok’s clothes off. She found it difficult to breathe; an intense fishy smell was emanating from the depths of his pores. Figuring this was to pay the fishmonger back for his kindness, she lay still, her eyes closed. This was the law of the world she had just entered. She couldn’t fall asleep even after the fishmonger did. She could see scenes from home, her friends’ faces, the boy she had flirted with half naked in her room. She recalled the strangely peaceful eyes of the huge boy she’d encountered earlier in the day. All night long, waves crashed outside their door, sweeping away the sand.
 
Beginning the next day, Geumbok followed the fishmonger around. He roamed from big cities with paved roads and electricity to villages even more remote than her hometown. Geumbok and the fishmonger spent their days like a dutiful daughter and a kindly father and their nights like a happily married couple. As she learned the ways of the world and worked alongside the fishmonger, her bosom swelled and she began to look more and more womanly.
“But why do you sell fish?” she asked one day, lying on her stomach, eating dried halibut next to the fishmonger, who was counting money.
“What else would a fishmonger sell?” he replied absentmindedly. 
“But fish spoils quickly.”
“We can’t do anything about that other than salting it to preserve it. What other choice do we have?” The fishmonger folded up the money they’d earned that day and put it in his pouch.
“We can sell dried fish instead. Then they won’t go bad so quickly, and we could take a lot more on each trip. We can save the time we spend going back and forth between the towns and the wharf.”
“What are you talking about? Dried fish is expensive. There isn’t that much available to sell anyway.”
“Why don’t we buy fish and dry it ourselves?”
“It’s hard enough driving around, selling. When would we have time to dry them? That takes a long time, and we don’t have any space. Where would we dry all this fish?” The fishmonger rolled a cigarette, licking the paper.
“I can do it, and you can keep selling. There’s so much empty land all around. What’s to worry about?”
“Even if it’s empty, every plot of land has an owner.” 
“Then we’ll rent it.” Geumbok wasn’t deterred.
The fishmonger just laughed and smoked his cigarette, thinking she was just a young girl who didn’t know what she was talking about.
 
The next morning, Geumbok was nowhere to be found. The fishmonger searched for her all day in the fish market and the wharf. When he returned home in the evening, Geumbok greeted him brightly.
“Where have you been all day?” he asked.
“I rented some land,” Geumbok answered proudly.
After having searched near the wharf all day, she had rented land for a cheap price, which didn’t even amount to ten bundles of croaker. The fishmonger laughed in disbelief. But the very next day, Geumbok visited other fish drying operations to learn how to dry fish and bought wood to make drying racks. The fishmonger was taken aback by Geumbok’s ambition and doubted it would be possible to both make and sell dried fish, but he couldn’t say no to Geumbok when she asked for money. Though young, Geumbok was persuasive. This was one of her special attributes.
Once she completed erecting a small drying area in a nice, breezy part of the shore, Geumbok began to buy fish like cod, pollack, pike mackerel, and sardine. The fishmonger had to trust her and invest all of his savings into her operation. After the fishmonger piled up fish on one end of the work area and drove off to sell, Geumbok sat alone by the water, cleaning the fish. She saved the guts to make jeotgal later and scaled the fish. Scales stuck to her body and made her twinkle, and she reeked of fish. It took her two entire days to thread all the cleaned fish with straw and hang them on drying racks. As soon as the morning dew evaporated, Geumbok would hang the fish on the racks, and as soon as the sun set, she would take them off. The cycle repeated. She always studied the sky, alert to rain, worrying it was getting too damp, and chased away stray cats and gulls. As the wind and sun gradually depleted the fish of moisture, she stayed in the temporary hut she had built next to the drying racks. When the fishmonger returned after a few days away, the fish were hanging from the racks smelling nice and savory, drying handsomely, turning auburn.
 
The dried fish business they began that way was more profitable than they’d imagined. The fishmonger, who had lived his entire life wandering from town to town, was elated and dreamed of establishing a small storefront at the fish market and putting down roots. He couldn’t stop grinning. But Geumbok didn’t settle for that. She reinvested all of the profits to buy even more fish, expanding the business. Soon, the fishmonger couldn’t move all the dried fish on his own, so they started selling the remainder to another dried fish stall in the market. Geumbok’s product was of such high quality that they could charge a good price for it. It wasn’t long before the fishmonger stopped selling at all and began drying the fish, too. They hired a few more workers. Soon, they were drying not only cod and pollock but also squid, filefish, snapper, croaker, herring, and various types of seaweed and kelp, as well as anchovies, sea cucumbers, abalone, and shrimp. There wasn’t much they didn’t handle. Geumbok learned the various ways to dry fish and treated them differently, depending on the type; some she roasted or parboiled, while others she salted or brushed with soy sauce. As they expanded, they accumulated all sorts of gear and built a shed for storing the finished goods, and they even constructed a house they could live in. As more and more people sought their dried fish, their business grew. Soon, men were cutting lengths of pine to continuously build drying racks while several dozen women cleaned and prepared the fish. The entire coast was filled with fish in various stages of dehydration.
Geumbok was already mastering the principles of the processing industry, of buying raw materials and manipulating them to create a higher-value product. When their dried fish began to gain a competitive edge in the market, she adjusted the distribution to reap more profits. For example, the dried pollock people used for ancestral rites would be piled in the warehouse until right before a holiday, and they would be sent to market after prices skyrocketed. Others tried to follow Geumbok’s example but they couldn’t compete. This was because Geumbok had a different method from the very beginning. She would go to the boat captains before they went out and pay them upfront to secure the freshest fish at the cheapest price. To think of it in a modern way, it was like future trading. The fishmonger was the only person who knew that young Geumbok was the one with the business acumen. Thanks to her brilliance, he was soon rolling in the kind of money he had never even dreamed of.
Alas, the impermanence of material wealth! It didn’t take long for the fishmonger to realize that all of this was merely an illusion. Time changes everything.



THE DOCKWORKER
Geumbok’s long-dormant sensuality and passion were slowly beginning to awaken. Now that her chest had swelled and puffed like an angry blowfish and her rear had grown even more shapely, nobody could ignore her presence even if she was laboring among women in dirty workclothes. For the young men, her unique, subtle scent that couldn’t be masked by the stench of fish made their groins bulge despite themselves. The fishmonger detected this change in Geumbok before anyone else. He was constantly ill at ease, fearing she would leave him. Her young, fresh womb was now desiring the genes of a stronger man. This was the law of reproduction.
 
One day, Geumbok went to the docks to buy fish. The captains, whose hair was pomaded and slicked back, detected her scent from far away and approached to make passes at her. They couldn’t accept that a young, charming woman like Geumbok was living with an old, worthless fishmonger. When she was haggling, Geumbok would smile and flirt, but if they tried anything she would turn icy, which made them even more desperate. Geumbok walked up and down the docks, her hips swishing, not paying any attention to those old captains.
That day, as Geumbok was negotiating with one captain, she noticed a particularly tall man among a group unloading crates from a cargo ship that had just docked. He was two heads taller than anyone else, and he walked up the dock with heavy dripping crates on his shoulders and set them down lightly as if they were bundles of straw. His brawny arms were tanned against his half-open jeoksam and below his rolled-up jambangi the muscles in his calves writhed powerfully like eels with each step. While other dockworkers moved crates one at a time, he easily put several across his wide shoulders.
As he passed by Geumbok, she realized he was the young man who had saved her on the beach several years earlier. Though his eyes were obscured by thick eyebrows slashed across his straight forehead and an overgrown beard, they were still calm and innocent, like the depths of the ocean. The captain who had been haggling with Geumbok watched the huge man and said, “Amazing worker.”
Geumbok casually asked the captain who he was. The captain explained that the man was a dockworker named Geokjeong. Apparently there were two stories about how he got that name. The first was that he ate so voraciously when he was young that his parents worried over how to keep feeding him, and began calling him Geokjeong—worries. The second was that his stern appearance made people think of the famous thief Im Kkeokjeong, and they gave him a slight variation of that name in tribute. His father hunted tigers in the mountains far north, and when tigers had been overhunted he came south with his son, looking for work. They had ended up in this harbor city a number of years earlier, likely one or two years before Geumbok’s arrival. His father was also enormous and was trailed by rumors he could capture a tiger with his bare hands, but Geokjeong, known for his strength from a young age, had become even more powerful than his father before he was fully grown.
Two years after they arrived, Geokjeong’s father slipped while moving logs and was sucked under the ship and killed by the screw propeller. But Geokjeong stayed on, continuing to work on the docks. He tried his hand at working on boats, but it turned out to be too confining, so he returned to being a dockworker. The captain told Geumbok that Geokjeong was paid one-and-a-half times more than the others but worked three or four times more than most. Geumbok stared at the man, enchanted. She hoped he would look her way but he just kept moving the crates, staring at the ground, working steadily like an ox.
 
After unloading the ship, the dockworkers received their daily wages and scattered. Geumbok quickly wrapped things up and followed Geokjeong, who walked leisurely through the busy fish market with a towel slung over one shoulder. The market was roiling with people, but he was so tall that she could keep him in her sights. She didn’t know what she was planning to do; she just kept trailing him at a distance.
Geokjeong went into a bar at the edge of the market. Geumbok watched him through the open door as he ate a truly huge meal: five heaping bowls of rice, two geun of boiled pork, and one mal of makgeolli. Geumbok waited until he finished and paid, then continued to follow him.
Geokjeong arrived at a shabby house where itinerant sailors and dockworkers lived. Geumbok hesitated by the gate, wondering if she should leave, but then found herself stumbling into the yard as if someone had given her a push. Geumbok looked into this room and that, before discovering Geokjeong, shirtless and lying flat on the maru, asleep. She perched quietly on the edge of the maru, watching him sleep. His vast stomach heaved up and down rhythmically every time he snored. He smelled sour, like makgeolli.
She didn’t know why she had come all this way, but what happened after that was even more baffling. She placed a trembling hand on his stomach. She felt the movement of an enormous living being through her fingertips. She closed her eyes. The vibration she sensed through her fingers made her shake; she suddenly felt warm between her legs. His snoring subsided and he opened his eyes. He saw something unbelievable—a young woman he didn’t know was sitting next to him, her eyes closed, pretty as a picture, a hand casually placed on his stomach.
He stared at her in confusion, unsure if he was dreaming or not. She seemed familiar to him, now that he was studying her. Feeling his gaze, Geumbok opened her eyes and looked at him. Their eyes met. Geokjeong recognized her as the girl who had smelled fresh and grassy on the beach a few years before. Startled, Geumbok pulled her hand away and got up. She dashed across the yard and out the gate. She lost a shoe in her rush but kept running until she got to her place. The fishmonger saw her pale, terrified face and asked what was wrong, but Geumbok didn’t answer, breathing hard, and downed three bowls of cold water, one after the other.
 
That night, Geumbok couldn’t stop thinking of Geokjeong’s face, making it impossible for her to fall asleep. Next to her, the tired fishmonger was snoring away. A little earlier he had pulled himself on top of Geumbok and wiggled a few times like he always did before sliding off and drifting into sleep. She stepped outside their room. Waves were crashing against the coast, under the faint glow of the moon. She crouched on the sand, watching the water, glistening white as if silver powder had been scattered all around. Her eyes bulged. In the middle of the sea, a fish the size of a house had crested. The blue whale she had seen on her first day here. The whale looked close to twenty jang long and it shot water out of its blowhole. The water sprayed like a fountain and shot silvery shards of moonlight. Something hot pushed up from her gut, the sensation of something primal, vibrating from a living creature surviving the threat of death.
Geumbok slipped out of her clothes and hung them on an empty drying rack before walking into the water. Cold water enveloped her hot body. She began to swim toward the glistening blue whale, which moved gracefully, slapping its tail and spouting a fountain of water. But no matter how far she swam, she couldn’t get close to the creature. Though its tail waved right in front of her and its shiny skin glistened in front of her nose, the whale was still a distance away. It spouted more water before disappearing into the depths of the ocean, its tail waving. Dispirited, she waited for the whale to breach again, but it never did. She emerged from the water, exhausted, and felt a breeze blowing from the ocean. This was the very wind that had pushed her to leave her hometown. And the wind was about to take her somewhere else. Perhaps she was the one who had summoned the wind.
 
The fishmonger was nervous. He could sense something was different with Geumbok, but he didn’t dare ask. She would stop working and stand still, staring out toward the ocean, her normally twinkling, clever eyes dulled. She didn’t chat as she always did with the women working alongside her, and she didn’t sing happily anymore. When he woke up in the middle of the night, he would find her missing from their bed. He would go outside to find her sitting glumly on the beach. The fishmonger knew what she needed but that wasn’t something he could give her. He knew very well he couldn’t sate her hunger. This made him very sad.
Regardless of what was going on with Geumbok, business continued to boom. Vehicles bringing fresh fish and trucks taking dried seafood waited in long lines by the entrance, and various peddlers took the goods to sell in far-flung cities. Now that Geumbok had lost all interest in work, the fishmonger stepped in and was busy balancing accounts. It was challenging for him, as he had only dealt with his one truck his entire life, but all he could hope was for Geumbok to quickly shake off her gloom.
 
A few days later, a brawny, eight-cheok-tall man entered the yard. The red sun was setting beyond the ocean. Everyone stopped to stare at him. He spotted Geumbok among the women and walked straight toward her, and the women moved aside to make room. He was holding Geumbok’s rubber shoe, the one she’d lost at his place, and a bundle wrapped in navy cloth. Shocked to see Geokjeong, Geumbok dropped the fish she had been tying together. He presented her with the shoe and the bundle, but she looked at them in confusion and then up at Geokjeong.
“These are your new clothes. I want you to come live with me now.”
People began murmuring. But Geokjeong stood there, the bundle in his outstretched hand. Geumbok was frozen in place. There was a moment of silence.
The fishmonger pushed his way through the crowd. “Who do you think you are to take her with you?” Already intimidated by this extraordinarily large man, the fishmonger’s voice came out quavering.
Geokjeong ignored the fishmonger and kept his eyes fixed on Geumbok. 
The fishmonger gathered his courage and yanked the bundle out of the giant’s hand. He threw it on the ground. “She’s going to live here with me forever, drying fish. So get lost!” He shoved Geokjeong.
Of course, the giant didn’t budge. His bearded face twitched, and he grabbed the fishmonger by the throat and lifted him up. The fishmonger’s feet kicked in the air. Geumbok intervened just as Geokjeong was about to throw him to the ground.
“Don’t! If you hurt him you will never see me again.”
Geokjeong paused, then let the fishmonger down. The fishmonger began to moan and groan, rolling on the sand. That was the end of it. Geokjeong dropped the bundle by Geumbok’s feet and walked away to wait for her, as she said goodbye to the fishmonger, who was fussing as he rubbed his back.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you brought me here, but I’ve met someone new. I have to go now.” She was overcome by the tenderness and affection she felt toward her first man, with whom she had lived for several years, but she managed to stop herself from crying. “One more thing. This October, do not hang the fish out to dry, no matter what. Do you understand me?”
The fishmonger sat on the ground, dazed and uncomprehending, and nodded. And that was how Geumbok began her life with Geokjeong, leaving the red sunset behind them. It had been three years since she’d arrived at the coastal city with the fishmonger.



LAURA
The dike finally collapsed. The water in the reservoir gushed out uncontrollably. Only then did Geumbok realize the true nature of the heat that subsided only when she immersed herself in the cold ocean and the insistent wind that had pushed her to leave her hometown. His eager tongue licked her everywhere, leaving behind trails of goosebumps. Her hair stood on end. Embarrassment and her lack of skill vanished, and she opened herself up fully. She wrapped her legs around Geokjeong’s thighs and clung to him, not allowing even the tiniest space between them.
“It feels like you’re burrowing into me,” Geokjeong moaned, shuddering from the incredible pleasure he was experiencing for the first time in his life. The shuddering passed into Geumbok, who gritted her teeth and held on as the earthquake shook her entire being. A hot lump pushed up from her throat. Feeling as though she might start crying from the fear and excitement that her innards would be catapulted out of her body, she gripped Geokjeong’s rock-hard rear with both hands. A hundred trillion cells scattered in the air before being sucked together with powerful force and finally causing an eruption. From deep inside, a violent lurch some-how yanked everything inward. Peace followed. The two embraced each other, feeling a perfect, quiet joy.
Geumbok and Geokjeong were in love, just like the fateful lovers in stories—Romeo and Juliet, Byeongangsoi and Ongnyeo, Asadal and Asanyeo. They were firmly one, like two trees having grown into each other, and fit perfectly as though made for each other. Every night, the two were blown into the hurricane of pleasure and fell together into profound depths.
 
After moving into Geokjeong’s place, Geumbok roamed the market, buying blankets, dishes, and other household goods. Their lives were simple but she found herself humming, elated. She had finally found what she had been searching for ever since she left her hometown with the fishmonger.
A few days later, Geumbok asked Geokjeong for money to buy some rice. She had spent all of her savings to set up house. Looking embarrassed, Geokjeong told her he didn’t have any money. It turned out he had spent all of his wages on food. Though he received one-and-a-half times more than the average man, his appetite was such that he always went straight to the bar as soon as he got paid and feasted on as much rice and meat and liquor as he could afford. Though he was unable to save a single coin, he didn’t think the way he was living was all that alarming.
Geumbok sat him down. “All right. It didn’t matter until now, since it was just you, but you can’t live like that anymore. Living with a woman means you are responsible for not only feeding yourself. Do you see what I’m saying?”
“Of course I want to be able to feed you, too, but I don’t make enough to eat my fill,” Geokjeong said, abashed.
Geumbok was astounded by his thickheaded ignorance but she did understand how enormous his appetite was. She thought for a moment. “All right. I have a plan. I heard you do three to four times more work than an average man. But you only make one-and-a-half times an average man. So tomorrow, you’re going to go to the boss and say that since you work three to four times as much as anyone else, you should also be earning three times more than anyone. And you’re going to say you won’t work for him otherwise. Do you see what I’m saying?”
Geokjeong, looking doubtful, nodded.
 
The next morning, Geumbok gave Geokjeong a fistful of cotton on his way to work.
“Before you speak to the boss, stuff these in your ears. Tell him you want to be paid three times more, and no matter what he says, just stand there for a moment, then come right back home.”
Geokjeong left with the cotton stuffed in his ears, looking puzzled, and returned home quickly. He reported that he had done exactly what Geumbok had told him to do. He looked uncertain.
Geumbok was calm. “Just wait. We’ll hear back soon.”
Indeed, before lunchtime, a man came to fetch Geokjeong. This time, Geumbok gave him a freshly washed hemp cloth.
“When you see the boss, stick this in your mouth. No matter what he says, just stand there without saying anything, then come right back home.”
Again, Geokjeong returned right away, and soon the same man came to fetch him again.
Geumbok smiled and took out the cloth Geokjeong still held in his mouth. “Now, go on. And when you get your pay, bring home some rice.” 
That evening, Geokjeong came home, carrying a big sack of rice. When he had gone to see the boss for the third time, his boss had freely agreed to pay Geokjeong three times more. This was the law of employment. Amazed by how easily things had worked out, he was impressed with Geumbok, wondering how she had thought of these tactics. Geumbok chuckled at his simplicity, glad they had figured out their immediate problem of subsistence.
Geokjeong wasn’t a wise man. He was a fellow who worked diligently, got paid daily, and spent it all to survive. When he got hungry he headed to the wharf for work and with the resulting wages filled his belly. That was all he needed. All he had was his unbelievable size and otherworldly strength, but as there were always people who needed that kind of strength, he never considered living any other way before he met Geumbok. His parents’ worries about how he would feed himself turned out to be unfounded, but in fact it was worrisome that he himself wasn’t concerned about how he would feed himself. Geokjeong thought about everything in a simplistic way and never worried about a thing. Unfortunately, his extraordinary physical talents had made him a very simple man.
Geumbok, on the other hand, was already well aware that the world wasn’t so simple. Geokjeong’s lack of worry made her nervous, but she did love his naivete and was taken by Geokjeong’s body, just as she had been enraptured by the enormous whale. In other words, she didn’t consider any man, no matter how manly he was, to be a true man if he didn’t have arms or a torso as thick as her man’s. More than anything else, she loved being in his embrace. His impressive heft pressing down on her soft bosom, his rough breathing, his large muscles, the vivid moment of eruption that shook their bodies . . . ironically, she loved that simple mind of his that in turn made her so anxious. She believed in his body and felt deeply secure in its enormity. And that made her happy.
 
Meanwhile, after Geumbok left him, the fishmonger despaired for a long time, spending his days soaked in liquor. Though he wasn’t so clueless as to think that a young woman coveted by all the strong men in the world would be with him forever, he had cared for and cherished Geumbok like a daughter for years; when she suddenly left, of course he would feel as though he hadn’t eaten even after he had just finished a meal and as though he wasn’t well rested even after he had just woken up—after all, it was human nature to go searching for a runaway dog, let alone a dear member of the family. The fishmonger couldn’t focus on work.
On the other hand, there were many other girls in the city. All you needed was money to be with a woman. So that was what he did. None of them were as special as Geumbok, but all of them were beyond what the old fishmonger deserved. For the first time in his life, he spent his days having fun; he had never before enjoyed worldly delights.
“Why did I work myself to the bone when I could have lived like this?” he wondered as he grabbed the kittenish barmaid in his lap.
Of course, all of that cost money. This was the law of pleasure quarters. He forgot all about the drying racks as he drank with women and whiled away the hours playing hwatu. From time to time the peddlers who’d already paid him found him and pestered him for the dried fish, but he was defiant, shouting that he would just give them back the money, which wasn’t that much to begin with. That also cost money.
As he fooled around at one establishment or another, the fish on the drying racks began to turn musty and rot away. Flies laid eggs on them and maggots crawled through them. Whatever hadn’t spoiled was devoured by stray cats.
One day, the fishmonger was drinking with a girl in the back room of an establishment. He had been thinking he would ask her to live with him. She had turned thirty long ago, but he was attracted to her sly eyes and freckles. The girl, who had been pouring him glass after glass, heaved a sigh. The fishmonger, who had been pawing at her chest, asked her what was wrong.
As though she had been waiting for him to ask, she began to weep and tell him everything: she had borrowed money from so-and-so a while ago, but she hadn’t been able to pay it back for this-and-that reason even though it had been such a long time, and because of that she was being sold to a bar on a faraway island, and, blotting her tears and snot with a handkerchief, she explained that her life would be ruined if she ended up on this island, from which she would never be able to escape, and even if her situation was because she was poor and in debt, what made her oh so bitter and resentful was the fact that she was in love with him, and since she had been wanting to live with him she had been refusing all other customers, and now that all those dreams had been dashed, she’d decided to jump into the ocean to end her pathetic life so she could at least keep her body pure, and she’d gone out onto the dock, but had been unable to die as her life was tenacious, and now they would be forever separated, and even after she left she would wish only that he meet a nice woman, have children, and live a long, happy life, and her only plea would be that if he walked along the shore and saw a lonely gull flying on its own, he’d consider it the wretched soul of a poor woman who had lived and died all by herself on a faraway island, and to call out her name in her honor, which would leave her with no regrets, even in death. She went on with her long, tear-jerking request and flopped over the fishmonger’s lap, wailing. As he had always been kind and easily moved, he shook her by the shoulders, his heart breaking, swallowing hard to keep tears at bay.
“Stop crying and tell me. How much do you owe that you’re in such a condition?”
This time, it cost quite a lot of money.
 
Three days later, the girl had taken the money and her clothes and run away. And of course everything she had told him was a lie. The fishmonger finally got a grip on himself. He had been excited at the prospect of moving in with the girl; now the future looked bleak. After spending half the day lying dazed in bed, staring up at the ceiling, he dragged himself up and went out to the drying racks. The fish, which had once covered the vast beach, had been taken by wind, sun, mold, maggots, flies, ants, gulls, and cats, with only their dried, twisted bones waving in the breeze. The fishmonger sank down next to his salt-rusted truck.
Thankfully he still had some money left. He pulled himself together and rebuilt the damaged drying racks. He raised the racks that had fallen in the wind and brought the workers back. He used the rest of his money to buy fish. Luckily the catch was plentiful, so the price was not bad. The drying racks were filled again. He looked over at the drying fish and decided that this time, he would focus and scrape and save to open a stand in the market. It was early October, right at the beginning of winter.
The fishmonger began to smoke a cigarette when he remembered what Geumbok had advised him a few months ago. As she left, she had told him he shouldn’t put the fish out to dry in October. Why did she say that? October wasn’t the season for heavy rains or floods. At the time, he had been sprawled on the sand after being manhandled by the giant, so he hadn’t had the chance to ask why. Even if there was a good reason, he couldn’t take all the fish down now; it was too late. He felt a little nervous, but he shook his head, pushing her words away. What would that silly young girl know? He lay on a straw mat and blew out smoke. Clouds as translucent as fish scales darted past in the blue sky. The sun was warm and the wind was cold, excellent weather in which to dry fish. As soon as he’d made some money, he thought, he would meet a good, honest woman.
 
Geumbok was walking to the market. She had gone to buy something for dinner and to look around the market, which she hadn’t done in a while. It must have been so dull for her to stay home all day, when she had only recently surveyed the forest of drying racks across the vast beach. A basin under her arm, she walked leisurely along, taking in the sights.
Right then, a man looked at her. He had spotted her a few days earlier at the fish market. Her face was dark from working by the shore under the hot sun and she stank of fish, but the man immediately knew there was something different and special about her. The amorphous scent that came from her reminded him of milk and powder and of the prostitutes who had raised him, brought back the taste of the salty sea water that trickled into his mouth when he’d capsized in a storm, made him think of the blood he’d smell when he shoved a knife in someone, and, more than anything else, it brought back his memory of a geisha he’d desperately loved.
He was standing in front of the cinema, wearing a snow-white suit. It was the first theater built in that city. Geumbok had a lively expression on her face as she walked past the theater, and with each light step her curvaceous bottom swayed from side to side. As she approached, the man stepped in front of her.
“Would you like to tour the theater?”
She looked up at him. The man’s pale, thin face was marred by a long scar on one cheek. He took out a silver lighter and lit his cigarette in a suave manner. But his hand only had two fingers: his thumb and forefinger.
“What’s a theater?” she asked, squinting up at the man.
“A theater is where they show movies.” He pointed to the hand-painted marquee, which pictured a blonde woman and a man in a cowboy hat gazing at each other, their faces drawn close together.
“What’s a movie?” Geumbok, like most of the folks in that city, had no idea what a movie was.
“People do things in movies.”
“There are plenty of people out here, so why bother watching them in a theater?” Geumbok asked primly.
“People in movies are different from people out here in the world. They’re special. Just like you.”
Whenever people heard this man’s name they trembled, and when they met his eyes they wet their pants, but Geumbok didn’t know who he was and so wasn’t afraid of him. Not at all. She was rather drawn to his pale face and found herself moving closer to him. They stood face to face, as close together as the actors on the marquee.
Without realizing what she was doing, Geumbok reached up and touched the man’s scar. She was the first person to touch the scar, which he’d sustained after a fight that had gone on for three days and three nights. “Is this real?”
“Of course it is. Are you suggesting that I’m walking around with a fake scar on my face?”
“Did it hurt?”
“It did,” he said, and shrugged. 
“Who did this to you?” 
“Someone who hated my guts.” 
“What happened to him?”
“He hated my guts but he ended up being the one who died. I tied rocks to him and threw him into the ocean, so I don’t think he’d be able to come back alive even if he could swim like a dolphin.”
They were now standing so close that they could lean against each other. Geumbok smiled slowly at the man. He smiled at her too, and the straight scar softened into a curve.
 
That day, Geumbok watched her first movie. People said incomprehensible things to each other on a big screen. They grew bigger and smaller at will, rode through a desert on horses, shot their guns, and a man and a woman kissed in the back of a wagon. This movie had come from a faraway country, Miguk—or Beautiful Country—America. Geumbok couldn’t tear her eyes away from the screen because of the vivid, shocking scenes and the majestic sounds pouring over her. She trembled in her seat, letting the man with the scar hold her hand with his two fingers, and she was so focused on the movie that she wouldn’t have noticed if she had been holding the man’s toes.
The movie ended and the lights went up, and the enchanting world vanished instantly. Geumbok felt hoodwinked. She couldn’t get up; she felt drained and disappointed, as if she had been building up to orgasm but had been torn away without achieving bliss. At that moment, she wished the amazing world that had been before her eyes would continue forever. If someone could make that happen, she thought, she would exchange everything she had for it and never regret her choice.
When she was led out by the man with the scar, Geumbok was dizzy and felt sick—she vomited up everything in her stomach. She thought he had played an odd trick on her. She didn’t like it. But the man with the scar smiled and said, “It’s not a trick, it’s a movie.” He explained that there were thousands and thousands of movies in the world, and that she could see any movie she wanted to if she became his friend. He winked at her. “If you want to see a movie, come see me any time. I’ll always be right here.” 
Geumbok suddenly found his smarmy grin unpleasant. His scar felt ominous to her. She said she had to go home and, grabbing the basin she’d left leaning against the entrance, dashed away. The man with the scar smiled as he watched her go.
 
It was windy when she left. Store signs shuddered and wooden crates and straw that had once held and cushioned fish tumbled around. She looked up. Big, inky clouds had formed in the southern sky. Her heart began to pound; she had always had an unusual gift for detecting foreboding signs. She regretted going into the theater with the man with the scar. All she had done was watch a movie, but she felt she had done something forbidden. But then, she still didn’t know how the day’s events would change her fate. Suppressing her mounting anxiety, she hurried back home.
Geokjeong didn’t come home that evening. This had never happened before. Geumbok had grown tired of waiting for him and ate dinner on her own. Now she lay in bed but couldn’t fall asleep, feeling uneasy. The wind banged the doors and rattled the windows insistently. She pulled the blankets over her head and tried to go to sleep.
 
The fishmonger was jolted awake by a crashing sound. That evening, he had grilled a sardine and chased it with soju before going to sleep. After the girl ran off with his money, he vowed to stop drinking, but he felt so lonely he hadn’t been able to fall asleep without it. He couldn’t believe his eyes when he opened them. The roof had been torn entirely off and the items in his room were being swept around in the wind. The doors trembled like leaves, as though they would be ripped off. He felt rain drops. That was when he remembered the drying racks. He ran outside. In the dark, a wave as big as a house was rearing up like a giant. A typhoon. 
On the beach, most of the drying racks had fallen and the fish were rolling along the sand. He rushed over, picked up the fish, and put them in crates. Water sprayed from every direction, drenching him, and the strong winds pulled him this way and that. The waves grew wilder, roaring up to the drying racks. Everything was falling over, and the crates he had worked so hard to stack up began to fly away. He frantically picked up all the fish and put them in a pile. He heard creaks and snaps; when he turned, he saw his house being torn to pieces. The roof had flown away, the furniture was tumbling around, and the door was about to fly off its hinges. It sounded as if evil spirits were shrieking in his ears; he thought he would go deaf. He ran after the fish as if he’d lost his mind, but as soon as he piled them up they would scatter in the wind, gliding in the air. Sand sprayed and needled his face. His flesh tore and blood flowed. There was nothing left. He began to laugh maniacally, throwing whatever he could get his hands on into the wind and the ocean: fish, pine branches, sand. “Hahaha! Take this fish! It’s all ruined! Just destroy all of it, why don’t you? Take the house and me and the world! All of it!”
An enormous tidal wave reared in front of the fishmonger as he screamed wildly. It swept over everything.
 
At the faint sound of someone calling her name, Geumbok opened her eyes. She looked beside her but Geokjeong hadn’t returned. Everything was dark and the wind was shaking the windows violently. She heard a faint voice outside. Feeling relieved, she yanked open the door. Outside, half a dozen strong men were drenched from the rain. In front of the gate they put down a gurney made of straw mats and pieces of wood fixed to wooden poles. Geumbok ran out screaming. It was Geokjeong, covered in blood. The rain was washing the blood off his body. Sobbing, Geumbok held his head; his face was pale and his eyes were closed. His head was wrapped in a bloodied towel.



THE MAN WITH THE SCAR
Afterward, the old fishermen said it was the largest, scariest typhoon they’d ever experienced. Houses splintered away, mudslides were triggered, and roads were cut off. The tidal wave had lifted the docked boats and they were now swaying in the wind, perched on what used to be rooftops; the roofs had been ripped off and were floating like rats in the sea. So many people had drowned or were missing. Many more bodies would never be found.
Laura.
That was the name of the murderous typhoon announced by the meteorological center the following day. The pretty name of a Western woman.
 
How did Geumbok know the typhoon would strike? Did she have an extrasensory organ in her body, like a grasshopper did? Or did she have access to foresight that mere mortals didn’t? You cannot believe all the stories that float around the world. Depending on the person telling it, the person listening to it, and the talents of the original storyteller, a story gives rise to adjustments and modifications. These days, when even holy texts that are supposed to be constant and true are questioned, it’s impossible to blindly accept a story circulating out in the world. Still, you can’t just be suspicious without clear evidence to the contrary. Isn’t it more believable than that the clear sky has a hole the size of the Pacific Ocean? Blessed are the faithful.
 
The fishmonger didn’t die. The following day, he sat in the sand in shock, staring at the wreckage. The sun shone brightly over the peaceful sea; it was as if the previous night had been a dream. The air was still, the waves were calm, and the sea was quiet. Their fish drying operation, which had once been a marvelous sight to behold, had evaporated. The house had floated off someplace, the drying racks were smashed, and the fish had scattered in all directions, like grains of sand. The decomposing fish smelled foul. Gulls dove down to eat the fish strewn along the coast and squawked indifferently. Finally, around lunchtime, the fishmonger left the beach in his rusted truck. Nobody in the seaside city ever saw him again.
 
Geokjeong didn’t die either. That night, the doctor, who had been roused and dragged over by Geumbok, shook his head after examining the giant man. He said he would likely not last more than a few days. There was nothing that could heal him; there was nothing he could do at all. Geumbok, weeping, clung to his legs, so he wrote her a prescription, but added that he doubted it would do much. But Geumbok didn’t give up. She asked around and visited all the good doctors, buying all the medicine that might be good for him. Of course, because she didn’t have any money, she was even more desperate. While Geokjeong lay in bed, hovering between life and death, she desperately devoted herself to nursing him back to health, as if her own life depended on it.
 
Earlier that fateful day, Geokjeong had been transporting lumber sourced from faraway subtropical regions. The logs were five to six jang long and three or more areum thick; they were probably immensely heavy. All the laborers in the area had mobilized to the extensive work site. Men tied lengths of rope to a log, stood on either side, pulled the rope onto their shoulders, and heaved the log up to the dock. The wharf was filled not only with the workers’ grunts and straining but also with onlookers. At the very front, a man beat a drum to a chant, encouraging the workers. The men were in waist-deep water, their jambangi sloshing around their legs, and the thick rope pressed painfully on their shoulders, but they returned the chant with shouts, moving their shaking legs forward with all the strength they had.
That day, Geokjeong was demonstrating the value of being paid three times more than anyone else. He stood at the head of the line with the rope bound to his waist, leading the men. When he pulled they went forward; when he paused to take a breath, the line stopped. The onlookers shouted in amazement at Geokjeong’s superhuman strength while the owner of the ship stood on the dock, pleased and nodding.
That was when it happened. A crash. Onlookers screamed. One of the logs piled up on the dock had rolled off. Geokjeong looked up at the log hurtling down. He had time to get out of its way, but that would mean the workers behind him would be struck. It was a given that half a dozen would get their heads smashed in or become crippled. Everyone shouted at them to get out of the way, but Geokjeong stood in place, tensing his legs. With a terrifying rumble the log came right up to him as everyone screamed, expecting a terrible tragedy. Women looked away and covered their eyes. Geokjeong let out a yell the moment the log hit him in the chest. What happened next was unfathomable. With a boom, the log stopped in its trajectory. Though he staggered back a few paces, he was fine; he emerged without a single scratch on his body. People cheered and applauded his astounding strength. While Geokjeong stood against the log, the men had dashed to the side and were letting out relieved sighs. He picked up the log with ease and tossed it in the water. It made a huge splash.
Geokjeong heard people shouting again from behind and turned, smiling, thinking they were still cheering. But that wasn’t it. The support under the logs had broken and the pile had collapsed; with a huge crash, dozens of enormous logs began to tumble down. The workers ran away or jumped into the water. As for Geokjeong, who had demonstrated his extraordinary strength, he again stood like a bull, blocking the logs. The result was different this time. The logs mowed him over and crashed into the ocean, accompanied by a huge roar. This was the law of acceleration. 
In a short moment, Geokjeong had displayed heroic bravery followed by foolhardy boldness. Any other man would have been flattened and killed on the spot; by surviving, he had confirmed his unusual strength. But the results were brutal. He had broken his collarbone and hip, his pelvis was shattered, and he had other serious injuries. Geumbok didn’t feel any better when people reassured her that Geokjeong had emerged relatively unscathed where no one else could have survived. When he finally opened his eyes, Geumbok asked him why he didn’t get out of the way. Geokjeong said slowly and with effort, “I thought . . . I could . . . stop the logs . . . the second time . . . too.”
 
This was the law of stupidity. Geumbok finally saw her fears clearly. Something had been coiled within her overflowing happiness all along; his physicality had obscured his tragic simplicity. Like an instantly snuffed flame, his body crumbled helplessly. But Geumbok didn’t give up. She couldn’t. She loved him desperately and she’d thrown all of herself into their union. She devoted herself to caring for Geokjeong as he lay like a log. Even as he perspired heavily, she changed him into new clothes every few hours, cleaned his wounds constantly, and massaged his limbs to reawaken his damaged nerves. Boiling some medicinal herbs, Geumbok prayed for the first time in her life to some god she didn’t even know.
Dear God, whoever you are, you perfect being, please save him. I pray to you with everything I have, with all my secrets and happiness, with all the footsteps I have walked, with all of my flesh and blood. Whatever the price is, I will happily accept it.
 
After Geokjeong took to his sickbed, the most immediate problem was that of survival. With money she didn’t have, Geumbok was bringing doctors and buying medicine, so she had to do something, but all that was available for a woman were odd jobs at the wharf. So that was what she did. She threw off her skirt, pulled on work pants like all the women who worked on the wharf, and went out onto the docks. She gutted fish and mended nets and cut up sardines and pierced them on fishing lines. For a boss who had negotiated large sums with ship captains not long ago, she had plummeted to the bottom. This was the law of the world. She spent all day on the docks, working herself to the bone, but the money she earned wasn’t enough to provide two meals a day, let alone expensive medicine. She wondered if she should go back into the dried seafood business but she quickly put it out of her mind. She couldn’t start that line of work without any foundation, and she certainly didn’t want to encroach on the fishmonger’s business. This was Geumbok’s way of being loyal to him. At the time, she didn’t know about the fishmonger’s tragedy.
 
Thanks to Geumbok’s devoted care, Geokjeong managed to rise from bed. But his condition remained grave. The nerves in his legs were severed, which rendered him unable to walk without crutches, and he groaned every night from the pain in his side and neck. Broken bones dug into flesh. He suffered from awful dreams when he managed to fall asleep, with dead people chasing him. He would startle awake, screaming. Geumbok didn’t plug her ears when that happened; instead, she untied her jeogori and put her breast in Geokjeong’s mouth, whispering, “Nobody can hurt you anymore. So don’t you worry about anything and go back to sleep, my love.”
Geokjeong would toss and turn in Geumbok’s arms before managing to fall asleep. His body and mind, once as sturdy as iron, grew weaker and weaker. Her efforts seemed futile, as if she were trying to scoop up spilled water.
 
As Geokjeong depended on Geumbok for everything, from eating to sleeping to washing, he would turn crabby if he didn’t see her even for a moment. He cried often and trembled with fear that someone would harm him. For some reason, he was convinced Geumbok would leave him, and that made him distrustful. She reassured him again and again that she would never leave him, but his baseless belief grew firmer. Eventually he began to suspect that Geumbok was seeing other men. He began to hit her. This was the law of paranoid delusion. Even though he was injured, he broke their belongings with terrifying strength. He would then tear off all her clothes and drag her by the hair into the streets, pulling her along the ground, screaming at people who came out to gawk. “Which of you assholes are sleeping with this bitch? Come out! Come out and face me, you sons of bitches!”
People clucked, feeling sorry for Geumbok, but as they were fully aware of Geokjeong’s frightening strength nobody dared step up to help. Geumbok would cry and beg him to stop, that she loved no one else, but it was no use. It was as if the god of jealousy was controlling him. When he got tired and regained his senses, he would regret what he had done. “It’s because I love you. Because I love you so much. You have to forgive me,” he would plead, weeping. He was no longer the Geokjeong he had once been. Geumbok grew more and more exhausted, feeling suffocated. Her face turned pale and lost its luster. The scent that made men’s hearts pound dissipated, and people didn’t recognize her anymore when they bumped into her on the street.
 
One day, Geumbok was at the market as she always was, gutting fish. People started murmuring and rushing toward the docks. She followed and saw that work was in progress in the middle of the wharf, as onlookers crowded around. She pushed her way through. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Men were butchering an enormous fish—the blue whale she had seen from the beach that first day. When they sliced through the whale’s belly with large knives, so much blood and innards gushed out that it caused onlookers to leap out of the way. From the creature’s enormous stomach came fishing implements like an anchor and sails and old nets and tangled fishing lines, as well as pieces of wood broken off ships, various kinds of sea plants, and small fish. People shouted every time something new emerged, but Geumbok felt as if her own flesh were being carved. She felt terrified as she watched a majestic life turn into chunks of meat. She clapped her hand over her mouth, trying to swallow her sobs. She left and collapsed on the empty beach, crying her eyes out.
 
On her way home that day, exhausted from hard labor and with a heavy heart, she walked by the theater. A new Western was playing. She looked up at the sign. What was it that made her walk back to the theater that day? Did witnessing the whale’s death give her a change of heart? Did she want to forget her own terrible life for a moment? Was her heart telling her to seek a new path?
Her feet drew her toward the theater. She asked for the man with the scar, and he came outside a moment later. He was in his snow-white suit with a cigarette in his mouth, and looked surprised at Geumbok’s gaunt appearance. She regretted coming. Her face burned in embarrassment and she wanted to turn around and run off. She managed to speak in a tiny voice that she wanted to watch a movie. The man with the scar smiled and led her inside by the hand.
Again, she couldn’t take her eyes off the screen as she experienced immense pleasure from the majestic sounds pouring over her. When the movie was over, again she felt as if she’d been tricked. She couldn’t get up; she felt disappointed and sad. Throughout the movie, the man with the scar sat next to her, holding her hand with his two fingers.
Geumbok emerged from the theater, her hands slippery with sweat. But she didn’t throw up this time. The man with the scar told her to come again any time if she wanted to watch a movie. He smiled at her. Geumbok’s face flushed as she rushed away. But she couldn’t stop herself from heading back to the theater the next day and the day after that. Like an opium addict, she couldn’t stand it if she didn’t watch a movie for even one day. She couldn’t stop.
 
The man with the scar was a gangster. A renowned con artist, a notorious smuggler, a superb butcher, a rake, the pimp of all the prostitutes on the wharf, and a hot-tempered broker, he was involved in all the illicit dealings in the city. He knew all the tricks and ways to resolve complications. For the most part, the way he lived was outside legal bounds, but people always needed someone like him. He introduced dockworkers and loyal sailors to ship owners and brought pretty girls from other cities to work in bars. He found appropriate boats for smugglers and took care of problems with the help of thugs hanging around the wharf. Every single person in the city knew who he was. Everyone feared him, but some considered him talented and trustworthy.
That a snake-like man like him became interested in an ordinary country girl like Geumbok was because of his tragic love story—his past as a yakuza who cut six fingers off one by one to present them to the woman he loved.
 
When the man with the scar met Naoko, his ideal woman whom he loved with his entire being, he was sixteen. At the time he ran errands for the yakuza, learning how to use a knife to quickly dispatch someone. He was living in a seaside town in Japan. Two years prior, the boy had left his hometown in Korea to go to Japan. One night, he went to the pleasure houses with his mentor and spotted a geisha in a red kimono. He was instantly smitten. His heart ached from that very moment. He pined for her for a long time before finally heading to the pleasure houses one night, all alone.
Naoko was the name of the geisha who had lit a fire in the boy’s heart. Her face was always painted white, making it difficult to guess her age. A subtle scent wafted from the geisha as she sang, which made his heart pound and his knees go weak; that was what Geumbok’s scent recalled. His voice trembling, he confessed his love for her and asked to bed her. The geisha, who had experienced all sorts of hardship, had no intention of joining the young boy’s play.
“I want a true man,” she said to him coldly. “You aren’t a true yakuza. You’re too young to make love. Come back when you’re a little older.”
The boy took out a dagger and boldly cut off his pinky finger; the geisha nearly screamed in terror. “I will come back for you in a few years. I will be a true man then. This is the mark of my vow.”
He wrapped his pinky in muslin and handed it to her. He left the pleasure house.
 
A few years passed, and the boy became a man. His gaze had deepened; he’d grown muscles and he was taller. One day, he stabbed a member of a rival organization, just the way he learned from his mentors. Though the boy wasn’t even Japanese, the oyabun accepted him as an official member. During the initiation ceremony the boy cut off a finger and presented it to the oyabun, promising to be loyal, honorable, and never betray the organization. As he had already given the geisha his left pinky, he severed his right pinky.
That night, he went to find the geisha. It had been a few years since he saw Naoko, whose face was still painted white.
“I became a true man today, just as you wanted. Today I became an official member of the organization.”
At first she didn’t remember the boy who had confessed his love to her long ago, but she smiled when he showed her his hand with a missing finger. “It is you, the young man from back then. But there are so many young men like you in this city. And I don’t believe in love. Love changes and is difficult to maintain.”
“Then what do you believe in?” he asked, devastated that Naoko hadn’t recognized him.
“A man must be strong enough to protect his woman. Otherwise you can’t call yourself a true man, no matter how big you are and how good you are with a blade.”
He cut off another finger. “I shall return as a powerful man. Wait for me until I do. This is the mark of my vow.”
His gaze transformed. Whenever there was a fight between organizations, he brandished his knife at the head of the gang as he rushed toward his enemies. He thought of the geisha Naoko every time he slashed. He recalled the scent she emitted and vowed he would have her. He didn’t shrink away from danger, nearly dying many times, and became a yakuza feared by all. Eventually, he rose to be the second in command.
He went back to the geisha. A few years had passed since he promised he would return. He requested to bed her, and she finally remembered the man who had cut two fingers off for her.
“You seem to have become a true man,” she remarked. 
“That’s right. Now I am powerful enough to protect you.”
Naoko smirked. “I can sleep with you tonight. But what meaning would it have if it can’t be forever?”
He choked up, feeling despair. “What do you mean?”
“No matter how many males are in a pride, only one lion takes all the females. That’s what I want. Do you understand me?”
“You want me to be the oyabun?”
Naoko just smiled. She was a woman who was never satisfied. But crazy in love, he took out a dagger and sliced off another finger.
“I will return as the oyabun. This is the mark of my vow.” 
He wrapped it in muslin, gave it to her, and left.
But it was not an easy task to become the oyabun. No matter how much he excelled, there would be no possibility for ascension until the current oyabun retired or died. Time flowed and he felt more and more anxious. Finally, he made a fateful decision. He procured a knife with a rival organization’s mark and sneaked into the oyabun’s bedroom late at night to stab him in the heart. It pained him to betray his mentor, who had taken him in and raised him, but he had no choice in the matter. As an apology to his dead mentor, he cut off another finger.
Soon, a fierce war broke out between the two organizations that continued for more than a year. Members on both sides were maimed or killed. Finally, headquarters stepped in to mediate. After the war, he became the oyabun, as he desired. He returned to Naoko, who didn’t forget him this time and greeted him warmly. “You’ve become the oyabun. I’m honored that you haven’t forgotten me and have come to see me.”
Naoko’s changed demeanor thrilled and delighted him. As the night ripened, she went outside to wash. He took off his clothes and went under the blankets, waiting for his lover, who he’d finally attained by sacrificing five fingers. Naoko came in after her bath. She took off her red kimono in the dark. She had washed off her white face paint. He grabbed her by the hand and pulled her into bed. She trembled shyly as he held her; he was on the verge of joyful tears. His reward for his longstanding obsession was sweet ecstacy. He reached the height of pleasure multiple times that night. He fell asleep, arms around her.
The next morning, he woke up, still reeling from the intense pleasure of the previous night. Naoko was asleep in his arms. He turned to gaze into his beloved’s face and was shocked. The geisha lying next to him was an old woman, her face wrinkled and her breasts sagging. At first he thought Naoko had tricked him, perhaps by sending in another geisha. But then he realized the old woman lying next to him really was Naoko, concealed all along by the white powder and the red kimono. His heart sank. She hadn’t been young when he first met her, and he had spent years trying to have her. He couldn’t believe this wrinkled old woman was the geisha he had so loved and desired. The pleasures of the night before curdled into revulsion as he shuddered from dejection, betrayal, and rage. While he chased a silly delusion, Naoko had aged. He had frittered his youth away. He cursed his cruel fate, vowing revenge on the god who laughed at him. He would never love another woman again. To seal that vow he severed another finger.
He pulled the blankets over the old, naked, sleeping geisha and left. He never saw her again. After a while, a rumor began to make the rounds that he had murdered the former oyabun, and a secret investigation was conducted by headquarters. He decided to leave this city, which had given him only scars and regrets. He had nothing left there. One early morning, without telling anyone, he boarded a cargo ship headed to his hometown. He only had four fingers left. After he returned to the city by the sea, he sometimes visited prostitutes to quench his lust but never gave his heart to any one of them. And that is the story of how he lost six fingers.
 
A renowned con artist, a notorious smuggler, a superb butcher, a rake, the pimp of all the prostitutes on the wharf, and a hot-tempered broker, the man with the scar always sat next to Geumbok and held her hand as she watched movies. She was prepared for a hand to dig into her jeogori or slide under her skirt, but for some reason all he did was hold her hand. He did whisper answers to Geumbok whenever she had questions. As the most powerful man in the city, it would have been as easy as turning his hand over for him to do whatever he wanted with a girl, but he was always kind and polite with Geumbok. He reserved the best seat in the house for her. Though the theater became more successful and busier, not a single person sat in her seat despite having no indication whatsoever that it was taken. This was the law of the streets.
As the man with the scar explained, there were thousands of movies in the world, and what Geumbok liked most of all were Westerns. The desert so vast it couldn’t possibly exist, the horse-drawn carriage careening wildly across, the firm conclusion delivered by a gun, the cowboys and the blonde women who knew how to handle them . . .
Geumbok liked a man who often played the sheriff, a big man with hard, rock-like shoulders and meaty hands who looked especially good riding a horse.
John Wayne.
That was the name of the sheriff, explained the man with the scar.
 
Geumbok began to understand the secrets hidden in movies as she frequented the theater. Such as how everything that unfolded before her eyes wasn’t reality, how movies told stories, much like the fairy tales she heard from adults when she was young, and how if you read the subtitles you could better understand the story. There was just one thing she couldn’t wrap her head around: the concept of “acting.” According to the man with the scar, people in the movies weren’t real, they weren’t crying because they were truly sad and they weren’t kissing out of true love, but they were “just pretending.” He said that “just pretending” was “acting.” But Geumbok didn’t understand why they had to act. Why did they get angry and fight even when they didn’t hate each other, and why did they weep even when they didn’t love each other? Eventually she did understand the difference between being honest and acting, but movies were still enticing and guided her to a world of pleasure, freeing her from pain.
 
This is neither here nor there, but there is a hard-to-believe backstory about the white suit worn by the man with the scar. At one time, like other gangsters, he had worn black suits. But he tried on a white suit once and was instantly charmed. He foolishly believed that the white suit would wash away the blood on his hands and purify his vice-and-crime-stained past. That was when he began wearing only white, and that became a problem for those who had worn white suits before. Nobody thought they should wear the same color as the man with the scar. Why did they think that? We don’t know, they just did. Nobody ordered them to stop wearing white, but they voluntarily hung their white suits deep in their closets and put on other suits. Not long after the man with the scar began wearing white, that color vanished completely from the streets.
People who truly missed white wore gray or ivory. People in gray suits didn’t feel it so much, but those in ivory suits would feel clammy and begin sweating as soon as they stepped outside. Soon, that color disappeared from the streets, too. Eventually, only one person wore white in that seaside city. That meant he was easily spotted wherever he went. Anyway, that’s how the story goes.



JOHN WAYNE
Geokjeong grew weaker. Despite Geumbok’s devoted care, his face turned noticeably gaunt, his body wasted away, his muscles turned limp, and he developed bedsores from lying down all day. He didn’t eat much and lay staring up at the ceiling, his eyes unfocused. From time to time he would leap up and become violent, as though he had just remembered he should, but he wasn’t as strong as he had been. Like a burlap sack full of rotting potatoes he shrank into himself. Geumbok’s heart ached as she watched his body collapse. The desire to flee from her pain quietly reared its head. That was something she couldn’t stop herself from feeling. 
One night, she came home late and found a sack of rice in front of their house. She opened the door and, to her surprise, saw Geokjeong greedily eating a boiled pork leg. He greeted her happily, perhaps because it was the first time in a long while that he was eating meat. He explained that a man had brought the food on an A-frame carrier. So it wasn’t you who sent it? he asked her. He showed her a bag the man had brought; it was filled to the brim with expensive medicine.
 
Geumbok immediately went to the house of the man with the scar. He was surprised to see her as she tossed the bundle of medicine by his feet.
“I’m no whore,” she announced.
“I never said you were,” the man with the scar said, smiling gently. 
“Then what do you want?”
“Come to the theater every day. That’s all I want.”
“I don’t know what you’re expecting, but this won’t do. I can’t accept this.”
“I just want to help you,” he said, looking straight into her eyes.
They stared at each other, fighting a war of nerves. Finally, Geumbok looked down and began to undress. The man was surprised.
“If someone gives you money, there’s a price for that,” Geumbok explained. “I don’t know what you want, but I can pay you back in my own way.”
This was the law of Geumbok.
Beginning the following day, Geumbok didn’t go to work. Instead, she went to the theater in the morning to watch movies. When Geokjeong’s medicine was about to run out she would go to the man with the scar and take off her clothes, then she would go home with money. When she lay with the man with the scar she resented her lack of power and wanted to die of shame, but as time passed these feelings dulled. She vowed to herself that she would do anything to get medicine for Geokjeong.
One day, after they were done, Geumbok got up to dress when the man with the scar stopped her. He took out something he had hidden deep in the closet. It was the red kimono Naoko had worn, the geisha he had cherished. He helped Geumbok into it as she stared at him in confusion. 
“I’d like you to wear this the next time you come to me. What do you think? You can do it for me, right, Naoko?”
He had begun calling her Naoko a while back. Geumbok felt it was a disgrace to be called by another woman’s name and had to wear a kimono, but this was still something she could live with when she considered what she gained. She went home every time with enough money for food and medicine. As time passed, she became used to the name and the kimono, and soon she didn’t feel any revulsion, as though her name had been Naoko from the start.
 
While the man with the scar—the renowned con artist, notorious smuggler, superb butcher, rake, pimp of all the prostitutes on the wharf, and hot-tempered broker—was a taciturn man, he was gregarious with Geumbok, telling her everything about himself. The stories he told her were frightening and cruel, about murder and kidnapping, conspiracy and betrayal—how he was born to an old prostitute who worked along the wharf and was raised by other prostitutes when she died during childbirth, how he grew up without knowing his father, how a smuggler who claimed to be his father appeared in his life, how he stowed away to Japan with this man, how a typhoon came upon them during the journey, how the ship capsized, how the smuggler didn’t know how to swim and flailed in the waves before sinking into the water, how he, who thankfully knew how to swim, drifted onto a beach and lost consciousness, where he was discovered by the yakuza, how he lived with them and learned to use a knife, how he killed for the first time, how he met the geisha who was his first love, how he parted ways with her, how he returned home and consolidated power in this city—but she remained enthralled, as though she were watching a movie. That was how she gradually entered his world.
 
One day, the man with the scar took Geumbok to a café next to the theater. He ordered tea that was arrowroot-black. She took a sip and spat it out immediately; it was too bitter. “What is this?”
“This is coffee. If it’s too bitter you can put some sugar in it. Like this.” He smiled.
It wasn’t too bad once she sweetened it. It was fairly delicious, actually, and after a few sips she fell in love with the taste of coffee. The bitterness that spread on the tip of her tongue and dissipated as it left behind a clean, lingering flavor, the scent that seemed to contain an elegant secret in its sourness—she was reminded of the smell of the wind that blew from the south long ago as she sat on the hill in her hometown.
From then on she went frequently to the café for coffee. She wondered what it was made of to give the drink such a mysterious taste, and soon learned it came from beans that looked like grains of barley but were as large as peas. The man with the scar explained these seeds grew on trees and came from a country far away on the other side of the world. When the seeds were roasted in a pot then boiled, the water turned dark brown, filling the café with its scent. All kinds of people gathered at the café, chasing that gentle scent: bashful lovers who came to watch a movie, bewildered youngsters who hadn’t figured out what to do with themselves, laborers exhausted from work, sailors who returned from the high seas, men who came to see the man with the scar.
The man with the scar always met with people in a corner of the café. At the entrance to the café were his men, whose permission one had to request in order to speak with him. Usually, the visitors spoke as the man with the scar listened intently. Though all he did was nod or frown slightly, the men turned joyful or mournful depending on his expression. After they left, the man with the scar would beckon one of his men over and say a few words. It goes without saying that these few words unleashed suggestions and threats, kidnapping and torture, terror and murder.
All throughout the city, the man with the scar got a cut whenever money was exchanged. If a pickpocket stole the belongings of a bewildered country hick, for example, a portion would go to the man with the scar. A prostitute got a big payout from a lonely widower? A portion would go to the man with the scar. When liquor was sold in bars or food was sold in restaurants or water was sold by water carriers, the man with the scar got his cut, and if an argument erupted somewhere and someone had to be compensated for it, there was always a cut for the man with the scar. People called it taxes.
And why did people have to pay taxes to the man with the scar, you ask? They just had to. It had been that way from the very beginning, and nobody questioned it. A few years earlier, a man who’d come from elsewhere to open a bar asked why for the very first time.
The answer was instantly meted out that very night, by a large rock tied around the man’s waist before he was thrown into the ocean. This was the law of the man with the scar. A few years later, the answer was concisely summarized by a missionary who came to the city: Render unto God the things that are God’s and unto the man with the scar the things that are the man with the scar’s.
A very long time ago, a gang from a neighboring city had coveted the man with the scar’s territory and gone after him. They hired an assassin, who plunged a knife into his left side as he walked alone down the street in the middle of the day. The man with the scar fought for his life for a long time in the hospital. Finally, he rose like a phoenix and carried out revenge. The gangsters were, for the most part, tossed into the water, weighed down with rocks. Because of that incident, the man with the scar developed a habit of looking behind his shoulder every three steps he took, and that burdensome habit continued until he met his own death several years later on a stormy night, when he was skewered by a harpoon.
 
Once, Geumbok went home particularly late. It had been the opening day of a new Western. Her favorite, John Wayne, was in it, along with Indians wearing feathers. Taciturn John Wayne calmly killed the Indians one by one, who collapsed like deer. This was the law of Westerns. Geumbok became so engrossed in the movie that she managed to rise only after she watched it three times in a row. It was so late; she started to get worried about Geokjeong.
Sure enough, Geokjeong was infuriated. As soon as he saw her, he grabbed her by the hair and smashed her head into the wall, again and again. He cursed at her and demanded to know who she had been with all this time. He also insisted he could smell another man on her and began throwing things. Fed up, Geumbok sprang up and shoved him. Geokjeong fell over limply and began to cry like a child. He looked at her balefully. “I know what’s going on.”
Geumbok’s heart sank. “What do you mean?” 
“I heard what people are saying about you.”
Geumbok let out a long sigh and looked down at him. While she had been going back and forth between Geokjeong and the man with the scar, she had neglected to take care of him; Geokjeong, whose clothes were filthy, was so gaunt he resembled a huge, empty leather sack. She felt sorry for him. The guilt, which had dulled recently, revived in her. She put her arms around him. “No matter what you’ve heard, don’t you dare believe it. It’s all just stories people made up so they can gossip.”
“No, you’ve changed,” Geokjeong said, shaking his head and still crying. “I know there’s another man.”
“What other man? Go on, tell me. Who would I love other than you?”
Geokjeong sniffled. “John Wayne. You love John Wayne way more than me.”



THE MONSTER
Anyone can unwittingly find themselves preposterously deluded or irrationally obsessed at least once in their lives. When it comes to something like love, for example. Even a rational person like the man with the scar might have been just another foolish human in that sense. Though he had once vowed to never love another woman and sliced off a finger as a marker of that promise, he found himself enamored with Naoko-Geumbok. Initially he had approached her half out of curiosity and half for amusement, but when she began wearing the red kimono his cold heart was lit on fire, just the way the geisha had ignited his sixteen-year-old heart. He tried everything he could to keep his vow and not fall in love, but it was impossible to reject Geumbok, who had already burrowed into a corner of his heart.
Of course, as a renowned con artist, notorious smuggler, superb butcher, rake, pimp of all the prostitutes on the wharf, and hot-tempered broker, the man with the scar could take any woman he wanted at any time, but the only one who meant something to him was Geokjeong’s woman. She freely took off her kimono any time he wanted, but what he wanted wasn’t only her body. He wanted her confiding whispers, her complaints, her smiles; all he truly wanted was her embraces and her tears, the sound of her breathing, and her love. What he ultimately wanted was everything about Geumbok, and to possess it all forever. This was the law of love.
 
Once, he’d casually tried to see how Geumbok felt. He mentioned that he couldn’t understand why a young, beautiful woman like her was living with a lazy, unwell man like Geokjeong.
Geumbok let out a long sigh. “He’s my man. He can’t live without me. So I can’t ever leave him unless he’s the one to end it.”
The man with the scar couldn’t believe how foolish and unconditional her love was, but she was firm on that point. Even he, who knew how to get what he wanted, couldn’t do anything about Geumbok’s heart. His own heart imploded every time Geumbok cast off her kimono and went home. He gave her precious gifts she had never seen before in her life, like an expensive watch from across the ocean and a pretty dagger from Japan and a crystal kettle from Arabia and a gold hairpin from China. This was the law of courtship. But Geumbok was unmoved by these gifts and took them begrudgingly only after he offered them to her multiple times.
 
After a season passed, he cautiously inquired again to see if her heart had moved at all. Geumbok was changing out of the kimono into her own clothes, getting ready to head home.
“He’s using you. I can separate him from you permanently if you want that.”
“What do you mean?” Geumbok’s head snapped toward him and blue flames danced in her eyes. She stalked up to him and looked him straight in the eyes. “I don’t know what you’re plotting, but don’t you even dream of doing anything. I will know you’re responsible if something happens to him. I will kill myself in front of you if you touch even a hair on his body. Mark my words.”
With that, she opened the door and left, her face frosty.
 
The man with the scar thought he could die right then and there with no regrets if he could feel that kind of love from Geumbok. Rather than experiencing the pain of heartache, it would be better to be forever maimed and be on the receiving end of Geumbok’s warm ministrations. His vow to never love again was broken, and soon he discovered himself trying to win Geumbok’s heart.
 
Not long after that, the man with the scar made Geumbok an offer. He would give her and Geokjeong a room in his house. Of course, at first Geumbok firmly refused his offer; she wasn’t keen on having Geokjeong live in the same household as a man with whom she was involved in an illicit relationship, and she also suspected that the man with the scar had an ulterior motive. But he convinced her, saying it would be ideal for him since he could spend more time with Geumbok, and it would also be better for Geokjeong since staying in his large, clean house would help him recuperate. The man with the scar even vowed to have a doctor move in to take care of Geokjeong. Geumbok, unable to refuse any longer, finally moved into his house with Geokjeong and the three began living together. 
Initially Geumbok was ill at ease in his house. But as time passed, she grew used to their odd cohabitation arrangement. The man with the scar had a kitchen maid, so she didn’t even have to get her hands wet, and because there were many other servants in the house, Geokjeong didn’t have to rely solely on Geumbok. She was able to live well beyond her means, so there was no reason for her to be unhappy. Her expression regained vitality.
 
Meanwhile, though Geokjeong didn’t know why they moved, he believed Geumbok must have earned a lot of money somehow. However it happened there was always plenty to eat, so there was no reason for him to be unhappy either. He saw the man with the scar from time to time, but he neither realized what the man’s relationship to Geumbok was nor was he interested. His suspicion of Geumbok’s relationship with John Wayne had evaporated from his head a long time ago. Perhaps because he was bored from lying around indoors, he began to covet food instead. The gentle-eyed giant who had been famous for being the strongest of men turned into a lazy good-for-nothing bum who thought only of food. Thanks to his gluttony, he was no longer irrationally violent, regained his health slowly, and began to fill out, making Geumbok happy. Their days were filled with peace and contentment.
 
But that wasn’t the case for the man with the scar, the renowned con artist, notorious smuggler, superb butcher, rake, pimp of all the prostitutes on the wharf, and hot-tempered broker. He was spending lovelorn days in great pain. Several times, he’d snuck into Geokjeong’s room with a knife. But knowing what Geumbok would do if anything were to happen to her man, he couldn’t stab him after all. Instead, he would take the knife and place it against parts of Geokjeong’s body as the other man slept, studying where and how he would stab him in order to kill him instantly. This was how the man with the scar assured himself of Geokjeong’s worthlessness. He could decide at any moment to dispatch him to the underworld, and that thought momentarily appeased the murderous urge in his heart. Geokjeong slept all the time, with scraps of food coating his mouth or chin, never realizing a blade was waving this way and that in front of his nose.
One day, Geumbok—it wasn’t clear if she knew how the man with the scar was feeling—lay in his arms and said, “I’m living here now, just as you wanted. But you don’t seem happy. What is it?”
The man with the scar mumbled that he was just tired.
Geumbok sat up and looked straight at him. “Look here. You have everything you wanted. As the master of this house, you get to decide how to feel about it. Don’t you understand that?”
The man with the scar suddenly felt he had all the answers. He decided to consider Geokjeong as an appendage that came along with Geumbok. He was finally at ease. He regretted having been in a pit of foolish jealousy for so long. Just like that, peace returned to the house of the man with the scar.
 
A year passed. During that time, nothing changed, other than Geokjeong’s weight. He now weighed close to five hundred kilograms, having gained so much weight that his waist was as thick as the logs he had once transported and one couldn’t tell where his neck or his waist began. His penis was buried in flesh, only managing to get some air when he peed. This was the law of obesity. Eventually he couldn’t get up by himself without assistance, and he couldn’t make it to the bathroom, so they had to special-order a huge chamber pot for his room. The amount of food he consumed daily was truly astounding. The kitchen maid’s fingerprints had become faint by having to wash so much rice for him, and the rice seller’s delivery man was becoming hunchbacked from the number of times he brought sacks of rice to the house. Geokjeong had nothing to do but eat all day, and perhaps because it was challenging enough to eat, digest, and excrete waste that he became simpler and simpler, in proportion to his weight.
Geokjeong’s demise brought Geumbok unexpected tranquility. She continued to practically live at the theater and went to the café for coffee once a day. She would come home late at night, check on Geokjeong, then head straight into the other room to spend time with the man with the scar.
 
This is neither here nor there, but there was a strange rumor circulating among the village kids around that time. The rumor had it that the man with the scar, that renowned con artist, notorious smuggler, superb butcher, rake, pimp of all the prostitutes on the wharf, and hot-tempered broker, had brought home a mysterious monster. The enormous monster lived deep in the ocean, but when he washed ashore after a typhoon, he had been discovered by the man with the scar, who brought him home. This enormous monster ate everything in sight, but the man with the scar kept him despite the cost because he looked almost human, understood human speech, and could even utter a few words. The story was that the man with the scar found the monster remarkable and couldn’t bring himself to kill it.
Other rumors had it that the man with the scar would catch children who stayed out late and toss them to the monster, which would instantly swallow them whole, even the bones. This strange story ended with how the monster would pound the floor and cry, “I’m hungry! Give me another child to eat.”



THE STORM
What is supposed to come always ends up coming, even without a harbinger. This was the law of fate. That day, as always, fishermen went out to sea in their boats and women dug clams from the mud flats to fill their mesh sacks. Geumbok went from the theater to the café to the market, her hips wagging as always, and returned home late. Thick, inky clouds choked the sky, but she merely thought it looked like rain. At home, she checked on Geokjeong. At this point, he weighed over one ton, and one couldn’t discern what was a hand and what was a foot by looking at him. He was an enormous maggot, pure and simple. His intellect had diminished even further so he could only manage to say a few words; sometimes he didn’t even recognize Geumbok.
That day, when she opened the door to his room and went in, he was eating dinner. He glanced at her but his eyes didn’t contain any desire or hate; it simply contained nothing at all. More and more he resembled a prehistoric fish prior to the development of limbs. The enormous lump of flesh that took up more than half of the room glistened with a strange beauty. His clear, transparent gaze made one feel a deep, endless guilt. Because of that, the man with the scar didn’t go near his room, and Geumbok, too, tried very hard to avoid looking him in the eyes.
As she came out of his room, the wind blew so forcefully that the hinges squeaked, making her flinch. She went into the room of the man with the scar in her kimono. He greeted her with a big smile, the scar on his face curving. When she sat down, he took a necklace from his pocket and looped it around her neck. Decorated with brilliant gold, the necklace was a precious treasure some queen had worn a thousand years ago, a priceless rare gem even back then, and he wanted to see her light up with pleasure. That day, she didn’t appear joyful. Did she detect something ominous in the necklace?
“I look ugly with this on,” she said dejectedly as she looked into the mirror.
The man with the scar vehemently disagreed. “What are you talking about, Naoko? You were clearly a queen in your former life. It looks so nice on you.” With his artless words he reassured Geumbok, who smiled and hugged him.
If there was another change around this time, it was Geumbok’s demeanor toward the man with the scar. Unlike before, she would whine and act coquettishly, making him laugh, and her enthusiastic thrusts in bed drained him. He was thrilled with this change, and all of his lovelorn pain and sorrow that had piled up since he fell in love with the geisha melted away, and this moved him so much that he shed tears in secret. Geumbok was a woman who could make a man with such an icy heart weep.
That night, the two threw off all their clothes and made love, and they didn’t realize that the night was deepening or that the wind was picking up or that rain was beginning to fall. Nor did they realize that the fateful hour was approaching.
 
Geumbok opened her eyes, feeling chilled. In the black darkness, Geokjeong was standing tall. He was drenched, water dripping from his sleeves. Shocked, Geumbok tried to get up but she couldn’t budge; it was as if she had been tied up. She wanted to ask what was going on but her voice wasn’t coming out. Geokjeong looked down at her resentfully. She felt afraid; his face looked odd, as though he were no longer human. He opened his mouth.
“You like John Wayne more than me.” His voice was low and heavy, ringing out of a deep well.
Her throat closed up in misery. She held out her hands, wanting to approach him, but he glided slowly backward as though wheels were attached to his feet and disappeared into the darkness.
Geumbok sat up, wide awake. The wind sounded like howling demons and rain lashed the house, drenching the windows. She shivered. He had looked so real and vivid. She looked over and didn’t see the man with the scar. An unsettling thought flashed through her head. She got up, shrugged on the kimono, and ran to Geokjeong’s room. His door was wide open. Nobody was inside. She remembered what the man with the scar had said to her long ago.
I can separate him from you permanently if you want that.
She remembered something else.
I threw him in the ocean with rocks tied to him, so I don’t think he’d be able to make it back alive even if he could swim like a dolphin.
This was the law of the subconscious.
She crossed the yard barefoot and ran out the gate. It was stormy outside, just like the day Geokjeong had been injured. Rain splattered her. Her kimono got wet in an instant and the sash loosened, revealing her pale breast, but she didn’t stop. Her breath was in her throat and her heart felt as if it would explode. She ran to the wharf. A wave the size of a house was charging toward the seawall, spraying foam everywhere.
At the very end was the man with the scar, his back to her. He was looking out at the water, standing still in front of the enormous wave. Geumbok stopped, suddenly feeling dizzy. Her head was flooded with a vision of the man with the scar, tying a rock to Geokjeong’s waist and pushing him into the sea. Her heart burned with hatred. She spotted a large harpoon, which must have fallen off a ship during the storm. The metal hook at the end of the bamboo pole glinted chillingly in the dark. She picked it up.
When the man with the scar looked over his shoulder, he saw Geumbok in her red kimono, holding a harpoon. Her face was shuddering with rage. As the man with the scar was about to speak, the harpoon pierced his body. He looked down at his stomach; blood slowly seeped through his clothes. He looked at Geumbok, stunned. Blood trickled out of his mouth. His lips were stiffening, making it hard to speak. What he managed to say with difficulty was the following.
“But why . . .?”
That was exactly what the poor wretch who had opened a bar in the city had asked when he’d gone to collect taxes. The man with the scar nodded, as though he now understood everything. His knees gave way and he sank to the ground. He strained to speak. “I . . . didn’t . . . kill . . . Geokjeong. He killed, himself . . .”
With that, the man with the scar, the renowned con artist, notorious smuggler, superb butcher, rake, pimp of all the prostitutes on the wharf, and hot-tempered broker, died.



SETTING SAIL
Is there such a thing as the objective truth? How credible is a story that floats through the world going from mouth to mouth? Was that really what the man with the scar said to Geumbok as he expired? Could a human continue to be crafty even as he slides toward death in front of the person he loves? Here too, we do not have answers. By its very nature, a story contains adjustments and embellishments depending on the perspective of the person telling it, depending on the listener’s convenience, depending on the storyteller’s skills. Reader, you will believe what you want to believe. That’s all there is to it.
 
That night, Geokjeong woke up, sensing something ominous brewing. Outside the wind howled and rain pounded on the doors. Strangely, though, everything felt clear to him. His mind was alert, as if he had awoken from a deep slumber. He decided to get up to see how hard it was raining. But he couldn’t move. It was as if he were tied down. Geokjeong glanced down and was shocked as he took in his enormous body, which was so swollen that he couldn’t tell where his legs started or where his arms began. He couldn’t comprehend how so much flesh was clinging to his body.
He sat there for a while, stunned by his transformation into a monstrous creature, before he tried to move again. He had once been famous for being the best worker on the wharf, but now he was enormously fat. His atrophied muscles pulsed and managed to lift up the mounds of flesh that encased his body. He opened the door and went slowly outside. He didn’t recognize the house. Why was he there? He walked across the way and opened the bedroom doors one by one, as though he were trying to find the key that would unlock the mysteries. His belly dragged along the floor.
A familiar scent drifted out from the darkness within one of the rooms. Lightning flashed, illuminating the interior. He spotted Geumbok naked, embracing a stranger in her sleep. The stab of pain he felt at the sight made him want to scream, but he closed the door quietly and went back to his room. Another flash of lightning bared his enormity without mercy. Slowly, scenes from the past began to float into his head, faintly. The beach where he first met Geumbok, fish hanging on drying racks, the beach at sunset, happy times he shared with her, large logs tumbling toward him, the way he dragged her by the hair, out of his mind . . .
He looked down at his huge self, thinking about the woman he loved lying just down the way with another man, and felt searing pain. Tears began flowing down his face. He cried for a while, his shoulders shaking. As he sat there, crying silently, a single thought was slowly solidifying in his mind. He recalled how lovingly Geumbok had cared for him. Eventually he rose and went outside. He opened the door to her room again; he wanted to see her face one last time. The next time lightning struck, he could see how happy she looked, her face having grown pleasingly plump.
 
Geokjeong was dragging himself toward the wharf. Rain and wind lashed at him, making it even harder to continue. His belly scraped along the ground, but he forced his massive bulk toward the wharf. He staggered forward, dragging his huge bundle of flesh. He started singing a song he used to sing when he worked as a laborer. This was the law of habit.
 
Hey hey let’s climb hey let’s climb 
Let’s climb this peak
Let’s sling and carry and climb 
Hey hey let’s climb hey let’s climb 
Hey hey hey hey hey
 
Singing verses generally meant for two teams all by himself, he slowly headed toward the wharf. The very last thing he would transport in this world after a lifetime of hauling goods was his own body, heavier than anything he’d ever carried. When he finally got to the end of the wharf, he was so exhausted he nearly fell over. The waves rose and dumped foam on him. He stood there, watching the sea come toward him. Spirits shrieked and leaped about, and drowned spirits beckoned from the black water. As a huge wave roared toward the seawall, he threw himself into the air. He thought he could smell Geumbok from somewhere. The scent vanished; then, with a huge splash, he dropped into the ocean with an enormous spray of water. This was the law of action and reaction.
 
The man with the scar also woke up, sensing something ominous brewing. The wind was deafening outside, and he saw a huge monster standing in the doorway. The man with the scar grabbed the knife by his pillow, but he realized the monster was Geokjeong. As lightning flashed, he detected that the other man’s eyes were wet. A moment later, Geokjeong closed the door and left. The man with the scar slipped out of bed and followed. Geokjeong was dragging himself with difficulty down the street. Everything was drenched from the storm. The man with the scar followed at a distance.
Only when Geokjeong arrived at the end of the wharf did the man with the scar realize what was happening. He wondered if he should try to stop Geokjeong, but before he could make a decision the enormous man had jumped into the black sea. Waves swallowed him. The man with the scar stood in place, stunned. He glanced behind his shoulder as was his habit and saw Geumbok holding a harpoon, glaring at him.
The man with the scar felt every single thing as he was speared by the harpoon: the cold, unfamiliar sensation of metal in his belly, the confusion and pain he felt as his flesh tore, the gentle, straight arc of the harpoon slicing through his organs, the alienation that overcame him, a shudder of fear as the harpoon grazed his spine and exited through his back, preposterous relief that it was finally over, and a gaping emptiness that followed. He felt every moment vividly, the way he had when he was stabbed long ago. What he couldn’t come to terms with was that the person hurting him now was his Naoko, for whom he had severed his own fingers.
 
Geumbok was swept up in confusion and hurt after the man with the scar died. The tragedy revived the terror she felt toward death, which she had been afraid of ever since her mother died during childbirth. She wailed, tearing at her clothes. The rain and winds knocked her to her knees. The man with the scar was dead in front of her, a harpoon in his guts. She crawled over to yank it out but she only made the wound bigger; the end of the weapon was a trident. This was the law of harpoons. His intestines leaked out through his wound. She tried to stuff them back inside, but the more she tried the larger the wound gaped, dumping more of his innards onto the ground. She fainted.
When she came to, dawn was breaking, turning the world milky. The wind was calm, the rain had stopped, and the waves had subsided. The man with the scar was nowhere to be seen, perhaps swept away by the waves. Now there was nothing left. Could she continue living after this enormous tragedy, one which she had brought on herself? She got up slowly and climbed up onto the seawall. Without hesitation she flung herself into the sea.
As it happened, a fisherman who had come to check on his boat spotted her. He grabbed her by the hair and dragged her ashore as she flailed in the water. She sat there, crying, as he looked into her face.
“I remember you. You’ve grown since I last saw you. You’ve ripened quite a bit.”
Indeed, Geumbok’s kimono had been pulled off in the ruckus and her breasts were bare. She covered herself and looked at him. He looked vaguely familiar. She finally remembered who he was when she spotted the tattoo of a gull on his forearm. It was the fisherman who had tried to overpower her on her first day at the wharf. The fisherman looked her up and down. “If you were going to throw yourself away like this, you should have just offered yourself to me from the beginning.”
Geumbok hunched over and glared at him.
He laughed. “Don’t you worry. When that beast of a man kicked me, he must have burst my balls or something. I was never again able to do the deed no matter how much I wanted to.” He took the tangled fishing tools from his boat. “This world is better than the other, even if you find yourself rolling around in dog shit. I have no idea why you’re trying to kill yourself. You don’t have to rush, you’ll get word from the underworld when it’s your time.”
It was hard to recognize the greedy, rough fisherman from years ago in this resigned man. Now he was an aging man, moving slowly. This made Geumbok feel sad, so she sat and watched him work as he fixed his damaged gear. It was so peaceful on the beach that morning; the events of the previous night seemed like a dream. She eventually fell asleep. She opened her eyes when someone shook her.
“Don’t you have anywhere to go?” the fisherman asked. “Why don’t you come with me to my house and have some soup, at least? Maybe then you’ll be able to make some other plan.”
Geumbok just stared at him, dazed.
He took off his jeogori and tossed it to her. “A grown woman like you can’t go around with everything out like that. Put this on and don’t you complain about how it smells like a lonely widower.”
 
Geumbok followed the fisherman home that morning. She didn’t have the courage to go back to her empty house. She didn’t care what happened to her as long as she didn’t have to go home. The fisherman gave her a bowl of some kind of broth with white fat floating in it, and dumped some barley in. To Geumbok, it was the most delicious thing in the world. She devoured the meal and fell asleep in the corner of the room. For the next several days, she stayed in that small, dark, musty room, sleeping all day. She only woke to go to the bathroom and to eat what the fisherman pushed toward her in the evening after he returned from a long day at work. No thoughts crossed her mind. She dreamed nothing.
A few days later, Geumbok sat outside the house, just beginning to get ahold of herself. As it happened, cherry blossoms were blooming in the fisherman’s yard. She stared dully at the flowers all day.
When the fisherman returned home after work, Geumbok was gone. A necklace was on the tray of food he had pushed toward her in the morning. The food was untouched, with black flies humming over it. That was about five days after the storm. Later, the fisherman sold the necklace. All he got in exchange for selling the unfathomably precious treasure was enough cash to buy a bundle of dried pollock, but still he was happy, pleased that she had paid him back for feeding her.



WANDERING
The girl’s preternatural senses helped her remember the first moment she encountered objects, forever carving them in her mind. The sensation of dampness and slipperiness, the tang of blood, the heat of darkness and decay, the taste of salt, dark and thick pillars, two small and white identical ovals, and the excited voice that rang out from one of them . . .
“My goodness! How did such a big baby come out of this tiny hole?”
 
Time now leaps and bounds to the moment when an unusually large baby was born to a beggar woman. She was born in the stable owned by identical twins who operated a bar. The wide-eyed sisters were taking turns looking at the beggar woman’s bloodied, hairy private parts and the baby girl that had just emerged. The newborn was covered in blood and afterbirth; steam wafted off her body. The baby, whose eyes were already open, was looking at the twins, puzzled.
The two small, pale ovals the girl saw as she entered the world were the twins’ faces. And the dark, thick pillars? That was the elephant. It was a late-winter morning, around the time the season was on the verge of changing, when the younger of the twins had gone into the stable to feed the elephant some boiled beans. That was when she smelled something strange. She heard rustling in a dark corner and when she spotted a bloodied beast squirming, she screamed and ran out to the kitchen, where her sister was stoking the fire. A moment later, she marched her braver, more daring sister ahead of her to lift the straw mat from the ground.
Under it was a beggar woman. She was lying on the soft mulch, her legs open, perhaps having fainted, and the baby, who was still attached to the umbilical cord, stared at them, her eyes round. But what the baby girl was more interested in turned out to be the dark, thick pillars right behind them—the elephant’s legs. The elephant was eating the beans that had spilled onto the floor when the younger twin dropped her wooden bowl in fright. The baby crawled toward the elephant. While the umbilical cord kept her back, she struggled and pushed with her legs. That was when the baby’s movement pulled the placenta out of the beggar woman’s uterus. The infant crawled forward and reached out, as though she wanted to pick up the beans and eat them. The older twin rushed over and picked her up. The baby was so heavy the older sister screamed and handed the infant to her sister; the older twin had a bad back from an old elephant-related injury. The twins brought the baby and her mother in, then washed and clothed them.
Soon, the mother came to. Without even glancing at the baby sleeping next to her, she gulped down the seaweed soup the older twin had made for her. The sisters watched her eat. Despite being frostbitten, her complexion was fair and she exuded confidence that was unusual for a beggar. And though she had just given birth, the twins, who had honed their sensitivity as nomadic prostitutes, detected a faint something in her genteel demeanor that would drive men crazy. The twins cautiously asked the beggar woman how she came to give birth in their stable but the woman remained silent. Finally, two days later, the woman told them her name—a common name, Geumbok.
 
Four years after she vanished from the harbor city, Geumbok gave birth to Chunhui. Nothing is known about her whereabouts during those four years. We can only assume she must have wandered the country without staying too long in one place, tossed like a fallen leaf in the wind, pushed along by her deep loss and a hollowness that curdled her body and soul. She ate what she could, slept where she could, didn’t wash properly, didn’t launder her clothes.
 
Every night she was visited in her dreams by the man with the scar. He wore a white suit as always, but he was drenched as though he had just emerged from water. His face was pale and water dripped from his sleeves and pant legs, forming a puddle where he stood. The harpoon that had taken his life was nowhere to be seen and there wasn’t a drop of blood on him, but the wound created by the weapon remained vivid. He would struggle to shove back intestines snaking out of his belly, but the more he shoved the larger the wound gaped. He would look sadly at Geumbok as if asking for help, clutching his intestines. Geumbok would never be able to lift a finger. She would wake up after he melted back into the darkness, overwhelmed by an unspeakable sorrow, her body damp. She grew old instantly. Her sharp, lively eyes dulled, her skin coarsened, and her scent that had once made men’s hearts race vanished. Nobody looked at her twice.
In that state of loss, time flowed by. One fall she trimmed meat in a slaughterhouse, one winter she minded the hearth at a gisaeng house, and one summer she picked peaches in an orchard. One spring, she lived with a rich old man who sold dry goods, but then she stole a few bolts of muslin at the end of the summer rainy season and left for another town. At first she threw herself at men without fear but eventually came to believe that men who got involved with her were met with bad luck, so she never stayed in one place for too long.
As long as time flowed on, she wasn’t afraid of anything. What she was afraid of was the past: the night of the storm, when the man with the scar sank into the sea, speared by the harpoon. What she was truly afraid of was when she had flailed in the sea, her clothes being ripped off her body. She was terrified for time to turn back and for that moment to continue for an eternity. That was why she was afraid of falling asleep. If she slept, she dreamt, and when she dreamt, the man with the scar came to her, every single time.
“Why do you keep coming and torturing me? What do you want from me?” she asked one night, when the man with the scar appeared again.
His face was still pale, and water dripped from his clothes. He just looked at Geumbok with grief-stricken eyes.
“It’s over. Please go away. You shouldn’t be here.”
He looked resentfully at her for a moment before turning around, his shoulders slumped, and vanishing into the darkness. Her heart broke. But he appeared again the next day, and the day after that. Sometimes, Geokjeong would appear, too. His hair would be shaggy, and he would also be completely soaked. Even in her dream, he was jealous of John Wayne. 
She began to move from place to place more frequently, never spending more than three days in one town, as if a search party on horseback were pursuing her. Her clothes grew shabbier and she looked more and more wild. Within two years of her departure, she ended up begging, going from house to house. She was no longer the Geumbok she once was. Though she was a woman she didn’t look much like one, and though she had a human name she didn’t look much like a human being. Ill-tempered women yanked her around by the hair and rough men demanded to bed her and it was common for other beggars to beat her and leave her in ditches. This was the law of the world.
 
Two years after Geumbok began to roam the country, war erupted over the summer. The war divided the South from the North and continued for three years. During that time, there was no difference between the living and the dead. Death became so commonplace that it was no longer an anomaly. Swept up in hatred, southerners and northerners both massacred hundreds of thousands of people. People were herded together and stabbed to death with bamboo spears or buried alive or locked in buildings and set on fire. Countless women and children were killed this way. While concealing their true thoughts, people grabbed others to ask what their opinions were. Because there was only one correct answer out of two possibilities, the chance of survival was always fifty-fifty. This was the law of ideology.
Geumbok moved northward as people fled the opposite way, to the south. Corpses lay ignored and rotting on the side of the road, and people cooked their meals right next to them. People were killed for the simple reason that they were alive. Compared to those senseless deaths, the demise of the man with the scar and Geokjeong had meaning, but they still continued to appear in her dreams and torment her.
Miraculously, Geumbok survived those war-torn years, but let us move on from stories about the war and save all that for another day. Reader, I ask for your understanding! It goes beyond the scope of this book and requires even more pages and more time, along with courage and tears to move through the pain. 
 
In the spring of the year the war was winding down, Geumbok was living in a hut under a bridge with several other beggars, including orphan children who had lost their families. Somehow Geumbok had managed to survive the war. She had experienced many near-death incidents, preposterous bouts of luck, crises, miracles, and questioning. The questioning was always conducted by people wearing armbands and holding guns. Each time, she had answered with whatever popped into her head, and amazingly her answers always placed her on the correct side, on the side of life. It was a game of chance each time, but she always managed to evade death.
One evening, she and the other beggars had dumped the food they had each collected into a big bowl to share, when she began to gag and heave. She was pregnant. The others began to shun her, saying it was an unlucky omen. Several days later she was forced to leave the group. This was the law of beggars.
At one point she had desperately wanted a child, but she had never been pregnant, not with the fishmonger or Geokjeong or the man with the scar, so she had believed she was barren. For her, this was shocking news. It was truly unfortunate to be with child when she was begging to survive. When she slept in the hut, tangled among the others, some man would lift her skirt from time to time, and one of them must be the father. 
She began to treat herself poorly to get rid of the baby, using all kinds of methods she had heard on the street. Despite all of that, her belly grew bigger until she was full term. One winter night, when the season was slowly starting to change, she began to feel labor pains. She crawled into the first shelter she could find, which turned out to be the stable attached to the twins’ bar. Thankfully, from the day she began to feel the signs of life, the man with the scar and Geokjeong had stopped visiting her in her dreams. Later, when the twins heard about that, they interpreted it to mean that the baby’s energy had suppressed the two men’s energies, but Geumbok just laughed and paid no mind to that theory.



THE TWINS
Three days after she gave birth in the stable, Geumbok went out to the kitchen and washed dishes and helped out, perhaps feeling indebted to the twins. The twins were glad; they needed help anyway, and, more importantly they had reached an age beyond the possibility of childbirth and had grown lonely, and they were thrilled to have a baby in their midst. Considering this to be a stroke of good luck, they took excellent care of mother and daughter, and gave the baby the very common name of Chunhui, girl of spring, despite her being born in the winter. Chunhui’s appetite was such that her mother’s milk was never enough. They had to supplement with rice porridge and sometimes brought in a nursemaid. Chunhui grew and grew as speedily as she ate.
One day, Geumbok was nursing Chunhui when she got startled and dropped the baby. She had seen Geokjeong in the baby’s face. Thick eyebrows, straight forehead, the shape of her clearly defined face, and a strong physique unusual for a girl—it was Geokjeong. Geumbok couldn’t understand how it was possible. She had figured the baby was from one of the men who had lived with her in the hut. She studied her crying daughter’s face carefully, but the more she examined it the more she looked like Geokjeong. Geumbok shivered. She never bedded him after he was injured. Even supposing he’d tried something while she was asleep, he had died four years ago. She had heard of a virgin being with child, but she’d never heard of someone becoming impregnated by the seed of a dead man. She buried this fact in her heart and decided she would never tell a soul. That was the last time she ever nursed Chunhui.
 
Chunhui took her first steps before she turned six months old and already weighed thirty kilos before she turned a year old. Chunhui didn’t have the survival instinct of the average baby, honed through genetic selection over the long course of history, namely the characteristics that stoke maternal feelings and draw care. In other words, innocent, large eyes, clear skin, a small, adorable nose, soft round cheeks mothers want to nuzzle, or to put it another way, Disney character features, or more bluntly, cuteness. Even if you considered her thick eyebrows and her strong, unfeminine build as something inherited from Geokjeong, her gloomy, unchildlike gaze made adults think twice before embracing her and her dark complexion and her stubby nose made people hesitant to approach. Her appearance gave off a whiff of bad fortune, but none of this bothered the twins. They just smiled and lamented that she would have been general material if she’d been born a boy.
Another unfortunate aspect of the girl was that she didn’t make a sound. No matter how much the twins cooed at her and tried to get her to babble, Chunhui just stared at them, her mouth closed. Wondering if she couldn’t hear, they clapped their hands by her ears, but it turned out her hearing wasn’t a problem. Not only was she capable of hearing, but her hearing was so sensitive she could hear a needle falling on a blanket. She also examined objects carefully, touched them cautiously, and smelled them studiously in such an unchildlike manner that people thought she was remarkable. The twins comforted Geumbok, saying, At least her hearing is excellent even if she can’t speak; only unfortunate things would befall her to if she were outspoken as a female.
 
The twins, who were several years older than Geumbok, began to consider her a sister and treated her so kindly that Geumbok gradually found peace working at the bar. The twins had long passed their prime, but because they looked the same, just like a walnut split in two halves, they drew many customers who came for that novel sight. Their identical features stimulated the men’s odd imaginations, and as they drank the men would joke, “If I looked at your faces, I wouldn’t be able to tell who’s who, but if I looked at your bottoms, I would be able to tell who’s older, so why don’t you take off your skirts,” and leer, but we don’t know if they really serviced guests together or not.
Next to the bar was the stable where the old elephant lived, where Geumbok had Chunhui. The twins fed and washed and cared for the enormous animal, which ate three mal of beans a day. They had performed with the elephant in a circus when they were young. The twins’ father already had seven daughters, and when no boy came—rather, two more girls at the same time!—he ended up fainting on the spot. Back then, it was rare to see twins. Nobody could tell them apart. People were amazed at how identical they looked, but their angry father didn’t even name them. Nobody bothered calling the twin sisters by separate names; they were referred to as a single unit, as “the twins.”
The spring the twins turned six, they were spotted by operators of a circus that had come to a nearby village and were exchanged for a sack of rice. At first they were overwhelmed by the heavily made-up clowns and the raucous music, but they soon got used to the circus atmosphere. They eventually began to perform together, attracting passionate cheers from the audience, and became a treasured part of the circus.
What people loved most was a performance the twins did with an elephant named Jumbo. The elephant was enormous—more than three meters tall and over two tons—and he would pick both of them up with his trunk, place them on his back, and walk around the stage. It was exciting to watch the elephant dance and leap on a heated metal plate, but the true highlight of the performance was so thrilling that everyone held their breath and trembled in fear before finally erupting in wild cheers. This part involved the elephant walking over the twins as they lay side by side on the stage, to the beat of polka music, displaying showmanship and picking up his huge foot over the twins’ small heads, pausing, then stepping over them. Of course, Jumbo never slipped. The twins treasured Jumbo and played on his back even when there was no performance and took great care in washing and looking after him morning and night.
 
One day, it all fell apart. A mischievous boy sitting toward the front of the audience blew loudly on a horn used for hunting pheasants, right as the elephant’s huge foot passed over the twins. Startled by the pheasant call he was hearing for the first time in his life, Jumbo put his foot down on one of the twins. The small girl’s pelvis instantly shattered and she shrieked. Jumbo, even more startled by the squishy sensation underfoot and the shriek, darted offstage. Panicking, the audience scattered and ran. The elephant galloped out of the performance arena, tearing through flags. Outside was the marketplace; he charged down the path, haphazardly smashing display stands and sending people flying.
In the end, after the market was smashed and people were injured, the villagers mobilized to capture the animal, but the days of performance were over for the twins. The younger twin was unharmed but the older could not bend or stretch or perform a woman’s duties. The circus had no use for only one girl. So the twins did odd jobs and chores for the circus as they followed it from town to town. Overnight, the princess had become the maid. This was the law of show business.
 
The twins grew up and became concubines to a man who owned a prosperous lumber mill. The timber dealer was interested in the younger twin, who refused to enter his household without her sister. “My older sister is part of the deal,” she insisted.
That was how the twins became concubines at the lumber mill. They didn’t want to be apart even during slumber, so the timber dealer had to sleep between them, or so goes the rumor, but there was no way for anyone to confirm it.
A few years passed, and they bumped into a circus act proceeding past their village. Among them was the elephant Jumbo, who was by now old and ill. Pus seeped from spots of mange and black gadflies clustered around his tear ducts. Behind the slow, tired elephant was a man who kept whipping him, reopening his wounds. The twins wept at Jumbo’s appalling condition. They approached him, and the elephant recognized them and blinked his large fly-crusted eyes sorrowfully.
The twins rushed to the timber dealer and begged him to buy the elephant. The man opposed their idea, asking how they would take care of an elephant, of all things, but the twins threatened to pack up and leave if he didn’t buy the animal. The timber dealer shook his head at his concubines asking not for silk or jewelry but for an elephant, but could not refuse their weepy pleas and finally paid a hefty sum to purchase Jumbo. He built the animal a shed next to the lumber mill.
The twins took good care of Jumbo, washing his filthy body, feeding him nutritious food, and treating his wounds, and soon Jumbo regained his prior glorious appearance. The timber dealer’s wife was shocked that the twins now had an elephant and made a huge fuss, complaining that the household would be bankrupt feeding the animal and demanded that it be sold immediately, but the twins fought back, insisting they would starve themselves before starving Jumbo. This row between the concubines and the wife put the timber dealer in a difficult spot. The following year, he caught a mysterious illness and died, and the wife immediately kicked out the twins and their elephant.
 
The twins began a nomadic life with Jumbo, and their biggest problem was the elephant’s appetite. They could have managed to feed themselves, but as Jumbo had to eat at least two mal of beans a day, all the money they earned went straight into the elephant’s belly. People advised them to get rid of the elephant, either by selling him to the circus or abandoning him in a field, so they wouldn’t suffer needlessly, but the twins clung to Jumbo. They worked at restaurants or bars so they could bring home scraps for Jumbo. In the end, they even sold their bodies to keep Jumbo fed. Thankfully, the number of customers who asked for the twins increased, and a few years later they took their savings to open a bar nearby. This was the secret history between the twins and Jumbo. Nobody knew if Jumbo understood this situation; when Geumbok went in to feed him, he just stood there, blinking his large eyes.
One day, Chunhui was toddling past the stable alone when she heard a voice.
Hello, little lady.
Chunhui looked around. Nobody was there. Only Jumbo the elephant stood in the stable.
Are you the one who called me? Chunhui asked.
Yes. I’m the one who called you.
Oh. But why are you always in there?
Because this is where I live. When I was performing in the circus I traveled all around.
The circus?
You’ve probably never seen one. It’s marvelous. People swing high up on ropes and perform magic, where it goes boom and a dove flies out. People used to come from very far to watch us perform.
So why don’t you do it now?
Oh, that . . . there are reasons, Jumbo said vaguely. Anyway, I’ve been everywhere and saw so many things. Did you know I was there watching as you were being born?
I know. I was born here. Where were you born? 
I was born in Africa.
Where’s Africa?
It’s very far away. There are vast deserts and frightening beasts, like lions and hyenas.
Oh. Chunhui looked at the boiled beans filling his trough. What does that taste like?
Not much. This isn’t even food compared to the leaves back home in Africa. Bramble leaves are so good.
That looks good to me . . . Chunhui gazed at the overboiled beans hungrily.
Do you want some?
Not really. But I wonder what they taste like.
All right, little lady. Try it. But only you. Nobody else can try it, not your mom or anyone else. Even though it doesn’t taste like much, the twins work hard to feed me this, you see.
 
One day, Geumbok was out looking for Chunhui, who had vanished from the house. She found her daughter playing in the stable and ran over, terrified she would be trampled by the elephant. But she realized that Chunhui was sitting in the trough, sharing beans with Jumbo. Geumbok rushed the girl out of there, but Chunhui went to play with Jumbo every chance she got. Eventually Geumbok understood that Chunhui was in no danger with Jumbo and gradually started to pay no mind.
 
In the meantime, Geumbok and the twins had grown to rely on one another and worked well together running the bar. Geumbok was fond of the twins and planned to stay as long as possible. One day, after about a year had passed, she bumped into someone from her hometown on the street. It was the boy she had played with long ago, exploring each other’s bodies. The boy who everyone called Trickster. Now he was an itinerant seller of medicinal herbs and wares, using his verbal talents to good effect. Geumbok was so happy to see him that she embraced him and burst into tears.
When she brought him home and introduced him to the twins, they were thrilled—it felt as if he were part of their own history. They brought out liquor and food for Geumbok’s old friend. The two old friends were amazed that they had remembered and recognized each other after more than a decade, and they caught up with each other. Geumbok asked the questions and the Trickster answered. He’d been going from market to market ever since he was young. He’d met a woman and married her, but not long after they wed, she’d fallen for a hotteok-seller and run off with him. Now he was alone. He had been a gifted storyteller as a child, but now his talents were such that each logical and eloquent phrase elicited sighs and tears and laughter. When he began telling stories about the people in their hometown, the three women were so dazzled by his gift of gab that they wouldn’t have noticed if the soup was boiling over or the rice was burning. This was the law of exaggeration.
Eventually Geumbok asked after her father. Trickster hesitated for a moment before informing her that her father had died long ago. Even more shocking was that he had died the very night Geumbok left home, in the reservoir. Only after more than a decade since his death did Geumbok realize that the lie she’d uttered to the fishmonger when she left home had come true. After her friend left, she sat alone in the room, wailing out of guilt for having killed her own father.
 
This time, instead of the man with the scar, it was her dead father who came to her in her dreams. He was drenched, with water plants wound around his feet. Geumbok realized it was time to leave. She learned from a salt peddler who occasionally came to town that people were looking for someone to run a restaurant in Pyeongdae, which was very far away. Wherever that place was it was at least somewhere to go. Geumbok decided to take that job. Horrified, the twins tried to convince her to stay, as she would be going to a new town as a single woman with a baby, but Geumbok was sleepless and losing weight by the day. They couldn’t keep her there in that state. Feeling compassion for Geumbok, who was destined to wander, they gave her a substantial sum of money for emergencies.
 
Don’t worry, little lady. We’ll meet again, Jumbo said when Chunhui realized she was leaving and grew sad.
Do you think so? Chunhui hugged one of Jumbo’s thick legs as the elephant stroked her head reassuringly with his long trunk.
Of course. You always reunite with those you miss.
The next day, Geumbok held little Chunhui by the hand as she bade farewell to the twins, tears streaming down everyone’s cheeks. And she left for Pyeongdae, her final home in the living world that would float away like smoke after all passion had burned itself up.



PART TWO 
PYEONGDAE



DAISY FLEABANE
Long, long ago, an unfortunate wandering poet wearing a tattered beonggeoji left behind a poem as he passed through Pyeongdae.
 
The word pyeong means flat but with nary a wide field 
The word dae means homestead but not one fit for humans
. . . Hey, you stupid dogs! Stop barking!
 
As he passed through a neighboring village—though any neighboring village was at least thirty li away in either direction—he probably heard the name Pyeongdae and pictured wide-open fields. He would have imagined a prosperous village surrounded by those wide-open fields filled with a bountiful harvest. Then he would have expected large, tile-roofed houses of the wealthy, hoping he would be able to sit in a rich man’s home, fill his hungry belly, share a drink with the man of the house. He would have accompanied that drink with a verse of poetry which would fill the owner’s face with awe and respect. He might have believed he’d get lucky and let himself be convinced into spending the winter there as the tutor of the man’s son. And he might have even dreamed that if everything worked out, he could settle in Pyeongdae, be celebrated, meet a nice widow, and spend his old age there in comfort. The hopes of wanderers tend to be humble.
But when he came to the crest of the hill and looked down upon the village, his dream must have been irrevocably shattered. Because what he saw, after he’d rushed over thirty li to get there, were a few squalid shacks scattered at the bottom of the hill, without a single decent garden to speak of, and so his already tired legs would have given way and he would have wanted to sink to the ground. But as he was prisoner to his belly and hunger was his enemy, he would have dragged his tired body on to search for a house with smoke snaking from its chimney, calling “Hello!” in front of each gate. But he would have stumbled away from the village without having eaten even a single boiled potato. That would have made him ornery, and as there was nothing he could do to let his irritation loose, he would have criticized the name of the place. As he was about to take revenge with his glorious poem, he would have been stuck on the last verse, and while struggling he would have heard dogs barking loudly behind him. Generally speaking, great works of literature are born in such unexpected locations, in such strange situations, and are inspired by such trivialities.
 
Before the railroad came to Pyeongdae, the source of livelihood for the villagers was more vertical than horizontal. There wasn’t a single field or paddy large enough to be measured by majigi, and all they had were the mountains that blocked them in on all sides, so all they could do to survive was to hike diligently up and down the hills and valleys, digging up mushrooms and bracken and medicinal herbs such as angelica root or laying traps in the valleys for rabbits and deer. They could not get beyond the primitive hunter-gatherer life. As they lived this way, it turned out that smaller eyes were more useful in this work than big eyes, and pointy feet were easier to maneuver than flat feet, so their eyes grew smaller and their feet became pointier like hoofed animals. They tanned leather by chewing on hide, so their teeth grew larger, and the cold weather came earlier here than in other places, so their noses became longer and their faces flatter. This was the law of evolution.
This vertical way of living for Pyeongdae inhabitants came to an end when the railroad came to the village. The railroad established a universe of horizontality and straight lines that stretched left and right. Soldiers (really surveyors but Pyeongdae residents believed them to be soldiers) wore military helmets (really safety gear but Pyeongdae residents believed them to be military helmets) and held submachine guns (really surveyor’s tools but Pyeongdae residents believed them to be submachine guns) as they went from this hill to that hill and herded rabbits all day—that was what Pyeongdae residents believed them to be doing—and went away without having caught a single rabbit. Not long after that, a tank (really a bulldozer but Pyeongdae residents believed it to be a tank) appeared in the hills behind the village and began to mercilessly level the mountain.
Because of its complete isolation from the rest of the world, Pyeongdae was unaffected by the terrible war that had happened not long before, and in fact nobody even realized there had been a war—the villagers were horrified by the outsiders’ belligerent attacks on their mountain. If they did nothing, the soldiers would completely destroy the mountain, their source of life; they couldn’t just sit and watch. They gathered at the village elder’s house. They discussed the situation late into the night, during which all kinds of opinions were exchanged. The next morning, they had begrudgingly come to a conclusion: they would try to soothe the angry, hungry soldiers by giving them what the villagers themselves had caught. They gathered up all the animals they had been storing, then went up to the mountain to check on the traps, and produced two warthogs, two deer, four elks, seven badgers, and thirty-odd rabbits. They quickly piled their offerings on A-frames, placed them near the soldiers’ camp on the mountain, then turned around and hurried back down to the village. It goes without saying that the railroad workers enjoyed the luxurious feast for several days afterward without understanding how it all came to be.
 
In any case, that was how the construction of the railroad began. Soon, people started to come into Pyeongdae from other places for work. First came the railroad workers and the construction company staff members and the site manager, then came the bars and restaurants that sprouted up to serve them and the women who serviced them, then the vendors and peddlers selling things the women needed, and then finally a year later, when the train began to rumble through the village, there came doctors treating injured workers and pastors and missionaries and priests and monks who treated the soul, then the chapels and churches and temples were built, which brought in the workers who would build them, then came the women who would service those workers, and in that way people came from faraway cities and nearby villages, looking for work, looking for things to see, looking for opportunities, looking for the faithful, looking for a mate, and later the local historians of Pyeongdae referred to this era’s sudden population growth as the town’s first big boom.
Mother and daughter came to Pyeongdae about seven days after parting with the twins, at a time when the long dormant mountain village had just begun to stretch. Three days after leaving the twins, they got on the train from a nearby town, and the rail journey took another four days. Geumbok leaned against the window, watching the mountains and rivers whiz by endlessly. The train clattered forward slowly, pushing through the valleys like a worm crawling through the earth, and sometimes it would stop for over half a day on a hill.
Geumbok ate rice balls the twins had packed for them. Chunhui sat quietly by the window and watched the scenery outside, not interested in food. She was stashing away all of the things she saw—the wide sky she was seeing for the first time, the ever-changing clouds, the pattern of sun-dappled leaves, the irregular grooves of dark-brown fields, and the vibrant color of various grasses whose names she didn’t know lining the tracks. Her unique gift was the ability to perceive those ordinary, meaningless sights, all the objects and phenomena that constantly changed and vanished. Her senses were so sharp that she could detect not only the moist and sticky texture of the rice balls her mother handed her, and the nutty smell of sesame seeds sprinkled throughout, but also the warm, kind hands of the twins who had made them. She could even tell which ones were made by the older and which by the younger.
 
White flowers soon covered the sides of the tracks. Most people on the train didn’t care what kind of flower bloomed along the tracks, but a few who had an eye for such things wondered what they were. They had hidden as seeds in the railway ties that came from across the ocean, having traversed the world, and as soon as the wooden tie was fitted on the tracks they followed the railway, coaxed on by the wind according to the laws of nature, and spread through the fields and the mountains.
Daisy fleabane.
That was the name of the sorrowful but nimble, forlorn but pleasantly plain simple flower that bloomed wildly around the Pyeongdae train station when Chunhui arrived, holding her mother’s hand. That flower followed her everywhere she went; later she would find them in a corner of the yard of the brickyard, below the prison walls, and along the railroad tracks that led her back to the brickyard.
 
At the station, people who came harboring hopes and dreams like Geumbok passed by others who had never found what they were looking for and were on their way out of Pyeongdae. The forest had been leveled, and huge pine logs were stacked in disorderly piles in front of the station, and the station square was busy with trucks and pole bearers and A-frame carriers moving the logs. Peddlers had set up shop in the beating sun in front of the station but nobody glanced at Geumbok. If they’d had any inkling she would soon turn Pyeongdae upside down, they would have lined up to meet her, but at the time she was just another woman who had fled her lot in life. A dark shadow was still cast over her tired face, and her jeogori was stained with sweat in the late-spring heat.
This is neither here nor there, but they say an old man who was playing janggi under a tree by the station that day spotted her shabby form and clucked, “How strange!” and turned his back to exchange a horse for a cannon placed next to an advisor and said “Because of that woman, Pyeongdae will see more trouble” or something to that effect, but that story does seem to be made up. Not only was there no tree in front of the station one could sit under to play janggi, but also the very specific description of exchanging a horse for a cannon makes it more likely that the whole thing was invented. Anyway, then as now, it must be human nature to want to say this or that about something that has already happened.



COFFEE
Along time had passed since the old crone—you haven’t forgotten her already, have you?—stabbed the pockmarked lumberjack and buried him by the railroad tracks. Everything was in the military’s control. The general in the South and the general in the North kept sending assassins to kill the other but nobody succeeded. It hadn’t been that long since the big war ended, and so hatred of the other side was still at its height. Each side made different laws and collected taxes from their respective areas. Murder and rape became illegal, as did robbery and arson and fighting. That left people with fewer things to do. Life turned simple and not as natural as before.
The big wave of what they called modern civilization roared through cities and was even pushing toward Pyeongdae. The natives of Pyeongdae, with their short legs and pointy feet, began mixing with all kinds of other people who’d come from elsewhere, and their particular characteristics couldn’t be detected anymore, their unique ethos gradually vanishing. The people of Pyeongdae no longer dug up mountain herbs or laid traps. Like the Neanderthals who had vanished from Earth altogether, the Pyeongdae natives were destined to disappear as well.
Geumbok, quietly operating a simple restaurant at one end of the village, was approaching thirty at this point. Her youth was gone and she was moving away from the most passionate stretches of her life. That was a sad development, but on the other hand she now had time to rest, emerging from rash passion and sorrow to heal her wounds. During this time, memories of the man with the scar and Geokjeong faded; now, even their faces were faint glimmers in her mind. For the first time in a long while, she was enjoying a sense of peace. She appeared to be one of many in the world, living quietly. But the huge passion hidden in that small body hadn’t even revealed itself yet.
 
Soon, Chunhui was heavier than Geumbok. She was still unable to speak but her understanding of objects and phenomena had deepened and information she was gathering about the world was stored in her body. It was overwhelming enough to take in all of that, which made her unable to be alert to what she needed to know to live her life and grasp social situations. What she most lacked was an understanding of language. To Chunhui’s ears, what people uttered was so complex that she had a hard time deciphering the meaning behind what was said, and it was even more impossible to imagine that she could use her own mouth to mimic people’s words. As she didn’t have an innate talent for language and was unable to speak until the day she died, she often felt confused by the flow of words gushing endlessly all around her. Needless to say, her inability to communicate isolated her from the world. Even what she was able to understand came not from what people were saying, but from what she could detect in the speaker’s expression and gestures, and from the tone and volume of their voice. Still, signs that her life would become unusually difficult were already emerging.
 
During lulls at the restaurant, Geumbok made coffee for herself. At the time coffee was hard to find, so she brought home coffee beans every time she went into the nearby city. The sour scent of coffee reminded her of the bustling café and theater in the harbor city. As she sipped her cup of coffee, Geumbok thought longingly of the people from her hometown, the friends she had made in the harbor city, and the twins.
Strangely enough, Geumbok would soon transform the restaurant because of her treasured coffee, and this was something she never could have anticipated. People walking by would sniff at the scent of coffee in the street and gather at the restaurant, curious about this brand-new smell. They even asked Geumbok for a taste. And of course, Geumbok’s stellar business sense wouldn’t let that opportunity go by. She soon began to sell coffee at the restaurant. The elegant scent of coffee and Geumbok’s cheerful presence, with her delicately bewitching and sensual demeanor, drew men to the restaurant. As more and more people came for coffee, her business grew and grew, so much so that she needed more help just to make coffee. At the time, the teahouse or café concept was still fairly new, so people referred to the restaurant, which was not really a restaurant anymore, as Chunhui’s Mom’s Place. Later, Chunhui’s Mom’s Place hung a sign outside that said Pyeongdae Café, marking the first café in Pyeongdae history.
 
The café was bustling but nobody paid attention to Chunhui. The girl liked dark recessed nooks and would spend time crouched in front of a hole, watching mice go in and out all day long, or sit in front of the café for days, watching a garden balsam grow. People didn’t have the leisure to pay attention to a girl they didn’t really know, and who was much bigger than other children her age. It was the same for her mother, too.
Geumbok wasn’t a thoughtful person. She was loyal to her emotions and believed in her intuitions to an absurd degree. She was the kind of person who was entranced by the image of a whale, indulged in coffee, lost herself in movies, and gave every part of herself to love. The word “moderation” didn’t apply to her. Love was love only when it burned hot like fire, and hate was hate only when it was frostier than a sheet of ice. She had placed a fearless hand on Geokjeong’s belly, and with that same hand she had rashly stabbed the man with the scar with a harpoon. And what of a mother’s love for her child? That was just so-so. It might be more accurate to say it was slightly less than that. From the very beginning Chunhui was unable to draw her mother’s attention. Geumbok felt a strange irritation toward this organism that had entered her life and felt ill at ease around her. After she figured out that Chunhui was from Geokjeong’s seed, she kept the child at even more of a distance. Though Geokjeong was a man she had once loved with every part of her being, he also represented stupidity and confusion, gluttony and brute force, tragedy and misfortune.
 
The rush of people and their overflowing words at the café made Chunhui feel she would lose her mind. After she finished observing the objects in and outside of the café, she slipped outside and began to wander around the market. The market was filled with unfamiliar things that drew her interest. Chunhui lost track of time, touching this and that, smelling and studying them, and left only when someone discovered her and shooed her away. She was most drawn to the blacksmith’s where there was cold, hard metal, roaring fire, boiling molten metal, and blazing heat. The workshop thrummed with the sound of hammering, captivating Chunhui’s senses. She was awed by how solid metal transformed into shiny, glinting tools and farming implements after the work of the bellows and tempering and hammering.
One day, the workers took a lunch break, and Chunhui brought home the huge anvil on which they pounded steel. There is no way to know what made her take the anvil or how she managed to drag that heavy thing all the way, but even if someone had said she stole it, nobody would have believed a young girl could pick up that heavy block of metal on her own. She played with it whenever she was bored, a truly unusual and heavy toy for a girl. The real reason she was obsessed with the anvil was because she thought it produced knives and hammers and other amazing tools. But she soon realized it was just a heavy lump of metal that couldn’t produce anything, and eventually, discarded it in the backyard. In this way, Chunhui was sinking deeper into her own universe even before she could understand the real world.
 
The café flourished. People entered into agreements and went on blind dates and were stood up in the café. Pyeongdae Café was where they escaped from their difficult lives and where they made secret deals and where lazy gangsters met. The café offered all kinds of new experiences to once-isolated Pyeongdae residents. This was as powerful as drugs and left an indelible impression on them.
An elegant atmosphere and romantic sentiments were new to them, as was the expression “to be stood up.” So too were the girls who worked in the café, the smash hit “A Cup of Coffee” sung by the Pearl Sisters, chewing gum, soccer, the brave confidence of adopting an “American style,” “black” coffee, and its bitter aftertaste. New slang cropped up referring to people who stayed for hours at a time in the café. Ssanghwa tea, blind dates, the increase of cigarette smoking, the habit of stacking or snapping matches from the big box on each table, quizzes, inane jokes, stolen kisses in dark corners, the game Breakout, King Crimson’s “Epitaph,” small squares of paper one could write song requests on, the appearance of DJs, the popular practice of DJs pronouncing Korean words in an Americanized way, selling tickets to have café girls come to your home for “deliveries,” and the incorrect use of the English word “refill” when people said “Can I have some more refill,” et cetera.
 
Geumbok was a woman who bloomed only when there was someone she could dote on. She became lively again and the scent that drove the men in the harbor city crazy came back, though it wasn’t as potent as it had once been. Men wouldn’t leave her alone. They sat in the café all day long, bothering her. What they all wanted was the mysterious region hidden between Geumbok’s wide hips. But she tersely refused them all, still believing that men who got involved with her drew bad luck. Instead, she hired young women to serve coffee to keep the male customers happy—the café girls. Men poured in to hang out with them, and to make themselves look impressive, they ordered the expensive teas on the menu, ssanghwa or ginseng, instead of coffee. And of course, sales skyrocketed.
 
Among the men who frequented the café was a worker called Mun. He had been separated from his family during the war. Though he was a day laborer, he had a serious demeanor that made it hard for people to treat him lightly. He didn’t pester the café girls or leer at Geumbok’s behind. He sat alone in the corner with his coffee and stared out at the mountains with a thoughtful gaze; we don’t know if he was missing his wife and children back home or what. Anyway, his unusual presence drew Geumbok’s eyes. She would glance at Mun sitting in the corner despite herself as she made coffee. He was graying and not particularly handsome—was it simply his dignified manner that attracted Geumbok? Before the war, he had worked in a brickyard in China and soon he would become Geumbok’s most loyal advisor and sincere business partner. He would stay by her side for the rest of his life. But he himself was treated poorly by Geumbok’s irrepressible fickleness and rashness. All of this will be told in due time. But first, another interesting event awaits us.



LIGHTNING
That June, during the rainy season, heavy downpours flooded the roads and household goods and livestock floated away in swollen creeks. Geumbok’s old house began to leak. For once, the café was deserted. That night, Geumbok got into bed early. Water was dripping through the ceiling, for which she had to place a bowl on the floor. Chunhui was asleep in the next room. Geumbok thought to herself that she should save up to build a new house.
In the middle of the night, after Geumbok had fallen asleep, several men came to her house. It was still raining hard, and everything was wet and muddy. These gangsters, who lived in a neighboring village, had heard about a widow who’d come from a harbor city and made big money by selling a strange-smelling tea. These were the sons of the gangsters who had come to steal the old crone’s money a long time ago. They had learned everything from their fathers but were even crueler and more detail-oriented than their fathers. Their arrival on this rainy night was part of their detailed plan.
The men placed a knife against Geumbok’s throat and threatened her, demanding money. Geumbok gave them all she had; she didn’t want to be beaten or injured. She had already witnessed so many deaths and, for her, nothing was more precious than life. The men were planning to take her money then kill her, and before they killed her they would take turns raping her. This was their law, which had been passed down from their fathers. The old crone had managed to save her life because she never opened her mouth. It now looked like Geumbok was on her way to getting raped and tragically killed.
They tore off Geumbok’s underclothes. Even though the peak of her youth had passed, her skin glowed and her special scent still perfumed the air. The men’s eyes glinted with excitement; this was a better prize than they had expected. The oldest man pounced on her as the others waited outside. Geumbok didn’t even struggle, as if she had already given up.
 
Awakened by the strange noises coming from her mother’s room, Chunhui opened the door. She discovered her unclothed mother lying down and a strange naked man panting on top of her. Chunhui was shocked. She sensed that her mother was in some kind of danger; the panting man was the enemy. She instinctively rushed at him. Sure, Chunhui was big, but what could a five-year-old girl possibly do? She clung to his back and pulled his hair but when the man shoved her off she flew back and crashed through the door to land on the ground outside. Geumbok called for her daughter, crying loudly. Her screams were muffled by the rain and didn’t go beyond the fence. Geumbok struggled to push the rough man off but he didn’t budge. She was going to die. He panted from the enormous pleasure he was experiencing for the first time in his life. As he reached the moment of climax, he discovered the young girl now standing before him in the room, holding a huge anvil high above her head. And then came a thud and he lost his vision. Regrettably the man was unable to experience the true pleasure of climax that night.
The others rushed in and witnessed something unbelievable. Their friend was dead, his head smashed in, and a bloodied anvil was on the floor beside a young girl standing next to his body.
The men were terrified. The appearance of a strange girl whose age couldn’t be determined certainly threw them, but so did the anvil that had clearly broken open their friend’s skull. They never dreamed that Chunhui was the one who killed their friend. Instead, they each imagined a supernatural presence. They felt a chill as they became reacquainted with the terror and guilt they had long ago erased from their hearts. Right at that moment, lightning struck, and the rumble of thunder shook the room. As they backed slowly away one of them tripped in the doorway and fell. He started screaming in terror and they all ran away as fast as they could. But they did manage to take Geumbok’s money and drag their dead friend’s body away with them—they were professionals after all.
 
Geumbok was distressed after the men left, and terrible memories were revived from witnessing yet another death. She embraced her young daughter, who stood blankly, not knowing what she had done. Chunhui didn’t understand her mother’s complicated emotions. All she felt was a warm happiness for being in her mother’s arms for the first time since she was a baby. As she always did whenever she sank into happiness, she recalled the damp heat of the stable and the fermenting smell of mulch and Jumbo the elephant and the twins who always smiled at her. She fell asleep listening to rain pattering outside.
 
The reason we remember that night is not only because Geumbok was raped and her savings were stolen. The miraculous event of that night, which pushed her ill-starred fate into yet another wild storm, happened only because of the long, heavy rains. What do I mean? Impatient reader, please be patient.
 
Geumbok collected herself and lay next to Chunhui. The water dripping from the ceiling and the sound of heavy rain outside made her feel as though she were lying in water, leaving her body and mind damp. She couldn’t fall asleep. How would she survive now, with all of her savings gone? Her plan to rebuild her house was futile. All of her drive vanished and she wanted to give up on the café and move back in with the twins. 
She stared up at the dark ceiling, which looked darker because it was wet. She began to worry the ceiling might collapse. And sure enough, the ceiling began to slowly rip. Alarmed, she was about to get up when the ceiling split in two and all the rain water that had collected above gushed down. Geumbok screamed and fell over. Chunhui woke up, startled by the wave of water. But when Geumbok looked up, she saw something white through the pouring rain. Pieces of paper. Wet paper kept falling onto Geumbok, Chunhui, and their blankets. A little later, when the pieces of paper stopped falling, Geumbok felt around and lit the lamp. She picked up a piece of paper from the stack piled in the middle of the room and studied it carefully. She couldn’t believe her eyes. She picked up another piece and held it under the lamp. She began to grab any piece she could find to study it under the lamplight. She sank to the floor. Money had fallen out of the ceiling that night.



NAMBARAN
Though there is the expression “hit the jackpot,” Geumbok might be the first and last person to actually be hit by money. That night the jackpot quite literally hit Geumbok and she sat, dazed, on a mountain of money. The first thing she wondered was how much it was, naturally, the first thing anyone would wonder. The amount of money she counted under her kerosene lamp until dawn was, without exaggeration, enough to purchase more than thirty nice, big houses.
The next morning Geumbok didn’t open the café. She sent all the café girls home. Her head was pounding from having stayed up all night long. She lay in bed but she couldn’t fall asleep. She spent the day in a trance. When evening came, Geumbok counted the money again. She realized it wasn’t just money she had; there were also property deeds mixed in the bunch. How did the money and deeds get into the ceiling of her house? Geumbok couldn’t even begin to guess.
The money Geumbok found was, of course, the cash the old crone had saved all her life as she crawled along the ground like an insect. It was a near miracle that a nobody like her had saved that much money, but certain people’s tenacity can sometimes reveal surprising achievements, beyond our imaginations. That was the old crone’s situation. She concentrated solely on saving money. It wasn’t that unusual in those days for people to hide money in the ceiling, and of course her daughter and the men from the next village over ripped through the ceiling during their searches. So how was it that nobody found the money?
When she moved in, the old crone’s first task was to redo the ceilings. During this process she made a hidden ceiling between the rafters and the actual ceiling. She had two layers of ceilings, but the old crone’s elaborate plans didn’t stop there. She spent a long time drawing an intricate pattern that resembled rafters on the hidden ceiling, so one couldn’t tell where the rafters began and the hidden ceiling ended. If anyone tore through the ceiling, they wouldn’t realize there was yet another ceiling above. And that was why her daughter and the men never found her stash.
 
If the rainfall hadn’t broken all the records since the beginning of records, if the water that leaked through the old roof hadn’t soaked all the money, if the ceiling fortified with extra support hadn’t reached the point where it could no longer hold up the heavy water-soaked bills, the trove would not have been discovered for a long time. And the story that follows would have been slightly less interesting. But fate paused in front of Geumbok, and she was the one who became the heroine of this story.
One ironic fact was that the old crone, despite having saved all that money, died before she used a single bill. She never revealed where the money was, even when she was being mistreated by those men all night long; what was she planning to use the money for? That turned out to be an everlasting secret due to her unfortunate death. If it was indeed true that she wanted to take revenge on the world with her money, which is what she said when people asked, the sheer sum revealed how deep her loneliness and resentment ran. Did that mean the old crone’s revenge wasn’t finished yet? Would her curse begin now? Was it mere chance that this stroke of luck befell Geumbok, who’d experienced more than her share of hardship? Was there perhaps a secret meaning behind this? Let’s push these questions to the side and let the story continue.
 
Geumbok decided to stop wondering how the money came to rest in her ceiling and who exactly had hidden it there. There was no time to waste over such things. That was the kind of person she was. Regardless of whose money it used to be, now it was all hers, and that was the only thing that mattered to her. She kept a portion of the money and the deeds, put the rest in a jar, and buried the jar in a hole she dug by the toilet.
She opened her café the next day. The rain, which stopped, had cooled the air, and the men who had been longing for the scent of coffee and the girls’ powder gathered again. The café was bustling once more.
Geumbok continued to run her business as she always did. But she secretly put in motion two things. One: she sent someone off to bring the twins to Pyeongdae. And two: she would figure out where the plots of land she now owned were located and how much they were worth. After some research it turned out they were mostly scraps of land near the village. One lot, though, was quite far from the village and several thousand pyeong, which fanned Geumbok’s anticipation. It was in a place called Nambaran, across the tracks and far down the hill. The name meant “interior of the fields to the south.”
A few days later, Geumbok left home early in the morning to go look at the land. She hired a guide for the day—Mun, who frequented her café. Though he wasn’t originally from Pyeongdae, he was familiar with the local geography, as he moved from construction site to construction site, following the work.
 
They walked out of the busy village and continued along the tracks. Mun walked without saying a word, not looking back. Not used to pebbled paths, Geumbok was slower, and he waited patiently until she had almost caught up before turning and stalking ahead. After a while, Geumbok whined, asking to go slower, and then wound up sitting on the ground, saying she couldn’t go any further. Mun looked down at her uneasily. Geumbok had been born in a mountain village and had roamed all over the country barefoot, so there was no way she would already be tired; there was likely some other reason for her to fuss like that.
“How can you be such a heartless man?” she complained, pouting. “If a woman says she can’t walk anymore because her legs hurt, you should come up with a solution.”
“I would put you on an A-frame if I had one, but I don’t. What can I do?” Mun was ill at ease.
“An A-frame to carry just one woman? You’re not young but it looks like you can’t read the situation at all.” Geumbok tsked.
Mun responded sullenly. “People are watching. I can’t carry a woman on my back in broad daylight.”
“So many excuses! Who’s watching? Never mind. I’ll go on even if my legs break.” Geumbok got up sulkily then let out a yelp and sat back down as if she had twisted her ankle.
Mun had no other choice but to offer his back, and she leaped right on as if that was what she had been waiting for all along. Mun grew dizzy from her soft breasts plastered against his back and her sweet scent, and the back of his neck burned and his ear tickled from her hot breath, but he kept plodding along.
 
It was early June, after the rains passed and the sweltering heat began in earnest. They continued like that, hot and tense, sticky and droopy, nervous and panting, their sweet breaths mixing in the scorched air, until they arrived at a point where they could see down to Nambaran, a remote place without a single house in sight.
Wide and flat, Nambaran was situated at the edge of a large valley at the end of a hill. The moor, without a single large tree, could be considered open terrain. Geumbok decided they might as well go all the way there, since they had already come this far. There was no path from the tracks to Nambaran, so the two pushed their way through tall, thick grass. Her calves got scratched and bloody and she kept sinking into the mud, but she wanted to set foot on her land; Mun had to carry her on his back again. 
When they finally arrived, daisy fleabane carpeted the entire area. Not too far from the plot, thick weeds, like pearl mullet and crabgrass, had grown tall, but here there was only daisy fleabane, as if someone had intentionally planted them, where they now exuded a strange, almost holy aura. What did she feel as she looked about, a woman who had never owned even the smallest plot of land? Though far from civilization, it appeared to be several thousand pyeong; Geumbok appraised it and smiled. She looked up at Mun. “All right. This is a good size. What should I plant here?”
Mun, who had been feeling the dirt with his hand, answered vaguely. “I’m not sure. There’s a valley and a stream, but the water is too cold and because of the hills there isn’t much sunlight. You won’t be able to plant rice. If you were to farm potato or sweet potato, where would you find someone to come all the way here to work?”
Geumbok was deeply disappointed. “Are you saying I can’t do anything with this land?”
“I’m not sure. I’m sorry to say it, but this isn’t very good land.” Perhaps feeling bad for her, he murmured, “But the soil isn’t bad. You could make roof tiles or even bricks with this . . .”
A thought flashed through Geumbok’s head but it flitted away before she could grasp it. She furrowed her brow, trying to fish out the thought that had been about to surface, then gave up. She brightened. “In any case, it’s a big plot. I like that. I could build hundreds of houses here if I wanted to, so I won’t need to worry about not having enough land. I’m satisfied now that I’ve come and seen it with my own eyes. Let’s go back now.”
 
That afternoon, they plowed back through the grass and walked along the tracks toward Pyeongdae. It was so hot that they were sweating through their clothes. Though Mun offered, Geumbok refused to get back on his back, perhaps feeling that she couldn’t ask him to carry her again, and trudged behind him.
After a long while, they discovered a creek flowing below the railroad. It seemed to be coming from Nambaran. There were a few willow trees providing shade nearby, and it felt nice and cool. Geumbok ran down to the creek, took off her jeogori, and splashed water on her arms and shoulders. Mun stopped in his tracks and looked away, embarrassed.
Geumbok smiled. “Nobody is around. You don’t have to keep your distance. Come put your feet in. It’s so cold.”
Mun settled far away from Geumbok and washed his face only. 
“Don’t be like a shy new bride!” Geumbok chided him. “Take your top off and wash up. It’s so hot today. There’s no point in keeping up appearances.”
Mun gave in and took off his top to splash water on himself.
Geumbok came over. “Here, bend over. I’ll pour water on your back for you.”
Mun insisted he was fine, but Geumbok kept telling him to bend over. He gave in finally, bracing himself with a hand on the ground, and Geumbok used her white rubber shoe to ladle some water and pour it over his back. When the cold water hit his skin, Mun groaned. Giggling, Geumbok reached over his shoulders to rub his chest and stomach with her gentle hands. He began to breathe heavily. He felt dizzy and faint in the hot, humid air. He glanced back at her. Her wet clothes were plastered over her pale breasts; the middle of each was darkened by her mulberry-like nipples. Every time she moved her arms, the thick hair under her arms appeared, obscenely. Her wet skirt revealed the secretive curves of her voluptuous bottom as it swayed. Mun couldn’t stand it anymore. He grabbed her by the waist and fell over onto the ground.
Geumbok shrieked and cried, “Oh, you crazy man! You act so polite but you’re actually dreadful.” But even as she said that, her hand crept between his hot, damp legs.
 
That day, their lovemaking below the willow trees turned out to be an event that drew quite an audience—it turned out they were doing it by the tracks. As a train clattered by, passengers spotted the shocking scene of a naked couple tangled together by a creek in the middle of the day, and their mouths fell open. The older ones clucked their tongues, lamenting the modern era, while the nether regions of the younger ones heated up. Young single men whistled, their faces plastered against the glass, and the young single women shrieked and covered their eyes. Parents were outraged that their defenseless children were exposed to a shameless sexual act and covered their children’s eyes instead of their own.
Someone opened the window and catcalled and whistled, but that didn’t startle Geumbok. Rather she pulled Mun closer to her and waved at the train. At the time, it was all the rage to wave at a passing train. As the train grew smaller in the distance, the horn sounded, and that was when Geumbok neared climax. Her head emptied and in that void the thought that had been about to surface earlier flared vividly like a flame. 
A little later, as Mun was putting his clothes back on, Geumbok asked, “Did you mention bricks earlier?”
Mun stared at her, wondering what she was talking about.
Geumbok smiled. “All right. I’m going to give you a job. Starting tomorrow, I want you to build a brickyard at Nambaran. Hire people if you need them, buy tools if you need them.”
Mun was dazed. “We can make bricks, sure, but where are you going to sell them? Have you thought about how we would transport the bricks from that remote place? They’re heavy . . .”
Geumbok smiled and pointed at the train, which was far away now. “Don’t you see? Trains move people, and they can also move bricks. And these tracks go to all the places where bricks would be needed. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
She turned and began walking lightly up toward the tracks, her hips swishing, leaving Mun staring at her in confusion.



THE ELEPHANT
Of all the men in the world, why did Geumbok choose an old, homely vagrant laborer? His serious and dignified demeanor couldn’t have been the only reason. Did she see something in him that convinced her he would be a steadfast protector? Or was it the result of a lonely widow’s sudden impulse? Perhaps she thought she needed a man who would faithfully work by her side. In any case, thanks to her sudden luck, she stopped believing that all men who got involved with her became unlucky. Her decision turned out to be very fortunate for both Geumbok and Mun, who was tired of his lonely, itinerant life.
 
In the meantime, the messenger who had been dispatched to fetch the twins came back empty-handed. Of course the twins wanted to live with Geumbok, but they weren’t certain they could adapt to a new town; more importantly, they couldn’t bear to part with Jumbo. It wasn’t possible to reach Pyeongdae by foot and there was no alternate mode of transportation for the elephant. They wouldn’t be able to leave until after Jumbo’s death.
Geumbok sent another long letter, detailing all the events that had happened to her and her amazing stroke of luck, all of her plans for new business ventures, and how she needed the twins’ help. Separately she researched ways to transport the elephant. Only the train would be possible, but when she inquired at the railway agency officials expressed their opposition; they had never transported an animal of that size by train. Geumbok wrote a strongly worded letter to the railway agency, describing how the elephant, unlike other animals, had magical properties, so much so that in a country in the West, elephants were worshipped as a god, and if transport were to be refused, they would be the laughingstock of the entire world, which could even be cause for serious diplomatic conflicts with the country that worshipped the elephant, and if such a scandalous situation were to occur the agency would have to take responsibility.
Who knows if that letter was effective, but the agency sent a reply that the elephant’s transport to Pyeongdae was approved. Of course, the fees would have to be paid entirely by Geumbok, she would have to sign a contract assuming all responsibility for any sort of incident or accident during transport, and the agency would not be liable for any damages. This was the law of government agencies. Geumbok signed the contract and sent it back. She then wrote the twins about her negotiations with the railway agency and results in great detail. Finally, she received the message that the twins were so touched by Geumbok’s efforts that they’d closed the bar and were leaving for Pyeongdae with Jumbo. Though Geumbok spent enough money to buy a house to bring them to Pyeongdae, she was elated to be reunited with the twins. She began to prepare a new home where they would all live together and also tore down the old café to build a new two-story structure.
 
Ever since the train first came to Pyeongdae, people had witnessed things they had never seen before, but the most surprising and amazing sight had to be the arrival of the elephant. The day the twins were to arrive in Pyeongdae, people gathered at the station early, excited to see the largest animal on earth. Somehow, even those who lived in remote mountain villages nearby had heard the news and left at dawn with picnics, and nimble-footed peddlers selling yeot, cotton candy, popsicles, and balloons set up shop around the square, so even before noon the square in front of the station was crowded with onlookers. That day is said to have drawn the largest crowd since the train station opened, with organizers estimating the crowd to be a thousand people while the police estimated three hundred. Anyway, then as now, people liked to see something for free.
As the onlookers grew tired of waiting, a horn sounded from far away. Soon, steam was spotted on the horizon and people began murmuring and got to their feet. The train pulled in and the twins entered the station first, wearing the same pretty navy blue hanbok. People exclaimed and murmured, amazed at how identical they looked even for twins. That was when Geumbok arrived at the station. The twins and Geumbok embraced one another, shedding joyous tears.
And when the enormous elephant finally appeared, everyone shouted and clapped. Jumbo had a red cloth on his back, which bore large gold letters: “Pyeongdae Café” and smaller letters:
 
Coffee, ginseng tea, and more. Huge inventory of the latest records. Delivery. Girls on call night and day. No tips. No credit.
 
That was, of course, Geumbok’s ridiculous attempt to promote her business. Despite the criticism that it was an undignified ad, the promotion was so successful that Pyeongdae Café came to be known not only in all of Pyeongdae but also throughout far-flung villages. From that day on, Jumbo had the new task of strolling around Pyeongdae twice, once in the morning and once in the evening, wearing his regalia.
In any case, people pushed through the crowd to see the elephant up close and the folks who had climbed trees for a better look were so shocked by this odd animal that some of them fell from their perches. Though old, Jumbo still retained his majestic presence and loomed over everyone, his legs thicker than a large man’s body, his big, flat ears resembling taro leaves, his feet as big as cauldron lids, his elegant but menacing tusks that soared, and—this was what everyone was most curious about—his long, limber trunk he’d drop into a bucket and then spray water like a fountain toward the hot and sweaty audience. He didn’t disappoint.
But maybe because of the excitement of being in front of a crowd for the first time in a long while, Jumbo revealed something embarrassing to the whole world, something he didn’t need to show off that day, which emerged thicker and longer than a grown man’s leg. Jumbo stood there looking at the crowd, blinking, his enormous limp penis lying on the ground, depleted of reproductive prowess. This obviously caused roars and laughter to ring out from the crowd. Not all that unusual, and depending on how one thought of it, it could have been considered a grand finale that satisfied the crowd’s desire to know everything.
But that was when a mischievous boy, who always walked around with a stick to disturb dogs during their solemn and humiliating mating routines, struck Jumbo’s penis as hard as he could with his stick. The memory of when a child blew on the horn at the circus rushed back to Jumbo. He reared back and let out a cry, then charged at the crowd of spectators. As people screamed, the twins called out to Jumbo, but he had already stamped over many people and run toward the market. That day Jumbo crushed dozens of stalls and injured around a hundred people, so Geumbok had to pay for the damage, spending enough to pay for a new house. In the end, she had basically paid for her scheme for free publicity.
And the boy who startled Jumbo? They say his unfortunate habit was fixed only after he spotted his parents canoodling in their room in the middle of the day and, having batted his father in a sensitive spot with his stick, was beaten harshly. But there is no way to confirm this, either. Anyway, that was how Jumbo and Geumbok were introduced to the world.



THE THREE-WHEELED TRUCK
That day, when Pyeongdae became a madhouse because of Jumbo, where was Chunhui? Focused as she was on welcoming the twins, Geumbok forgot to bring Chunhui along and went to the station alone, and Chunhui had gone to the market to look at her favorite things. That was when she heard shouts from far away. She turned to look and saw something shocking. Jumbo was running toward her. People screamed at her to get out of the way but she spread her arms out in welcome. Jumbo, who had been galloping at full speed, spotted Chunhui and screeched to a stop right in front of her.
Hi, elephant.
Hi, little lady. Good to see you, Jumbo replied, panting.
How did you get all the way here?
Remember what I told you? That you always reunite with those you miss? 
But why are you shaking? Are you angry?
No. I’m just scared of people.
Chunhui hugged his thick leg in consolation. Don’t worry. Nobody will hurt you here. She remembered the scent she had smelled when she first came into the world.
Jumbo wrapped his trunk around Chunhui and snorted happily. People around them were amazed. After their joyous reunion, the two of them were glued to each other’s side until the day Jumbo met his death in an unfortunate accident.
 
It was out of gratitude and loneliness that Geumbok brought the twins and Jumbo all the way to Pyeongdae. But, a born entrepreneur, she couldn’t have been thinking about that alone. As one could tell from the advertisement draped over Jumbo, Geumbok wanted to entrust the twins with the café so she could focus on a larger, more complicated venture.
When the building was complete, the café hung a fancy new sign and opened for business. The men, who had been waiting anxiously for the café to resume operations, stepped inside and found Geumbok, prettily made up and wearing a snow-white hanbok, smiling and greeting them, alongside the twins in their lovely navy blue hanbok and the café girls bowing together in welcome. The café girls were wearing such short skirts, their undergarments were practically visible; the men all began clearing their throats out of embarrassment, not sure where they should look, and the café grew noisy. Someone spotted a large frame hanging in the middle of the café and nodded. “What a nice saying.”
 
The customer is king.
—Owner
 
These country hicks turned kings were so dazed by the plush couches, the music coming from the high-end record player, the elegant lighting, and the café girls who sashayed back and forth, showing their pale thighs, that they never noticed the price of coffee had doubled. The twins, whom customers called the big madam and the little madam, had never run a café before, but since they had experienced all sorts of things as they went from bar to bar throughout their lives, handling innocents from mountain villages wasn’t all that difficult.
 
Meanwhile, Mun was busy building a brickyard in the remote flatlands of Nambaran. With a gang of workers, he cleared the brush and dug and shoveled. It turned out to be more challenging than he had anticipated. Once the brush was cleared, it turned out that boulders and stones covered the land, and removing them required significant manpower. All the itinerant laborers in the area were employed at the site; Geumbok soon left the twins to run the café and jumped into construction work. She first made a wooden sign by the entrance that said “Pyeongdae Brick and Tile.” There wasn’t a single structure on the site yet, but the sign would designate the entrance to the brickyard. With other women, she cooked meals for the workers; she also walked around the site, encouraging the men.
Once the land was cleared, the next project was to build an access road to the railroad tracks. That was an even larger endeavor than clearing the site. Even more labor and money were committed. Around this time, the news that this was the largest construction project in the area since the train had come to Pyeongdae began to circulate among workers. Before the brickyard was even built, enough money to buy several nice houses vanished without a trace, as work progressed slowly in the brutal heat.
 
While the access road was being cleared, Mun, drawing from knowledge gained while working at a brickyard in China, began to focus on building the kilns. The truth of the matter was that a brickyard needed only a kiln to fire the bricks and a large space to stack finished bricks; other than that, there was no need for special equipment. But constructing a kiln was complicated and required specific conditions: it had to be large enough to be able to fire a whole stack of bricks, the design had to be precise to ensure even heat distribution, and a temperature of more than a thousand degrees had to be maintained consistently. He searched for people who had done this work before and visited brickyards all over, studying how to build kilns.
It was a foolish endeavor no matter which way you looked at it. It was one thing for Geumbok to run headlong into the project without thinking about the scope of construction, but it wasn’t as if Mun, who offered to build her a brickyard without any relevant skills or experience, had a plan, either. What he did have was the temperament of a master artisan and a strong sense of responsibility. Every time he needed money, he asked Geumbok for some and faithfully and honestly reported his expenditures and the status of the work. Any other man would have underestimated a woman he had already bedded and attempted to defraud her or make other plans, but he didn’t do any of that. He never forgot that she had trusted him, an itinerant nobody, and so he tried his best to maintain the boss-employee relationship. This attitude of his remained consistent until the day he died.
 
It was around this time that a rusted three-wheeled truck rolled into the village. The truck was so old and dilapidated, with a rusted exterior lacking any trace of paint, punctured with corroded holes that revealed the engine to the world, dripping black oil wherever it went, that it wasn’t clear if it could be called a truck anymore. People were amazed it could still make it down the street. The old rusted truck made strange, sad whines, clanking and rattling like a weak old man with bad joints, as it puttered toward Geumbok’s café, as if it were the ghost of a truck.
It happened that Geumbok was at the café that day, helping out the twins. The door opened and an old man with a scraggly beard and white hair walked in. The twins and the café girls frowned and held their noses at the strong fishy smell emanating from him, but it brought Geumbok back to the good old days. She looked up and dropped the teacup she had been holding.
Dear reader, you haven’t forgotten him already, have you? It was the fishmonger, in the flesh. Geumbok recognized her first man instantly and rushed to embrace him, bursting into tears. The fishmonger hugged her back, weeping, his shoulders shaking. The twins, the café girls, and the customers stared at them, confused, but the two couldn’t stop crying, overwhelmed by longing, regret, joy, and sorrow. Geumbok stroked his thin cheek, lamenting the ravages of time, as he had already become an old man. He hadn’t been young even when he was living with Geumbok, but now he was wrinkled and so gaunt that his cheekbones protruded. He looked like a beggar.
 
Geumbok brought the fishmonger home and treated him to hot food and good liquor. The fishmonger told her everything he had gone through over the years, beginning with how he’d lost everything in the typhoon and left the harbor city, to how he’d been driving near Pyeongdae two days ago and heard about a widow selling coffee who had become so rich that she was building a brickyard now, and when he heard how people described her he thought she sounded like someone he knew, and when someone told him she used to live by the harbor he drove straight to Pyeongdae without hesitation. But we can’t unspool all of his stories here. We will just summarize his turbulent life this way: he had experienced all kinds of hardship. Strangely, even though he never went near another fish after leaving the harbor city (he never even touched a piece of pike mackerel at the dinner table), he still reeked of fish.
Meanwhile, the fishmonger glimpsed Chunhui at the café and recognized instantly that she had to be the daughter of Geokjeong, the very man who had thrown him down on the sand. “By the way, what is her last—”
Geumbok cut him off. “She doesn’t have a last name. She’s just Chunhui.” Then she told him all about what had happened to her in the intervening years. Unearthing what she had gone through—Geokjeong’s unfortunate accident, how she met the man with the scar, the terrible incident on the night of the storm, wandering around the country during the war and her unexpected childbirth, meeting the twins and moving to Pyeongdae—the emotions from long ago revived and soon she was covered in snot and tears as they talked late into the night. Finally, as day began to break, she made his bed and retreated to her own room.
 
Feeling sorry for the fishmonger who was growing old alone without any family to rely on, Geumbok invited him to live in her house, to repay his kindness for when she had nowhere to go in the harbor city. The lonely fishmonger had nowhere else to turn and welcomed her offer. He was so moved that he even shed a few tears. For some reason, however, the twins insisted that Geumbok kick him out. It was a very unusual reaction for them, as they were so kindhearted. They claimed it was because of his stench, but there must have been another reason. Truth be told, they themselves didn’t know why they wanted him out; they were just acting on a faint premonition about a terrible incident that was to occur at the entrance to the market a few years in the future.
But when Geumbok convinced them it was not right to put someone out just because of the way he smelled, they couldn’t keep up the fight. Though Mun knew the fishmonger and Geumbok had been intimate long ago, he didn’t say anything, perhaps understanding that it wasn’t within his rights to complain. He was so busy building the brickyard anyway that he couldn’t come home often, and he didn’t seem particularly interested in who was there or not.
But it wasn’t only the twins who’d detected something ominous. Upon seeing the fishmonger, Jumbo reared back and roared loudly, making threatening advances, terrifying the man. This was unusual for Jumbo, who was usually so dignified, and this made the twins regard the fishmonger with even more suspicion; but in the end, Geumbok, Chunhui, the fishmonger, Mun, the twins, and Jumbo all ended up living together in the same house. Now Geumbok was part of a large family. Just like that, individuals from Geumbok’s past began gathering in Pyeongdae, one by one.
 
Not long after the fishmonger moved in, Geumbok told the twins she had some business to attend to and left with the fishmonger in his ghostly three-wheeled truck. They didn’t return for several days. Mun and the twins wondered what was going on, as they knew Geumbok wouldn’t have fallen for the smelly old man. When they finally returned home, it was in a different truck. Well, it was still the same truck, but it was no longer a decrepit old jalopy, and it had even acquired an additional wheel. The body of the truck was now painted a glistening yellow without a single hole, and it no longer leaked oil. The engine didn’t sound pitiful like before, but in fact sounded like a vigorous young tiger, causing people to rush out of their houses to see what was going on. Children were intrigued by this yellow truck and ran after it, and the twins and the café girls were amazed, wondering how it had turned into a new vehicle. Geumbok merely smiled.
When they looked at the back of the truck they spotted the words “Pyeongdae Transportation” written on it. And on the windshield was “No. 1,” for the first truck in the fleet. Eventually the fleet expanded to ten, but at the time people didn’t understand Geumbok’s plans.
 
With the fishmonger’s arrival, Geumbok began to plan a new business. She got the idea from his old three-wheeled truck that had long ago taken her from her small mountain village to the harbor city. Pyeongdae had become a little more accessible since the advent of the train, but people who lived in nearby mountain villages still had to walk dozens of li to get to the station. Though Pyeongdae was better situated than those remote villages, the distance from one train station to the next was too far and the train only came twice a day; there was no way to meet the explosive increase of transportation needs, so people still had to find a private ride just to go to the market.
So Geumbok thought up a transportation solution that linked all of the small villages near Pyeongdae. It cost as much as another fancy house to fix up the old truck, because vehicles were so rare back then and there weren’t many usable parts remaining in the truck. They had to put in an entirely new engine and get a brand-new body. Geumbok offered to pay for the refurbishment if the fishmonger would split the profits from the venture evenly. At first the fishmonger refused, believing he didn’t deserve a cut when she was feeding and housing him, but Geumbok insisted on striking a fair deal. She figured the transportation business would soon become profitable, and her judgment was proven correct. The isolated mountain villagers, riding together on the truck bed, considered the fare to be reasonable. They came to Pyeongdae on the yellow truck, and thanks to that, Pyeongdae grew busier day by day. And of course, her café was more popular than ever.
At long last, Pyeongdae’s second big boom had begun.



THE SWAMP
Jumbo the elephant lived in his own time zone. With a heartbeat of a mere twenty-five beats a minute, he moved slowly, and Chunhui matched his speed, moving slowly herself. They were isolated from the rest of the world, but that allowed them to stand by and watch the world change faster and faster. It was just like someone being able to observe the entire life of a mayfly.
With the advertisement for the café wrapped around him and Chunhui on his back, Jumbo made his rounds through the village twice, once in the morning and once in the evening. Chunhui was only six years old at the time but she was so close to Jumbo that she would play with his trunk and laugh, even though she rarely smiled around other people. Naturally, the task of taking Jumbo on his walks fell to her. In truth it would be more accurate to say that Jumbo was taking care of Chunhui. Jumbo wrapped his long trunk around Chunhui’s waist and placed her carefully on his back, and as she sat there the clever elephant walked through the bustling market to the train station and back home, requiring no prompting. Bicycles, carriages pulled by horses or oxen, and even trucks piled high with timber sped by them, but they always made their rounds at the same leisurely pace. The timing of their walks was so consistent that people would set their watches to their strolls.
 
As Geumbok began to try her hand at business and achieve success in everything she attempted, people grew envious. At the same time, there were all kinds of rumors about her wealth. Various theories were posited that a wealthy benefactor was behind her, or that the twins were the true owners of all her businesses, or that Mun had found a gold mine in the North long ago and was hoarding a huge amount of money, or even that Geumbok was actually an important undercover government agent who had to be disguised as an ordinary woman; there was even an unbelievable story about how she hit the jackpot while sleeping. Nevertheless, people were impressed by her unwomanly capacity to boldly pursue new opportunities.
Not every endeavor, however, was as successful as people believed. The café was still doing well and the transportation business was raking in money, but the brickyard proved to be a headache. Once they finally managed to clear the land and lay the access road, water began to seep up from the ground. Of course it did, as this was the spot where water from Nambaran’s valleys passed through, and Geumbok’s land was part of a naturally formed swamp. In other words, her site was now an island, surrounded by swampland. That was why only her land was teeming with daisy fleabane when she and Mun first laid eyes on Nambaran. It was truly a rash decision to build a brickyard in the middle of that without even realizing it was a swamp.
But this is Geumbok we’re talking about. She discovered that the site was a swamp but solved the problem in a single day. From the very next day, she commenced a project to fill in the land. All the area’s horse-and ox-drawn carriages were mobilized and they started dumping dirt and pebbles into the swamp. Since they had to fill the swamp before they could build a kiln, all other work was put on hold. Mun even built a hut next to the construction site and directed the work around the clock. As all the dirt and pebbles in the area poured into Nambaran, Geumbok’s seemingly plentiful fortune began to diminish. When a worker died from a snake bite, a disturbing rumor began to make its rounds among the others about the misfortune befalling the construction site. Privately, Geumbok too became worried. Mun suggested that perhaps they should give up, seeing how the water would seep in overnight no matter how much soil was carted and poured in.
“Let’s see who wins,” Geumbok said, smiling. “There is always a bottom to a well, no matter how deep it is.”
As summer progressed, enough money to buy a nice fancy house or two sank silently into the swampland and vanished. But even as the wind grew chilly, Geumbok didn’t give up, even though she was starting to see to the bottom of her fortune instead of the bottom of a well. They were finding themselves literally swamped with problems. Geumbok had to watch her incredible stroke of luck disappear.
It was incomprehensible why Geumbok would hang onto the brickyard so desperately. Having a brickyard wasn’t her lifelong dream, and there was no guarantee she would become rich from making bricks. Not only was it difficult to understand why she was throwing away everything she had on a spontaneous idea that started with Mun’s wayward comment she remembered during lovemaking, but it was also inexplicable that she wouldn’t stop dumping dirt and pebbles into a bottomless swamp. Even if she’d stopped as soon as she realized she had a swamp on her hands, she would have squandered only the price of a handful of fancy houses. Why?
 
We become ourselves according to our behavior.
 
This might explain a human’s irrational actions; a person doesn’t act according to a predetermined personality, but rather their behavior reveals their personality. But that is something that extends beyond this story, much like the questions Did this miraculous good luck befall Geumbok because she is the protagonist of this story, or is she the protagonist because this good luck came to her? or Is it the chicken or the egg? Perhaps we can explain Geumbok’s behavior this way:
 
By building a brickyard in a swamp, Geumbok became a rash and foolish woman.
 
There is always a bottom to a well, no matter how deep it is. This was as applicable to Geumbok herself as it was to the swamp. Spending money on new houses and building a two-story café and fixing up the truck, in addition to filling in the swamp at Nambaran—all of that would have been challenging to pay for, regardless of how wealthy she was. But Geumbok refused to give up, as though testing her own luck, and ironically the bottom revealed itself just as she spent the remainder of her money.
One foggy fall morning, Mun came out of his hut next to the construction site, saw that water was no longer seeping into the site, and rushed to Geumbok. They had finally filled in the swamp. For Geumbok, this was truly joyous news, as she had spent all her money and had even directed all profits from the café and the transportation business into the Nambaran site, and was beginning to lose hope. She went to Nambaran with Mun and determined that the swamp was indeed filled and solid. They embraced each other, thrilled, but now faced money problems. They still had to build a kiln, which would require a tidy sum. Geumbok didn’t have any liquid funds, so she would have to figure something out, perhaps by selling her house or the café or the fishmonger’s truck. 
 
Unexpectedly, reinforcements showed up. The twins. They took out all of the money they’d tucked away when they sold the bar to come to Pyeongdae, which turned out to be more than enough to build a kiln. At first Geumbok refused to take their money, knowing how hard the twins had worked to save, but eventually they convinced her, insisting they were living a good life thanks to Geumbok, and she deserved to take their money. Geumbok would only accept their money after writing a promissory note that she would turn over the café to them if she couldn’t pay them back. The construction of the kiln could finally begin after all of these twists and turns.
 
Mun was a calm, patient person who didn’t speak much. Along with meticulous observation skills, he had an unusual understanding of all kinds of physical reactions and chemical changes, and he also had the keen sensitivity of a master artisan. In other words, it turned out to be quite appropriate for Geumbok to have entrusted him with the brickyard. But those very characteristics brewed conflict with Geumbok from time to time.
Once, when Geumbok stopped by Nambaran, Mun was still conducting various experiments to make the exact brick he wanted. Several thousand bricks were piled in front of the kiln, having failed the tests. Geumbok picked up a fine-looking brick. “This one seems usable. Why did you discard it?”
“The color isn’t even throughout.”
“The color doesn’t matter. All that matters is being able to sell it, whether it’s rotten fish or cracked bricks.” These words reflected Geumbok’s business-oriented mind.
Uncharacteristically, Mun grew angry, grabbed the brick out of her hand, and threw it to the ground. “Not all round things are rice steamers and not all rectangular shapes are bricks. You need to leave right now if you’re going to talk like that.”
Pouting, Geumbok went back to Pyeongdae, grumbling, “Do whatever you want, whether it’s making bricks or steamed rice cakes, and let’s see where that takes you.”
This happened four months after the kiln was completed.
Mun stayed in Nambaran all winter, firing bricks with various methods. Others thought it wasn’t so difficult to make a simple brick, but that wasn’t Mun’s approach. He experimented with different types of fire wood to achieve a high temperature, with the way bricks were stacked so they could be evenly heated, with how big the fire had to be in order to produce the right color. Geumbok gave up pressuring him and focused on the café, sending him supplies from time to time. It was actually the twins who were more anxious, worrying that there were still no bricks being produced when it had been many months since the kiln was built, but Geumbok remained calm even though all of her wealth was gone. “Just leave him be,” she counseled. “Who knows, maybe he’ll figure out how to make gold.”
Mun traveled to other brickyards and invited so-called experts to Nambaran, but since they were mostly quacks, the bricks cracked or crumbled, leaving him to all kinds of trial and error.
 
One day in late spring, there was an unseasonable heavy snowstorm. Geumbok started to worry about Mun, still alone in Nambaran, but that very night Mun appeared at the house, covered in snow. His beard was long, and his face was smudged with soot, his bloodshot eyes glinting like a solitary wolf’s. Surprised, Geumbok asked him how he had managed to come all this way in the middle of the night. She warmed his frozen hands and brought hot food and liquor. Mun, looking gaunt and tired, ate quietly. The loneliness of having spent all winter in the valley by himself was palpable.
That night, under the blankets next to Mun, Geumbok sighed. “Forget about the bricks and come home. It seems like we don’t have much luck with brickmaking.”
But the next afternoon, Mun went back through the snow to Nambaran after his brief, sweet respite.
 
Meanwhile, the fishmonger wasn’t able to drive his truck because of the snow. Though he usually drove on steep mountain roads with his eyelids at half-mast and yet never missed a curve, too much snow had fallen for him to be able to continue safely. As he was enjoying his few days off, he discovered that his truck had vanished from its parking spot outside the house. He quickly followed the tire tracks, which went beyond the village and continued on. Next to the tracks were huge footprints—clearly an elephant’s—and small human footprints dotting the snow.
Sure enough, moments later he spotted Chunhui and Jumbo on a snow-covered field, dragging the truck with a rope. The fishmonger ran after them. He had no idea what they were doing with the vehicle. At the end of the field was a cliff, making the fishmonger wonder if Chunhui was planning to push his truck off it. When Geumbok heard what happened, she picked up a switch and scolded her daughter harshly, and Chunhui, who never cried about anything, looked resentfully at the truck, tears brimming in her eyes. The twins took Chunhui’s side, blaming Geumbok for bringing the jalopy home, and the innocent fishmonger stood there embarrassed, sucking on his cigarette.
 
When Mun returned it was April; the shadows cast by sprouting trees were turning darker. He was holding a single red brick. Geumbok ran out barefoot, excited that he had finally produced a good brick. He just held it out, his face inscrutable. Geumbok took it and studied it. It was of such high quality that one could tell how hard he had worked over the past months. The brick was smooth, with an elegant hue, and it was very hard. Instead of being heartened by his accomplishment, Mun looked embarrassed. “This should be good enough to build a house that won’t fall down.”
“How many bricks like this can you make in a day?” Geumbok asked. 
“If we fire two kilns at once, we’ll be able to make a thousand.” 
“Good. Then with the first batch, let’s build ourselves a house. In the brickyard.”
Mun looked at her, stunned.
“I put everything I had into the brickyard. I can’t just sit here and wait. We’ll need a lot of workers and we’ll need to feed them, too.” 
“But it won’t be comfortable to live there,” Mun said, worried.
Geumbok turned serious. “We didn’t have a wedding but we’re still husband and wife. We can’t live apart like this forever.”
At Geumbok’s first acknowledgement of him as her partner, Mun choked up and his eyes turned red. Unable to speak, he just dug at the ground with his foot.
Geumbok held his hand firmly. “So from now on, you have to take care of me.”



BRICKS
It certainly wasn’t an exaggeration when, long ago, the poet criticized Pyeongdae for not living up to its name with nary a wide-open field or even a flat plot of land where a house could be built. But compared to other nearby villages, Pyeongdae at least had weed-choked gardens scattered along the hills, and it wasn’t a bad place to live, especially with the train servicing the town. With the establishment of a brickyard nearby, itinerant workers began to frequent Pyeongdae again, and the village became busier than ever. This was the time local historians referred to as Pyeongdae’s second big boom.
 
Among the itinerant workers who headed to the brickyard were slash-and-burn farmers who no longer had any land, seasoned farmhands sick and tired of working on other families’ farms, lifelong gamblers, and even criminals fleeing the law. The brickyard swarmed with a mix of all kinds of people.
Then as now, there was nothing more critical and difficult than hiring the right people. Mun struggled to find honest, hardworking people, and even though he himself had been an itinerant worker, he found it challenging to determine the men’s true motivations.
But Geumbok was confident. “Leave that to me. As soon as I lay my eyes on them I can tell if they’re telling the truth or if they’re acting.”
Mun didn’t know what Geumbok meant by “truth” or “acting,” but that was how she hired people, having learned from watching movies in the harbor city. She believed she could instantly tell if someone was being truthful or pretending. When Mun asked how she could possibly know, Geumbok just shrugged. “I just know it when I see it.”
Sure enough, the workers she selected were sincere and hardworking. But several years later, she would bring someone into her life who would hurt her irreparably, due to a single mistake. This was the law of being overly confident.
 
After Geumbok left for Nambaran, the twins took over Chunhui’s care. As the girl didn’t want to part ways with Jumbo and the twins eagerly volunteered to take care of her, Geumbok didn’t oppose it. Geumbok also asked the twins to take good care of the poor fishmonger, who had nowhere else to go. They agreed halfheartedly, as they had never liked the fishmonger.
Even though she was living away from her mother, Chunhui didn’t worry or antagonize the twins. She was always with Jumbo, as if they had melded into one being, and they spent peaceful days in their own world. She was already as strong as an adult, but her mind was so slow it seemed she had not progressed at all. But she learned bit by bit through her conversations with Jumbo.
 
I’m bored. Should we go for a walk?
Little lady, I told you to wait just a little longer. It’s not time yet. 
Why do we always have to be on time?
Because the twins want it that way.
Why do you care about what the twins want?
The twins are good people who saved me. Even though I crushed the older twin’s back.
Jumbo was wise and Chunhui was endlessly curious. Then why are you sad?
Why do you think I’m sad? I’m happy. I have plenty to eat and nobody hits me.
People used to hit you?
That was a long time ago, little lady. Jumbo didn’t go into detail, as if he wanted to forget those times. But Chunhui kept looking at Jumbo, confused. Finally, Jumbo continued. All right. I’ll tell you why I’m sad. Because I’m getting old.
What does it mean to get old?
Getting old means there isn’t much time left before you die. I quit the circus because I was already too old.
How long have you lived?
From before your mom was born. Probably much longer than that. I don’t really remember.
Then will I die, too?
Like elephants, people die, too, little lady. But don’t worry about that yet. That’s something that will happen a long time in the future.
What happens when you die?
You disappear. You part ways forever.
 
Following Geumbok’s wishes, Mun built them a house in the brickyard with the first batch of bricks from the kiln. And on the other side of the yard, he built lodgings for the workers, using galvanized iron and wood planks. Geumbok was so skillful at handling men that they never dared to try anything untoward, even though their pants bulged from the mysterious scent she emitted. That was how a small society with dozens of men and one woman living together in the Nambaran valley was formed, Geumbok and Mun leading the community with little trouble. This was around the time Geumbok replaced her skirt with the work pants she’d worn when she lived in the harbor city. Horrified that a woman was wearing pants, people whispered behind her back, but those pants became her trademark. And soon they were ready to sell their bricks.
At first, Geumbok thought it would be easy to sell them. But things didn’t work out the way she’d envisioned. Though the population had swelled and construction boomed, there weren’t any structures in Pyeongdae worth building with expensive materials. That was the problem. At the time bricks were precious; they weren’t something you would use for just anything. Bricks piled up in the brickyard but nobody could find a way to sell them. That was when Geumbok, the marketing genius, came up with an extraordinary idea.
She gathered Mun and the workers. “There is no way these expensive bricks can be sold in these small villages. We have to go out into the larger world to find people who want them, people who will treat them with respect. But we’re in the mountains. How will we ever know if anyone needs bricks? What we need to do is to tell the world we have excellent bricks for sale.”
“And how do we tell people that?” someone asked impatiently as Geumbok’s explanation grew lengthy.
“That’s why I’m telling you this,” Geumbok said. “Everyone, listen to me carefully. Tomorrow, we’re putting all these bricks on the train. And when you see a village along the tracks, throw a brick out the window. Throw just a few out in small towns, and a lot in big towns. So if someone needs bricks, they’ll see them and come find us.”
That was something of an idea in an era in which there was no way to advertise or promote one’s goods, but the absurdity and rashness of it was pure Geumbok.
“So you’re saying we should take all these bricks and throw them away?” Mun asked sullenly, pointing at the bricks they had toiled to make.
“How can you expect success without any investment?” Geumbok replied.
“Even if someone finds the brick, how would they find us?” asked a worker.
Geumbok picked up a brick. “Don’t you see what’s on this?”
One corner of the brick was imprinted with these words: Pyeongdae Brick and Tile. They had pressed into the clay a seal with the name of the brickyard before firing. In other words, it was the first-ever branded brick, yet more evidence of Geumbok’s business acumen.
 
The workers weren’t sure if Geumbok’s plan made sense. But since nobody had a better idea, they followed her lead. They were waiting for the bricks to sell to be paid for the last several months of work, so they didn’t care how they sold the bricks, just that they sold them. They had to go through the troublesome process of exchanging many letters with the railway agency before they could transport the bricks, and finally they loaded up a freight car. Each time they passed by a village, they threw a brick or two by the side of the tracks. Mun had brought soju and dried fish for everyone, and they were all excited and cheerful, as if they were villagers on their first trip on a tour bus. The workers, exhausted from months of hard work, leaned against the bricks, resting for once, and tipped their cups. Next to the tracks, daisy fleabane bloomed riotously and the train clattered northward slowly under the warm spring sun. And of course, the bricks were scattered all along the tracks.
As the day faded and the lights of the towns whipped by faintly as though in a dream, the men grew sad, thinking of their hometowns and their families. Some got drunk and sang songs, while others secretly wiped their eyes. They all wished for the bricks to sell so they didn’t need to wander into new towns looking for work. The hopes of drifters are usually so humble that if there was a place for them to rest without having to worry about their next meal, that became their home, their own peach blossom-filled gardens.
 
While Mun and the workers were on the train, Geumbok returned home to Pyeongdae to rest. Chunhui ran out, happy to see her mom for the first time in a long while, but Geumbok ignored her and warmly greeted the twins instead. Chunhui wanted to be held, like that one time her mom had embraced her. She wanted to smell Geumbok’s milky, powdery scent. But her mom always seemed to want to run away from her. To Chunhui, Geumbok was a mirage she could never approach, and her desire for her mother was a never-filled hunger. This longing dogged her all her life.
The night Geumbok came home, Chunhui went into her mother’s empty room and smelled her clothes. She picked up the powder tin on the vanity, which smelled like her mom. She opened the tin and began to put the powder all over her face and body. And as she always did when she was happy, she recalled the dark, cozy scene in the stable when she was born. 
Late at night, after spending time catching up with the twins, Geumbok returned to her room, discovered Chunhui covered in white powder, and screamed. When she realized the white ghost sitting in the dark was her daughter, she ran over, grabbed her by the hair, and began to beat her. But Geumbok’s small fists weren’t effective on Chunhui, who was by now hefty and physically hardened. Chunhui looked at her mother, bemused, wondering why she was so angry. The incident was soon put to rest when the twins ran over, but Geumbok couldn’t erase the ominous appearance of her daughter from her mind. That incident caused Geumbok to push her daughter away even more.
 
A month had passed since the men threw bricks out the train. Not a single person had shown up at the brickyard during that time. The guerilla promotion was clearly a failure. But they were still making bricks, so there was no longer any space in the yard to store them. The workers stopped working and whiled away the time, napping or sharing lewd stories with Geumbok as the heroine. Some walked around smelling of liquor in broad daylight and others gambled out in the open. As time passed, the brickyard fell into disarray and the laborers grew more and more dissatisfied, having yet to see any money.
The money Geumbok borrowed from the twins had vanished long ago. They managed to continue operations with profits from the café and the transportation business, but Geumbok began to feel fretful. She sat out by the entrance next to the sign she had made and watched the access road all day long, hoping someone would come to buy bricks. But nobody came as summer waned. Only the whistle from a passing train would break the silence from time to time.
 
The workers’ dissatisfaction was growing, heading toward a breaking point. Sure, they did hire good men, but their pool had been desperate, powerless itinerant laborers. Usually itinerant laborers behaved one way when they started and another when they left, and they were as canny as businessmen, as rough as gangsters, and as sneaky as brokers. Among them there were those who would spot an opportunity, take advantage of it, and then take a cut. There were men like that among the workers at the brickyard. They were excellent at playing people against one another, instigating, gossiping, making up lies, and fanning trivial suspicions. As a result, the workers came to believe that Mun and Geumbok were lying to them. The story that went around was that they had already signed a contract to sell the brickyard for a huge sum, and that they were keeping all the workers there until the deal was complete so they could demonstrate how well the brickyard was operating. As soon as the final payment changed hands, the pair would vanish without paying the workers what they were owed. The rumor was more convincing and interesting than the truth and spread swiftly like a contagious disease. This was the law of wild rumors.
 
It was one late summer day, during the waning days of a heat wave. Sweat poured down people’s faces even when they were sitting still, and it was so humid that the slightest argument could instantly lead to murder. Even the insects were quiet, and the entire brickyard was enveloped in a strange silence. Geumbok waited by the access road from the morning, thinking to herself that this was the end. She didn’t have the money to keep operations going, and she herself was so tired that she didn’t want to lay eyes on the brickyard ever again. That afternoon, the workers began gathering one by one around Geumbok. Their faces were red as if they had been drinking, their open shirts showed their sweaty chests, and they were breathing angrily, exuding the possibility of violence. Sensing their strange energy, Geumbok quickly scanned the crowd for Mun, but he had gone into the village on an errand.
The oldest man stepped forward, well mannered at first. “We need back pay. We need to be paid now.”
Geumbok reacted calmly. “Don’t you see those bricks piled over there? We can only pay you once they are sold.” 
The crowd hesitated.
“Is it true you’ve sold the brickyard?” someone called from the back.
“You made a huge profit, so where’s the money?” someone else challenged.
“How will we get paid when the new owners come?”
All the workers were talking over each other like frogs singing in the rain. Their voices grew angry, even through their suppressed emotions.
“None of that is true,” Geumbok said loudly. “Do you think we’d be up here if we had money? We would have already left if we were planning to steal from you! If you can wait a little longer . . .”
“Lies!” someone yelled. 
“Yeah, lies!”
“Lies!”
“Lies!”
“Lies!”
All the voices that had sporadically popped up here and there coalesced as one in a chorus. A few began stamping their feet to the beat as the situation grew more tense. They started inching toward Geumbok. It seemed as though they would all rush at her and attack.
Geumbok lifted a hand. “Wait!”
The men hesitated. She untied her jeogori and threw it open. Her pale flesh glowed under the bright sun—the body they had all craved. They stared at her, confused.
“If you don’t believe me, search me!” she cried. “If you find any money on me, you can kill me right here and now.”
A tense silence, like a drawn bow, ran between her and the workers. All you could hear was occasional swallowing.
A voice erupted from the back, breaking the tension. “Don’t be tricked by that wicked woman! Beat her up!”
It was as if everyone had been waiting for that. “Beat her up!” 
“No, tear her apart!”
“No, beat her with bricks!” 
“No, bury her alive!”
“No, burn her in the kiln!”
“No, hang her from the poplar tree!”
Calls to kill her in various ways rang out. Of course, these were the voices of the men who had been instigating and dragging them to that point. They had no evidence, but they didn’t need any. Their calls were more convincing than any logic and more provocative than any advertising copy. This was the law of slogans. It was as if a dike had burst; all kinds of other slogans gushed out at that point. “Smash the bricks!” “Destroy the kilns!” “Burn the brickyard!” But a few emerged that were somewhat unusual for a brickyard on a remote mountain, like “Death to fascists! For workers’ rights!” or “Overthrow the chaebol dictatorship and form a workers’ paradise!” and some that were a bit more suspicious, like “Long live the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea!” or “Follow the Dear Leader’s guidance and destroy America!” and while “No brickyard in the beautiful mountains!” or “Down with the dictatorship siding with development and destroying the ecosystem!” were many years too soon, the sudden blurts of “I love you, Yeongsuk!” or “Fuck, I should have taken the red clover card!” were not slogans, just random outbursts by people who clearly didn’t fully understand what was going on.
In any case, despite the various raucous opinions, the substance of the slogans was that Geumbok needed to be killed, and not only that but in the most humiliating way possible, whether she was to be torn apart or burned alive. And after she was dead—well, of course, after that there was no plan. But the men were riled up and it seemed they would go through with it, so at that point it didn’t matter whether there was a plan or not. 
Several men were holding clubs and others held scythes or pickaxes, swept up in the lunacy caused by murderous heat, alcohol, and pale female flesh revealed in broad daylight. They started to advance toward Geumbok. There was nothing that could stop them. Geumbok couldn’t believe the irony of fate; her great fortune had brought her to the brink of death. Someone grabbed Geumbok’s jeogori from behind and yanked it off, and the men rushed toward her, roaring. Though she had managed to survive the war, Geumbok’s life was teetering on the edge.
“Stop!” someone shouted.
The men turned to look. But among the disordered tangle of workers, the person who shouted stop couldn’t be found. Instead, what everyone saw was a raised finger pointing toward the access road. The workers turned to look and spotted a cloud of dust at the end of the road. Geumbok threaded her arms into her torn jeogori and stood up. The dust came closer and turned the corner thick with weeds. It was a black jeep. Everyone stood rooted in place as though ordered to do so, watching the jeep enter the brickyard.
The jeep pulled up in front of them. The door opened and a fat man in a fedora got out. He was holding a brick imprinted with the words Pyeongdae Brick and Tile. He looked weary, as though he had traveled a long way. He looked around at the men blocking his way, raised the brick up, and called, “Do you make these here?”
The workers hesitated and looked at one another. Their homicidal rage was gone and they were now back to their regular selves as timid itinerant laborers.
Geumbok stepped in front of them. “Don’t you have eyes? Look at the sign, why don’t you?” She pointed at the sign by the entrance.
The man with the fedora looked at the sign and then down at the brick and let out a relieved sigh, wiping sweat from his brow. He threw the brick on the ground in irritation. “Damn it, you should have put your phone number on it. How would anyone know where Pyeongdae is, if it’s in the mountains or in the underworld? It’s taken me seven whole days to find this place.”
Geumbok smiled. She’d already shrugged off the terror she had felt moments earlier and had regained her calm demeanor. “We don’t even have electricity up here. Of course we don’t have a phone. I’m glad you got here without getting lost.”
The man with the fedora looked around. “Damn it, who could guess you’re making bricks on this remote mountain? I would have passed right by it if it weren’t for that chimney. Anyway, I’m dying of thirst. I’d love a cup of water.”
Geumbok didn’t budge. “I can’t give you water or whatever else until you tell me why you’re here.”
“Damn it, who would come all the way here if it wasn’t to buy bricks? Are you the owner?” The man with the fedora asked Geumbok snidely.
“Why would I stand here in the hot sun and talk to you if I wasn’t? You think I’m standing here just to make my voice hoarse?”
The man with the fedora threw his hands up. “I can’t go back empty-handed. I need more than what you have stacked here. You’ll have to make bricks as fast as you can without stopping. We can negotiate in due time. I need some water. Even better if you have liquor.”
 
That was how business with Mr. Gwak began. He was a builder, and when he found a brick on the side of the tracks, he instantly knew how superior it was, having lived on construction sites his whole life. He was constructing a building so far away it took him three whole days on the train to get there, but he had rushed over anyway, in order to get his hands on the good bricks. Later he would build the first apartment building in the nation, sell the units, and establish the second-largest construction company in the country, but he would die at the relatively young age of fifty-two, without having enjoyed any of his successes. He would be drinking with friends by a river and dive in to prove he was still fit enough to swim across, but his heart would stop. This was the law of recklessness. 
He had guts and was hot-tempered, so he got along well with Geumbok. So well, in fact, that they would end up sleeping together, and when Mun found out, Geumbok would make excuses, saying, “If Mr. Gwak hadn’t appeared right then and there, I would have been thrown into a kiln to become kindling. He saved my life. Is it really so bad that I said yes once? It’s just a body that would rot away in death.”
That was, of course, merely an excuse. Later, Geumbok, her appetite irrepressible, would bring into her bed not only her savior but also itinerant laborers, hurting Mun gravely, but in any case she had certainly avoided this crisis thanks to Mr. Gwak.
 
What Mr. Gwak said in front of the workers wasn’t just talk. From the very next day, the workers toiled long hours to make bricks, their feet sprightly as they treaded clay, thrilled as they were at the thought that they could finally receive pay and not have to wander, looking for work. Mr. Gwak wasn’t the only person who found the brickyard. All kinds of businessmen, from Mr. Bak to Mr. Yu to Mr. An to Mr. Gong to Mr. Min to Mr. Cheon came by, one by one, each holding a brick stamped with the seal. They were builders like Mr. Gwak, bricklayers specializing in walls, suppliers, or architects. Geumbok was now being called Chairman Gang, because she was as gutsy as a gangster. That was how bold her business mind was, and how at ease she was among tough men.
Their bricks became a sensation in the construction industry. Builders lined up outside the brickyard to get their hands on them, and as soon as the bricks came out of the kilns, they were placed immediately on trains headed to metropolitan areas. Mun had to build two additional kilns and hire more workers. Geumbok was cooking meals at all hours and had to hire some women to help out. All the cooks also wore work pants instead of skirts, just like Geumbok, which soon became a trend in the village. Soon enough, all the women began wearing pants. And Nambaran stayed noisy all autumn long from the workers singing as they shaped clay all day, the roar of engines from trucks lining up to transport bricks, and the arguments of businessmen trying to lay claim to earlier shipments.
Finally, before the start of winter, Geumbok was able to pay all the workers what they were owed and add a generous bonus on top. She was also able to pay the twins back and even had some left over, which somewhat made up for the money she’d poured into the brickyard. When the temperature dipped and frost came, orders began to slow, and Geumbok threw a party for the workers. They butchered seven pigs and brought a truckload of liquor from the village. The twins and the fishmonger were invited, too. The workers, dead drunk from the rare, sweet respite and well-fermented makgeolli, sang at the top of their lungs, threw their arms around whoever was next to them, and danced around. Some were so moved by their huge success that they fell into each other’s arms and wept. That day, Geumbok celebrated with the workers as one of them. It was an immensely satisfying and joyful celebration. Around dawn, while everyone was in happy drunken slumber, the first snow of the year fell over Nambaran.



DENSE BONES
As snow fell and it got colder, the creek in the valley froze over. The kilns finally went dark and the brickyard, which had been operating continuously all autumn, ground to a halt. All living beings were readying to enter a long hibernation. The workers left for home one by one. They promised to see one another next spring and hopped on the night train, feeling pleased. Only the few who couldn’t go back home or didn’t have anyone waiting for them remained at the brickyard, playing cards, whiling away the long, boring winter nights.
Geumbok and Mun returned to Pyeongdae to rest. But was there a god jealous of their incredible success? There was a terrible accident in Pyeongdae—the ominous incident that had been hanging over them all, and the reason the twins didn’t like the fishmonger when he first arrived and why Chunhui and Jumbo had dragged his truck to the cliff.
 
That fateful day, the fishmonger was driving his truck filled with passengers along winding roads to Pyeongdae. Only a few days had passed since the snowfall, so there was still snow on the roads. The truck had driven past the market and was headed toward the train station. Right then, an old, white-haired woman appeared out of nowhere, about to cross the road. She was leaning on a cane. Perhaps she couldn’t hear well; she didn’t flinch at the fishmonger’s desperate honking as she moved slowly, her head bent low. The fishmonger braked as hard as he could but the truck skidded and barreled toward the side of the road. The passengers were yanked to one side, screaming.
Just at this unfortunate moment Jumbo was walking past the entrance to the market with Chunhui on his back. The fishmonger spotted the elephant and the girl and stomped on the brakes again. But he couldn’t bring the skidding truck to a stop. Truck No. 1 of Pyeongdae Transportation smashed into Jumbo’s side. The animal collapsed and Chunhui flew through the air. All of this happened in the blink of an eye.
The force of the impact caused the fishmonger to momentarily lose consciousness, and when he came to, he saw the old woman standing in the middle of the road. She turned toward the truck, perhaps realizing only then that there had been an accident. She had the most hideous face the fishmonger had ever seen. Tiny, mousy eyes sunken in a wrinkly face, a stubby, bulbous nose, cheeks hollowed from missing teeth, sparse hair . . . yes, it was her! The sorry old crone who used to sell food out of her house. Who else could it have been?
She grinned when her eyes met the fishmonger’s, her sunken cheeks scrunching horribly. Her creepy smile made him shudder. By the time the fishmonger leaped out of the truck and ran to Jumbo, the elephant had already stopped breathing. Dark red blood gushed from his trunk, staining the white, snowy road. People gathered around. The hood of the truck was crumpled and smoking, and several passengers had been injured. Chunhui was nowhere to be seen. This was Pyeongdae’s first ever traffic accident. Nobody knew what to do and ran around confused, making a big commotion. In the middle of the chaos, the fishmonger looked around for the old woman, but she had already disappeared.
 
Chunhui was found after the twins and Geumbok rushed to the scene upon hearing about the accident. The twins collapsed over Jumbo’s body, sobbing and fainting, and when they woke up they burst into heaving sobs again, as though they had newly discovered the dead elephant, and fainted again, and this repeated over and over. While that was happening someone found Chunhui perched in a zelkova tree near the market. She sat in the tree, looking down at the elephant, the people surrounding him, and the twins weeping over the animal. She appeared unscathed. How did Chunhui survive an impact so forceful that it felled an elephant? Soon, her secret would be revealed.
Geumbok and Mun took Chunhui to the hospital, following people’s advice that though she looked fine on the outside, she might have suffered severe internal injuries. At this time, Pyeongdae already had a hospital fitted with modern medical equipment. A doctor in a white coat examined Chunhui and took several X-rays. Chunhui took her clothes off, stood in front of a huge machine, and had pictures taken. A moment later, the doctor returned with X-ray films. He studied them for a long time, cocking his head, as though he couldn’t understand what he was seeing.
Mun impatiently urged him: “Say something. Don’t just shake your head. Is something wrong with our child?”
“Well, I guess something is wrong, but maybe something is right,” the doctor said, still looking puzzled.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Geumbok cut in. “If it’s good it’s good, and if it’s bad it’s bad. What are you saying?”
The doctor pushed an X-ray film toward them. “Have you heard about unusually strong and dense bones?”
“Yes,” Mun said. “We often say a tiger’s front limbs have unusually strong, dense bones.”
“Right. Nobody can survive being smacked by one of those legs. This child here has big bones. Most people have two bones in their forearms, but she only has one dense bone.” The doctor pointed at the X-ray. “Look. It’s just one. The same is true with other bones in her body.”
Geumbok was reminded of Geokjeong, and it became even clearer that Chunhui was his.
“Does having big bones mean she’ll have other problems in life?” asked Mun, ever prudent.
“Are you planning to teach her how to play the piano or type?” 
“We’re not interested in piano or typing,” Geumbok answered forthrightly. “She’ll learn how to make bricks, like us.”
Mun looked at her in surprise. There is no way of knowing if she was always planning to make Chunhui into a brickmaker or if she answered spontaneously in the moment. But what was clear is that Chunhui’s future was decided right there.
“Well, then, I don’t think there will be any issue.” The doctor shrugged. And that was the end of it.
 
Somewhat strangely, that was the day Geumbok became obsessed with X-rays and how they penetrated a person’s body. She didn’t understand the principles of X-rays, but she was thrilled that you could look inside a human body. She requested an X-ray of herself.
Mun grumbled, “What will you do with a creepy picture of bones,” but nothing could dissuade Geumbok’s fierce curiosity. She took off all her clothes and stood in front of the machine.
When the image was taken, she studied it carefully as though she were looking at a treasure map. Her silky hair, voluptuous curves, piercing gaze, and blushing cheeks were all gone and only pale bones remained, like dead tree branches. Geumbok brought the X-ray home and studied it as though bewitched over the next several days, holding it up to the light, and finally nodded as though she’d realized something important. “Everything is a shell,” she said glumly. “In the end, the body is just white bones.” 
She had discovered what would be left behind after death. After that day, she liked to say, “In the end, the body will rot.” Soon, she began to sleep with any man whenever she wanted. As a woman who was no stranger to death, perhaps it was a futile attempt to break free from the limits of a soon-to-disappear body and from the fears of death that had shadowed her all her life.
 
Meanwhile, Jumbo’s death brought immense sorrow to the twins, who had cared for the elephant like a member of the family. They closed the café and refused to eat or drink, weeping all day long in their room. For a few days Geumbok sat with them, trying to console them, but it was no use. They blamed Geumbok for Jumbo’s death and insisted that they couldn’t possibly live in the same house as the terrible murderer who killed Jumbo, forcing the fishmonger to move out. After a few days the café did open for business but the twins were no longer cheery and happy. They sat by the window, looking out at the market where Jumbo used to walk slowly by, and cried many tears. There was no way the café could be properly run. So Geumbok came up with an idea, an idea as shocking as Lazarus rising from the grave.
One morning, the twins walked up to the café and froze in their tracks. Jumbo was standing in front of the building, his trunk lofted into the air. They ran toward the reborn elephant, shrieking with joy. But when they hugged him, they discovered that he had been stuffed.
Without telling the twins, Geumbok had hired someone to dig up the dead elephant. His body was already decomposing but thankfully his thick skin had maintained its original shape. Taxidermy of all kinds of animals had been an important source of livelihood for many Pyeongdae residents for years, and there were excellent taxidermists in the village. The elephant’s skin was carefully taken off the body and filled with shavings, but because he was so big, stuffing him required several dozen bales of hay. Once the rotten eyeballs were taken out and a specially made marble was fitted in each eye, Jumbo regained his living appearance.
Disappointed that Jumbo hadn’t been resurrected, the twins burst into tears again, but Geumbok’s attempt wasn’t a complete failure. Even preserved, Jumbo showed off his former splendor, consoling the twins. And because people flocked to the café to gape at the elephant, Jumbo’s promotional effects continued. The twins insisted that the advertisement Jumbo once wore be removed; they believed that to be the cause of his death. Instead, the twins decided to install a huge trough in front of the elephant, and they filled it with boiled beans every chance they got. The trough was engraved with the words To Jumbo, with love.
The elephant stood in front of the café like that for a long time and became Pyeongdae’s landmark, until it was burned to ash many years later.
 
It wasn’t just the twins who were devastated by Jumbo’s death. At first, Chunhui didn’t even understand that Jumbo was dead, but gradually realized that Jumbo had left her forever. Though her mom had stuffed him and his form was revived, Chunhui instantly knew this wasn’t the real Jumbo. His pleasing smell was gone. Their special conversations were gone. Chunhui realized what Jumbo had meant when he talked about death. Death meant never moving again. Death meant not being able to blink away a fly even if it sat on your eye. Death meant not being able to shelter from the cold rain or sit and rest your legs. The stuffed version of Jumbo was no longer Jumbo. It was merely a bunch of hay and leather that resembled Jumbo. Chunhui wasn’t as sad as the twins, but the loss stayed with her for longer, until the moment she met her own lonely death in the brickyard.



THE SCANDAL
When spring returned, the brickyard grew even busier. Orders flew in constantly and, as the saying goes, the workers didn’t even have time to wipe themselves after taking a dump, and they found themselves wishing desperately for rain so they could rest for just one day. Geumbok was busy taking orders and negotiating prices, and she went away for several days at a time to develop new markets and manage existing customers.
Mun was just as busy. While Geumbok handled operations, he oversaw the management and production side of the business. He was strict with the workers, keeping an eye on quality, and he hired men as the workforce came and went. Truth be told, it could be said that he contributed the most in establishing the business but he never put himself first. He quietly took care of all the loose ends in Geumbok’s wake and deferred to her even for things he could decide on his own. Since he always put her first, people were surprised to learn that shabby old Mun was her man. But Mun didn’t mind. He was that kind of man.
 
Around this time, the wave of modernity swept forcefully into Pyeongdae, which began to expand rapidly. Electricity came to each house, along with telephones. The general in charge of the country at the time carried out an extraordinary, historically unprecedented policy, which was to wake the entire nation every morning at the same time. A huge speaker was placed in the middle of every village and city and blasted a song he had personally composed, at the hour he, a lifelong soldier, woke up every morning for roll call. Though nestled deep in the mountains, Pyeongdae was no exception. The lyrics were nothing special but it was a very effective method; at dawn, when the song began blaring, people would grumble but there was no way they could keep sleeping. It was just too loud. That was how the general stole people’s sleep and everyone became more tired.
The biggest contributor to bringing civilization deep into the mountains might have been Geumbok, after the railway that connected Pyeongdae to the rest of the world. She invested even more funds into her transportation company, expanding her fleet to ten trucks. As jobs expanded, the flow of people coming into Pyeongdae swelled, too. People rushed around, feeling pressured even if they weren’t doing anything much, and felt empty even after they ate, so they sat in cafés and drank strong cups of coffee. As they sat in cafés, chatting and wasting time, relationships among people grew more complex and they got into more arguments, and to work out misunderstandings or make up with each other, people spent even more on alcohol and coffee, accelerating consumption. Emptiness began to creep into people’s hearts, and Geumbok made money from that phenomenon. This was the law of capitalism.
 
One day, a young pastor came to the brickyard to see Geumbok. He had volunteered to come all the way to Pyeongdae on a mission to spread the gospel in the hinterland where God’s message hadn’t yet reached. He asked Geumbok for a donation of bricks with which to build a church.
“You want me to donate bricks for who exactly?” Geumbok leaned back in her chair, a pipe in her mouth, looking down her nose at the pastor. These days Geumbok often had a pipe in her mouth, having learned to smoke when she started traveling for work.
“The overseer of the beginning and the end of the world and the birth and death of all beings. Our lord, God,” the pastor replied.
“Then I think I know who that might be. I once prayed to that spirit too, and he laughed at my prayers.”
“Your prayers might not have been enough.”
“Is that right? If that wasn’t enough, he must be quite a greedy one. So what will you do when you build this church?”
“We will worship God.”
“You could just hang a cross anywhere. Do you really need a separate place to worship? The spirit you people believe in must be hiding only in churches.”
“God is here in the brickyard, too. If you donate to God, he will reward you several times over.”
“I have plenty now,” Geumbok retorted. “I don’t need more money.” 
“It doesn’t matter how many riches you have in this lifetime. All of that will soon vanish like a sandcastle.” 
“Then where would it be safe?”
“Where God is. In Heaven, where you go after you die.”
“It will be very hard to pile all these heavy bricks that high up. I should have been selling cotton candy. Anyway, are you married?” Geumbok asked, smiling flirtatiously and blowing smoke in his face.
The innocent, virginal pastor turned red and shook his head.
“Well, your god is very heartless. Not giving such a handsome young man like yourself a mate!” She stroked the young pastor’s red face and placed a hand on his groin. “All right. Show me the powers of this God of yours. Then we’ll talk about bricks.”
After that, the young pastor frequented the brickyard, and each time he left with a truckful of bricks. Every time the pastor slept with Geumbok he would squeeze his eyes shut and pray, “Dear God, please have me act according to your will, not according to mine, whatever may happen.”
Ironically enough, Geumbok’s affairs began by sleeping with a pastor spreading God’s gospel, and the following year he was able to build a nice church in the center of Pyeongdae. This was the law of tithing.
 
Meanwhile, Mun, who had been trusting and loyal all along, was on edge, having heard an unpleasant rumor. Rumor had it that Geumbok spent several days away at a time not only because of business but also to secretly meet her new man; at a certain point, Geumbok’s every move had become the subject of interest not only to the brickyard workers but to all the residents of Pyeongdae as well. The rumor made its rounds through the village. Someone claimed to have personally seen her go into an inn with a man, and another story had her giggling with yet another man under a parasol as they returned from a day by the water. The rumor about Geumbok’s new man solidified into fact and people began to wonder just who this man was, and soon people began saying that Geumbok had not just one or two new men but so many that one couldn’t count them all. By the time these whispers made their way to Mun, they had turned into stories about how Geumbok had several men in other towns, in addition to the village pastor and the brickyard workers.
 
The person who told Mun this was an old worker who had gambled away all several hundred majigi of farmland he’d inherited, lost his wife, and become itinerant. Cautiously and in a roundabout way, he started with the long, rambling excuses that always preceded rumors, such as how he certainly was not a gossip and never believed stray rumors, and he would never stoop so low to behave like a woman, he agonized over whether it would be best to keep quiet or to honestly confess what he’d heard—he was only thinking about Mun. Even though rumors were just rumors and often they turned out to be nothing, in which case it was best to let it go in one ear and out the other; it was certainly possible to dig for the truth if needed, but it wasn’t the only way to feel reassured, but since they were talking about it already it might not be a bad idea to see if there was truth behind it, but then again . . . After he conveyed the strange rumor in this confusing way, Mun instantly fired him, cursing, then spat three times on the ground and went to wash his ears out in the creek.
But you can’t unhear something you already heard, and since it couldn’t just go in one ear and out the other, suspicion took root in Mun’s heart, growing like a tumor until it completely overwhelmed his heart. Mun couldn’t sleep at night; he paced back and forth in the yard. But nobody noticed, as everyone was so busy.
 
Finally, Mun ended up facing that unpleasant truth—the very scene he was afraid to even imagine but that became more vivid in his mind the more he tried to push it away, which made him shudder with insane jealousy and rage and threw him into helpless despair and sorrow.
On that particular night Mun was pacing in the yard yet again, unable to fall asleep. The night air cooled his hot neck. He thought he should check on the fire in the kilns since he was awake anyway. He checked all the kilns and as he turned the corner to head to the last, most far-flung one, he witnessed the very scene he had been afraid of. Geumbok and a worker were leaning against the wall, in the middle of copulation. The worker was solidly built with several tattoos; he had been a gangster in the city. He was topless, leaning awkwardly against the kiln, and Geumbok, pantless and with an open jeogori, was hanging onto his neck, her head thrown back, moaning. The kiln glowed, allowing Mun to see sweat dripping down the back of the man’s thick neck and between Geumbok’s breasts.
Mun’s eyes burned and his blood boiled and his face turned pale and cold and all the hair on his body stood on end and his muscles tensed in anger. Geumbok had one leg raised and was pressed so closely to the other man, her pale thighs writhing.
Mun looked around and found a pickax leaning against a kiln, the tool having been used to clear the land long ago. He grabbed it and walked slowly toward them. The man’s face was crumpled and his eyes were closed, nearing climax, and Geumbok didn’t detect anything amiss, intent on the vigorous movement of their bodies. Mun raised the pickax right behind Geumbok, and that was when the man saw him. The worker’s mouth dropped open, his eyes darting from Mun’s murderous expression to the pickax raised above his head. In that split second, thoughts rammed into one another in Mun’s head, and the worker experienced something similar. Geumbok continued to buck, blissfully unaware. Mun despondently lowered the pickax. He turned and disappeared quietly into the darkness.
 
Later, when Geumbok’s messy relationships were revealed to the whole world and the embarrassed twins pressed Mun to keep his woman in line, he replied, “That woman isn’t mine alone.”
“If she isn’t yours then are you saying she’s some kind of prostitute you share with all the men in town?” The twins were actually a few years younger than Mun but acted imperiously toward him, which Mun didn’t question.
“She has to be left to do whatever she wants, otherwise she’ll go mad,” Mun explained. “She’s not in her right mind right now, but it’s still better than what it could be.”
Mun might have come to this conclusion when he lowered the pickax he had aimed at Geumbok’s head. That awful night, he realized he had two choices: to accept her affairs and stay with her, even if that meant he took on all the pain, or to settle this tragic matter with a single blow and lose the woman he loved. It goes without saying that he went with the former.
 
Meanwhile, the worker who was with Geumbok that night must have been a timid man. When he spotted Mun with the pickax above his head, he ended up peeing inside Geumbok. Had he really been a gangster? What was funnier was Geumbok’s reaction: it didn’t even occur to her that he had urinated and she assumed he had reached climax. She threw him a coquettish glance and said, “It’s so hot! Honey, how long has it been? It must have been a really long time seeing how much you just came.”
This was what Geumbok said, word for word. Dear reader, please be understanding even if what is being related is a bit vulgar. Geumbok wasn’t a refined maiden from a middle-class family, and the intercourse that night wasn’t dignified lovemaking taking place in an elegant bedroom. It was a product of passionate lust, an uncontrollable desire, like how animals rut in the field.
 
We don’t know if Geumbok’s sexual appetite was stirred from seeing her own X-ray, or if it was always dormant but exposed as various conditions fell into place. All we know is that as the brickyard became more prosperous, Geumbok’s affairs became even more complicated, and Mun’s loneliness deepened. But he focused on making quality bricks as though he no longer cared about rumors, spending all his time at the kilns. If he had one consolation during those days, it was Chunhui.
After Jumbo’s death, Chunhui moved to the brickyard. At first she felt unmoored, having parted with Jumbo and the twins who had taken good care of her, but she soon forgot all about what had happened in Pyeongdae as she studied how the wind changed from morning to night and the shapes of clouds floating in the sky and the color of daisy fleabane. She acclimated to life at the brickyard and eventually Nambaran felt like home. Just as she had been captivated by the blacksmith’s work, she was intrigued by the labor at the brickyard, of mixing clay, of smoothing and molding it, of firing it in the kilns to create bricks.
All day long she watched how the workers made bricks, and soon cautiously touched the clay. The moment she touched it, she felt a mysterious sense of unity with the damp substance, and the pungent, savory smell of the dirt and its sticky texture calmed her instantly. This brought her back to the moment she was born in the stable.
A few days later, Mun saw the clay Chunhui had mixed on her own and noticed she had an unusual talent. He realized that though she couldn’t speak, her understanding of the material world was deep and singular. He began to teach her how to make bricks. Chunhui was twelve, an age where most girls would begin to show their womanliness, but nothing of the sort happened to her. New workers would be surprised that Chunhui, who was already the size of a robust adult man, was a girl.
At first, Mun didn’t know how to converse with Chunhui. Not only could she not speak, but she also couldn’t understand what people said. Soon, he realized that she had very acute senses and that it was possible to carry on a conversation through subtle feelings and emotions, if not through language. This was certainly a new experience for Mun.
Meanwhile, Chunhui detected that Mun was feeling lonely and sad and wondered why. She never understood the source of his sorrow, but she felt sympathetic toward him. This was the kind of kinship she had felt with Jumbo. Like that, without speaking, the two gradually formed a unique father-daughter relationship.



HONEYBEES
A year passed and spring returned again. This time was the peak of modernization, industrialization, and urbanization, with buildings shooting up in cities. No matter how many bricks they made there wasn’t enough to meet the demand. The brickyard was flourishing. Chunhui spent her time learning how to make bricks. Workers began to notice her after she emerged safely without a single cut from a pile of bricks that collapsed on top of her when a worker accidentally nudged the stack; everyone had been worried she’d been killed. Chunhui was already demonstrating remarkable skills; her bricks were clearly identifiable as hers.
“See?” Geumbok told Mun. “Aren’t you glad we decided to train her as a brickmaker?” Geumbok was rarely at the brickyard, busy as she was putting in motion the dream she had nurtured her entire life: to build a movie theater. She wanted to share with Pyeongdae residents the intense excitement that had captivated her, the terror she hadn’t wanted to escape, the guilt and delight she’d felt as she watched something so provocative, the booming sound and vivid scenes that had leapt out from the darkness, all of which she’d experienced when the man with the scar lured her into the theater long ago. But Mun worried that this rash adventure would beckon yet another tragedy, and asked why a cinema needed to be built in a remote place like Pyeongdae. Geumbok ignored him. “Just you wait and see. People will line up outside and we’ll make even more money.”
Building a theater was a more expensive and complicated endeavor than constructing a brickyard. Geumbok gathered investors and researched how much labor would be needed and what kind of skills would be required. To better do this work, she bought a new car and hired a driver. Mun realized Geumbok was going deeper into a world unfamiliar to him, but he couldn’t stop her. This was around the time he realized the misfortune that had visited his family for many generations was creeping closer toward him.
 
A worker who was relieving himself in the toilet built next to the kilns was stung in the eye by a honeybee. He asked a cook to put doenjang on his swollen eye, grousing about his bad luck. The next day, seven more people were stung by bees. The following day, eight more were stung. The cooks grumbled that their supply of doenjang was dwindling, making it harder to flavor soup. The day after that, dozens more were stung, and people began to grow frightened, whispering about something ominous looming. When a messenger was sent to Pyeongdae to tell Geumbok about it, she snorted. “You men are scared of a few bees? Why do you even have members dangling between your legs?”
But when Geumbok returned to Nambaran with the messenger and a jar of doenjang, she couldn’t believe her eyes. Hundreds of thousands, or maybe even millions, of bees covered the sky, having turned the world dark, and the buzzing of their wings sounded like shrieking spirits. She felt dizzy. Because of this unprecedented phenomenon, the workers didn’t dare leave their lodgings. Geumbok covered herself with thick clothes with just her eyes visible to protect herself and managed to enter the brickyard. The work had stopped, and Geumbok couldn’t come up with a solution. The day waned as the bees hovered around the site.
 
The next morning, the workers saw a dark object far away in the field moving closer and closer toward the brickyard. They gathered courage and went outside, and realized that the huge, black object was formed of bees; when the black mound came closer, they realized that it was a person covered in bees. With each step, clumps of bees fell to the ground but other bees buzzed in to fill the empty space, clinging on. The strange person seemed to be wearing a thick coat of bees. The person then whistled, and all the bees flew up into the sky, like magic.
Long, messy, loose white hair, a slim face with a clear, white-jade complexion that gave off a spooky air, one large, pretty eye, the other missing, an expression that looked blank and innocent but at the same time lazy and indifferent . . . Dear reader, you didn’t think she had vanished forever, did you? That’s right. It was the dead old crone’s daughter. She now had a black eye patch over her missing eye and somehow lacked an arm, her empty sleeve fluttering in the breeze. Her clothes had become sun-faded and brittle, and flesh showed through holes and tears in her garment. Her long, white hair, which seemed to have a life of its own, cascaded down to her feet and dragged along the ground. People who recognized her stepped back, afraid of her monstrous appearance. The one-eyed woman looked around at the crowd until she spotted Geumbok.
“Are you the owner here?”
“And who are you, if I may ask?” Geumbok asked, her voice trembling. She was initially polite, perhaps because she was so terrified. 
“I’m the true owner of this land. Which you stole.”
“I stole this land? I have the deed. How can you be the owner?” 
“You’d know better than me.”
People were confused, wondering what the one-eyed woman was talking about, but Geumbok took a step back, perhaps remembering something.
“Fine,” Geumbok said. “I’m sure you have your reasons, but let’s not do this out here. Come inside and let’s talk over something to eat.”
The one-eyed woman smirked.
Geumbok stared right back at her. A tense moment passed. The workers were frozen in anticipation and the bees were buzzing ever louder, circling the one-eyed woman. Finally, she agreed. “That’s not a bad idea. I am hungry.”
Geumbok followed her in. “Please control the bees. People are so afraid that they haven’t been working.”
As the one-eyed woman continued to walk ahead, she whistled lightly. The bees covering the sky instantly rushed toward the valley; it was as if a huge column of water was moving in the blink of an eye. Everyone was amazed at the one-eyed woman’s talents and wondered why she had come to see Geumbok.
 
The one-eyed woman must indeed have been quite famished, for she devoured the rice and soup in mere moments. As she ate, it looked as if she had missed hot food, having become more desperate and starved over the years she lived in the wild. After the one-eyed woman washed it all down with water, Geumbok asked why she insisted she was the landowner. The one-eyed woman declared that she was the daughter of the old crone who sold meals out of her house, and that she was owed money by her dead mother. Geumbok asked why she came here for her mother’s money, and the one-eyed woman explained that the brickyard was on the old crone’s land and that the money used to build the brickyard had come from the old crone’s house. We have no idea how the one-eyed woman discovered the truth, but she demanded half of Geumbok’s fortune right then and there. Geumbok suggested a compromise: though she had worked hard on her own, selling coffee to make money, she could offer enough money for a house. The one-eyed woman didn’t accept this suggestion and negotiations broke down.
When the one-eyed woman stepped outside and whistled, bees swarmed up from the valley and again covered the brickyard in a black mass. The one-eyed woman settled on a hill overlooking the brickyard in protest, ordering the bees around however she wanted. The workers ran back into their lodgings. There was no other way; Geumbok and Mun would have to accept the one-eyed woman’s demands. Workers sensitive to bee stings and some who were cowardly had already packed up and left, unsettling the mood even more. Oddly, even as the bees buzzed about, Chunhui calmly continued to make bricks and was never stung, not even once. Everyone was taken aback by that, but the problem remained. The next day, when the bees hadn’t budged, Geumbok finally left the brickyard in the truck with a worker, saying she would figure something out.
The next day, the one-eyed woman continued to stand guard on the hill and the bees remained in the brickyard. That night, a few more workers fled. Geumbok returned three days later. The back of the truck was piled high with something covered by cloth. When the cloth was removed, dozens of beehives were revealed. The workers were confused but put them in the yard, following Geumbok’s orders. Then, something surprising happened. A few bees entered the hive, and soon all the bees that had covered the sky were diving toward the hives. The workers stepped back in shock as the bees rained down from the sky like a black storm.
The one-eyed woman, who was still sitting up on the hill, sensed something strange was going on and rushed down to the brickyard, whistling and whistling in vain. The bees kept crawling into the hives. The hives were instantly filled with bees, huge swarms covering the tops. It looked as though a boulder the size of a house had emerged from the ground. Geumbok threw fuel all over it and lit a match.
The one-eyed woman turned ghastly pale and let out a long “Nooooo!” 
But the match left Geumbok’s hand as it arced in the air. It dropped on the mound of bees and, with a poof, a huge pillar of fire roared up. Black smoke reached into the sky and bees burned and popped like fireworks. The one-eyed woman writhed, holding her head, as if she herself were being thrown in the fire.
When all the bees had burned, leaving behind black ash, a smoky, acrid smell filled the valley, causing everyone to hold their noses. The one-eyed woman foamed at the mouth and fainted, her eyes rolling back into her head. It was an unbelievably sad, crushing defeat for the strange, other-worldly, one-eyed woman.
Geumbok ordered the cooks to bring the one-eyed woman into a room and lay her down, then urged the workers to get back to work to produce the backlogged bricks. Everyone asked how Geumbok got the bees to go into the hives, and Geumbok smirked and just said, “Where else would they go?”
 
There was a secret to how Geumbok defeated the bees. She went to Pyeongdae in search of an old man who had long been a beekeeper. He prescribed a pheromone secreted by the queen bee when she lured honeybees. The beehives Geumbok had brought to the brickyard had been covered in that pheromone. And of course, that was why the bees dashed toward the hives. It really wasn’t the result of any sort of supernatural power, but the workers believed her to have special powers and grew scared of her.
When the one-eyed woman woke up, she stared up at the ceiling in a daze as if she had lost all of her fighting spirit. Geumbok studied her carefully and noted a wild, sharp loneliness engraved deeply into her soul; perhaps it was because she had lived in the wilderness with only bees for company. Geumbok, who had once wandered the world as a beggar, felt bad for her. She apologized for killing the bees and suggested that though she could buy the one-eyed woman a house in town if she wanted, perhaps she should consider living at the brickyard since it was likely the villagers would shun a woman with only one eye and one arm. The one-eyed woman wept forlornly like a wolf baying at the full moon and told Geumbok her whole life story: how she was born to a single mother who abused her, how she lost her eye, how she lost her virginity to the pockmarked lumberjack who was her mother’s lover, how she was sold off for two jugs of honey to a beekeeper. She also told Geumbok all about how she lost her arm.
 
Long ago, the one-eyed woman left Pyeongdae, suffering greatly from the wound sustained when her mother bit her arm. She had pulled out the old crone’s teeth that had broken off and the wound didn’t get deeper, but perhaps because of the old crone’s curses the pain got worse and worse and finally she couldn’t even sleep. She suffered, rolling around on the floor, and addressed her dead mother, “Mom, I’m sorry. All right? Please forgive me.”
But the pain didn’t cease. She cried and prayed but when nothing worked she started cursing at the old crone. Finally, she placed her arm on a straw cutter and yelled out, “You took my eye and now you want my arm. All right, if you really want it, I’ll give you this stupid arm.”
And she sliced her arm off. Finally, with the price of an arm, she managed to emerge from the old crone’s curse.



THE SHAMAN
With the one-eyed woman’s appearance, Geumbok became convinced that the dead old crone had been the owner of the riches she had discovered in her ceiling. It also occurred to her that the old woman who had appeared in front of the truck, causing the accident and Jumbo’s death, must have been the old crone, and even the worker killed by a poisonous snake was connected to the money in the ceiling containing the old crone’s resentment and curse, and all of this made her feel ill at ease. Geumbok shared her concerns with the twins, who immediately suggested an exorcism to appease the vindictive old crone’s spirit and ensure that she would no longer harm Geumbok.
Geumbok followed the twins’ advice and hired a shaman known to be the most divine in the area and hosted a rite to console the old crone’s soul. It would be held in front of the café, which had once been the old crone’s house, from which she had sold simple meals. The rite that day was the largest Pyeongdae had seen to date. Dozens of spectators, from villagers to visitors to beggars, rushed over to witness it, which showcased a table heaped with offerings including both a cow’s and a pig’s head, and all kinds of food including rice cakes and fruit piled as tall as a child, so that the table legs were about to break, and, in addition to the bells and fans and flags and rods, all kinds of shaman’s tools—tridents, knives, a scimitar, a straw cutter—were in and of themselves attractions, and with musicians playing double-sided drums and six other instruments everyone got excited and began dancing even before the rites officially began.
One unusual aspect was the spirit of a general that possessed the shaman. The way he was depicted was unlike the usual shaman paintings of generals, as most wore armor and a helmet and rode a horse; instead, he had the face of a Westerner with an unusually large nose and sun-glasses, a pipe in his mouth, and he was looking arrogantly down from the top of a tank. This divinity was somewhat unusual, but according to the assistant shamans the general arrived on a boat from far away across the ocean to support the South’s army, and his divine power was such that he defeated the North’s forces without even dirtying his boots. The assistant shamans were breathless about the artillery the general brought; according to them, it was so powerful that the famed generals in history Choi Yeong and Nam Yi, and even the Chinese general Guan Yu, would have fled, terrified.
But even though that general’s spirit was supposed to be divinely powerful, the day’s rites were suspicious from the very beginning. One of the shamans, who had been dancing, realized at a certain point that she was twirling to the left and found it ominous, since generally she twirled to the right. Even more eerie was when the cheongbae, the spirit-calling song, began. Though it was a clear day without a breeze, the flag hanging on the pole flapped violently as though it would be torn off, and the bells began ringing on their own as though possessed. The onlookers murmured that the spirit with sunglasses must be coming. A shaman who was playing one of the string instruments began pounding her own head with her instrument, causing her to bleed, but she kept at it, and a gong-playing shaman started laughing raucously and flipped her skirt up. The onlookers certainly didn’t mind, but it couldn’t have been more absurd for Geumbok, who was hosting the rite.
Another strange thing happened after the male shamans rushed over to pull the crazed female shamans away. Sounds nobody had ever heard before began pouring out of the mouth of the shaman singing the cheongbae. It was the first time the shaman herself had heard it. Someone in the crowd said it was the language of the country where the general with the sunglasses came from, and if we approximated the sounds that came out of the shaman’s mouth phonetically, they sounded like “gotdam,” “fuh-kyu,” “sunobbich,” “muduhfuhkur,” “coksukur,” “oshit,” and so on. Later it was clarified that the sounds that gushed out of the shaman’s mouth were curses so vulgar you couldn’t even utter them, but at the time nobody knew that.
The rite began to spiral out of control at this point. The music became cacophonous, causing the audience to hold their hands against their ears, and the shamans danced into each other, stepping on skirts and ripping them; one shaman fell onto the table, sending all the food tumbling to the ground, and the head shaman, trying to get the situation under control and send the spirits away quickly, rushed to hop on the straw cutter, on which she usually walked when possessed, but this time the act cut her feet. She screamed and fainted on the spot, blood pulsing out of her soles. The others rushed about chaotically in panic and the wind grew strong and rain began to spray from the clear sky. The onlookers grew frightened and began to inch away.
Right then, the shaman who had fainted sprang up and sat on top of the straw cutter. This time she wasn’t cut by the blade. Her face had changed. Her eyes were sunken and beady, her nose was bulbous. It was the face of the old crone, whose vicious spirit they were trying to assuage through this rite. People in the crowd who recognized her screamed in terror. She bent her head down, her hair disheveled; she let out a ghostly wail that sounded like rattling phlegm, a haunting cry that made you shiver. Many fainted at the sight. The shaman—or rather, the old crone—stopped wailing and raised her head to glare at the crowd. From her mouth the curse flew out. 
When the big fish falls into the mountain a pillar of fire will scorch the sky. 
And when a man from the south gets drunk your descendants will collapse like straw.
People murmured at her creepy voice and wondered what that meant but that was all she said. She looked over the crowd, smiling strangely, her mouth crumpled. The crowd inched backward, terrified. The person who finally took charge of the situation was none other than our heroine, Geumbok. She stepped in front of the old crone and shouted, “We’re putting on this expensive rite to console your vindictive spirit and send you to paradise! What is this ridiculous obstruction? Stay quiet and eat our offerings and leave. If that’s not enough for you, scram!”
Could that have worked? The rain stopped and the wind died down. The bells stopped chiming and the shaman’s face returned to normal. The crowd was astounded by Geumbok’s courage, and murmured that with those guts no wonder she was such a successful businessperson despite being a woman.
The incident concluded with Geumbok halfheartedly scattering food inside and outside the café to ward off bad spirits, but people were wondering about the big fish and the man who would bring about tragedy. All sorts of conjectures and interpretations and explanations ran rampant. This was the beginning of the famous dispute about that spiritual guidance. All the eminent scholars in Pyeongdae jumped in, took sides, bit and tore and scratched, and, as in most disputes, ended up inflicting deep wounds on one another. Why don’t we now take a moment to examine this dispute?
 
The first focused on the formal aspects of the shaman’s spirit-possessed utterance, namely that it was composed of two separate phrases: “When the big fish falls into the mountain a pillar of fire will scorch the sky” and “And when a man from the south gets drunk your descendants will collapse like straw.” About this, there was a theory that though the two phrases described the cause and effect of different events they were, in effect, expressing a single event in two different ways, namely that it was a prophecy about a single incident, and another theory posited that, since there were two phrases, they were clearly referring to independent, separate incidents. As a result, scholars were split between the One Incident School and the Two Incidents School, and for a while it was the subject of intense controversy.
Both schools agreed that “mountain” referred to Pyeongdae, but they disagreed over the interpretation of “big fish.” The One Incident School insisted the “pillar of fire” scorching the sky was clearly referring to an erect penis and that “big fish” indicated female genitalia. According to them, the old crone’s spiritual guidance wasn’t a curse but rather a praising of the halfwit’s enormous penis that had enraptured her in life, and was alluding to relations between men and women. The Two Incidents School criticized the One Incident School’s interpretation of the “pillar of fire” as too formulaic and unreasonable, accusing them of making an error. The Two Incidents School had a different understanding of “big fish.” To them, it was clear it referred to the new weapon that had appeared in the recent war—missiles. They pointed out that the missile’s streamlined shape could bring to mind a fish, and that it correlated directly to creating a “pillar of fire.”
Those who rebutted the missile theory asked how the old crone, who wasn’t even alive to experience the recent war, could know what a missile was. To the explanation that she knew everything about everything since she was a spirit, the accusation flew back that this was bullshit, and when the other side published a statement saying, how dare you say shit like that to us when we have more experience, it was refuted with the question, where the hell did you go to university, which brought on the counter-argument of asshole, what does it matter where I went, which unleashed the personal criticism of he’s been a dick since he was in school, and that was followed by the burial theory, which was that the asshole needed to be buried by academia, which brought the threat that people who were rude to their elders needed to be beaten within an inch of their lives, and that was countered by the cards theory, which was, do you think I got my degree by playing cards, which then became you, fucking asshole, if it’s not a missile what is it, and what do you think it is, you idiot, it’s your father’s cock. Refutations continued in this vein and the dispute quickly sank into a dirty fight. Even after the disagreement over the pillar of fire, there were others, over what “south” meant, what “straw” meant, and on and on, and the arguments over the spiritual guidance continued tediously all year long.
The sparks generated by the dispute unexpectedly landed on the fishmonger as well. That was when the Two Incidents School came out with the so-called Fishmonger Theory to restore their influence in the field, and that theory suggested that the man from the south was the fishmonger who drove for Geumbok’s transportation business. The villagers had already been suspicious of his intense odor, and they found the argument quite convincing. Geumbok had trouble defending him from the villagers who rushed over to drive him away. In truth it was the twins who let it slip to the Two Incidents School that the fishmonger came from the south, as they still harbored resentments from Jumbo’s death. In any case, the rite merely left academia riddled with divisions and hatred and was talked about for a long time, retold in countless stories.
 
And now it’s time for another digression. The shaman whose feet were cut had a feeling that the old crone’s curse wouldn’t simply end as a curse. The old crone’s voice rang in her ears for a while, though it had disappeared for the others. It was something that couldn’t be put back once it had been released, much like Pandora’s box.
After that day, once the shaman realized that the old crone’s spirit was much more powerful than the sunglasses-wearing general’s, she asked to be used as a vessel and the old crone’s spirit possessed her body. Unfortunately the old crone’s spirit was the spirit of revenge, filled with rage and ill temper. The spirit sometimes had miraculous powers, but as the shaman continued to perform rites, the number of people who died or became possessed by spirits and went mad increased, and in the end the shaman was branded as evil and forced to stop her work. She tried multiple ways to rid herself of the old crone’s spirit. One rainy evening, she threw herself down the well in front of her house and drowned. She did this to get the old crone’s spirit out of her and stop it from doing bad things to others, and only then did people acknowledge her as a truly important shaman, not a common, novice shaman whose feet were bloodied by a straw cutter.



CATARACTS
One day, Chunhui noticed that Mun’s eyes were cloudy. She peered closely at him, and Mun smiled bitterly. “Don’t worry, Chunhui. My father went completely blind before he turned forty. I’m lucky, since I’ve lived all this time with two healthy eyes. But now that awful disease has come for me, too.”
Cataracts.
That was Mun’s family history. More than ten of his relatives had lost their vision by developing cataracts, and there might have been more he didn’t know about. This was the law of genetics. He already was familiar with the misfortune coming his way. He placed a hand on Chunhui’s shoulder. “There’s no reason to be worried. I won’t go blind tomorrow. My eyes will dim very slowly so I’ll have plenty of time to save all that I’ve seen in my memories. When I can’t see anymore, I’ll be able to take out the memories one by one and look at them. That’s why it’s not purely a sad thing.” Mun spoke to Chunhui as though she could understand everything he was saying. He had grown quieter and quieter, and some days passed where he didn’t utter a single word, but it was different with Chunhui. She couldn’t understand exactly what he was saying, but her heart weighed heavily from his sorrow.
 
That fall, the café celebrated a small happy occasion. The younger of the twins married an engineer who came to Pyeongdae to erect utility poles, bringing electricity to the village, and he was no less than twenty years her junior. The engineer ended up stopping by the café and discovered the love of his life. He began to frequent the café. The younger twin was so wizened already that she looked as if she might crumble at the slightest touch, but the engineer fell in love with her graceful appearance as she sat by the window in her hanbok. The twins were old enough to be his mother, which was one of the reasons he fell for her.
That was what he had been wishing for all along, ever since that time at the beginning of puberty when a widow got drunk and changed her clothes in front of him and crawled under his blankets. Her hot breath smelling of liquor tickled his cheek and nose in the dark and her scent made him feel dizzy, especially when she slid her hand in his pants, giggling, “Baby, let’s see how big your pepper got,” which made his head go blank and his breathing stop and he felt a tickling sensation from his lower belly and a shuddering pleasure that made him nearly weep. He clung to the widow’s hot chest and, not knowing exactly what he was doing, he rubbed himself against her until it burned. From that day on, he was torn between feeling overwhelming fear and desperately wanting to continue, and dreamed that he, his mother, and the whole world would turn to dust in outer space and float unmoored in the universe forever.
When the pastor, who presided over Pyeongdae’s first Western wedding as a favor to Geumbok, urged people to close their eyes during the ceremony, the guests did so begrudgingly. They began to get antsy and their heads started hurting and their lower bellies began to rumble and they started feeling gassy and to avoid embarrassment they clenched their buttocks which caused their eyelids to begin trembling, and when the groom peeped through his closed eyes at his bride standing in front of him in a white dress, he wanted to lie in her arms and rub his itchy lower belly against her. He kept clearing his throat until he ended up choking on his own spit and started hacking, breaking down the gravity of the situation, and from that day on all the guests believed that a church was quite a ridiculous and uncomfortable place.
 
“He wasn’t able to perform,” the younger twin confided to Geumbok and her older sister the following day when she stopped by the café briefly after their first night together. “He just kept rubbing his limp cartilage on me all night long like a puppy in heat. Only my thigh is chafed.”
They all burst into laughter. Eventually, with the help of the younger twin who was an expert on men, the engineer gradually developed his skills as a man and they no longer had any problems in their married life. Sadly he had to leave Pyeongdae to join his fellow engineers, who had moved on to other work sites, forcing the twins to part ways. Having never lived apart in their entire lives, their pain at leaving each other was deeper and more excruciating than cutting off an arm. Geumbok lent the engineer and the younger twin a truck. The twins bid each other farewell in tears, with the younger twin promising that when the engineer completed his work they would return to Pyeongdae to live together again, but sadly that promise was never kept.
 
Meanwhile, Chunhui, who had come to Pyeongdae with her mother to attend the wedding, walked along the street where she and Jumbo had made their rounds twice a day. She saw the stuffed elephant in front of the café, boasting his huge size, his trunk lifted high. As he had been exposed to sunlight and wind, his color had faded, and from being continually soaked by snow and rain, his skin had lost elasticity and grown wrinkly. Chunhui looked at her friend, who remained as straw and leather, remembering the times they spent together. A lump formed in her throat. Suddenly, she heard it.
Hello, little lady.
It was Jumbo. Chunhui nearly cried from shock and joy, but managed to compose herself and answer the way she always had.
Hello to you, too.
You’ve grown so much. You’re going to be a woman soon. 
But where were you all this time?
I was here and there. I even went to Africa, where I was born. 
Where’s Africa?
It’s very far away. There is a huge desert and some terrifying animals, like lions and hyenas.
You told me about it, I remember. 
And I went to the brickyard, too. 
Then why didn’t you come find me?
It was in the middle of the night and everyone was sleeping. I didn’t want to wake you up. What is it like living there, little lady?
It’s not bad. My stepfather is teaching me how to make bricks. 
I see. Is he nice to you?
Yeah. But he’s going blind. Soon he won’t be able to see at all.
That’s not good, Jumbo said glumly.
But why didn’t you disappear? You said that dying means you disappear forever.
Very smart, little lady. You remember that? Jumbo smiled. You’re right. But your mom preserved me so I can’t disappear even if I want to. You’ll have to help me with that.
How?
I want to rest. I’m tired of standing here night and day. I don’t like being stared at by people. I’d like you to get rid of me.
How? You’re too big.
Little lady, don’t just say you can’t, think about what you can do. Inside I’m filled with straw and all of it is bone-dry. It’s nice and breezy right now, too.
Only then did Chunhui understand what Jumbo was saying.
 
That day, because Geumbok and the twins were busy chatting about the wedding, they didn’t notice Chunhui enter the café and sneak out with matches. A moment later, they heard people screaming about fire outside and rushed to the window to see Jumbo ablaze, enveloped by black smoke, and ran outside in horror. Jumbo’s skin, which had swelled like a balloon from the heated air within, burst open with a loud bang and flames reached up and set the café on fire, and, anxious and unable to do much of anything, all they could do was watch the building burn until a big fire engine sped over, siren wailing, from the newly opened fire station, and a fireman in a smart uniform and hat leaped out and shot columns of water out of a hose, showing off his skills to the impressed onlookers who had never seen a fire brigade before, and received an ovation from the crowd before getting back in the truck, tipping his hat with a handsome smile. Only then did they discover Chunhui standing next to the fire engine, soaking wet.
Geumbok had heard from the crowd that Chunhui was the one who set the fire, but she didn’t scold her. She believed the old crone’s malevolent spirit had momentarily controlled the girl. Geumbok announced that the fire was caused by the old crone’s curse, and that the pillar of fire referred to this very fire, and that the curse was broken now. It cost a tidy sum to repair the café, but Geumbok was glad they were out from under the curse with minimal damage and was not at all displeased by it.
 
Geumbok stayed behind in Pyeongdae to refurbish the café and to advance her plans for the theater, leaving Chunhui to return to the brickyard alone. As always the brickyard was abuzz with activity. Mun’s eyesight had grown worse and by that time he was only able to distinguish objects from a few steps away. But he could still vividly see the scenes of his past—hills in his hometown with clouds draped over them, the river sparkling in the sunlight, a wolf cub he’d once discovered in a cave in the mountains when he’d gone with his father to chop wood, the faces of his family he’d left long ago. Mun grew quieter and quieter, and there were more days when he didn’t say a single word despite working among people all day long. In that way he sank from the present to the past, from reality to dreams, from existing to vanishing, from conversation to solitude.
 
Chunhui too remained in her own world. Around this time she developed the hobby of piling dead insects and animals below a stack of bricks placed off to the side. Jumbo’s demise had stoked her curiosity about the unfamiliar realm of death. She hid a dead weasel and a hardened, sundried frog by the bricks, and she would go study the bodies every chance she got. She wondered how the creatures, which had once moved energetically, were arrested in motion, then decomposed, then disappeared. In order to delve into that mystery she spent all day roaming the fields, looking for dead animals.
She went on, exploring the world of death like that, until her shocking strength drew everyone’s attention. The workers often arm wrestled in the corner of the yard during breaks, mostly young men who couldn’t tamp down their vigor. Two men who were matched against each other that day were known to have the thickest arms and the broadest shoulders, and even the older workers and the cooks had come out to watch. Their arms were tan and strong, as firm as oak trees. The two men began to arm wrestle, taut muscles below their skin lurching and tensing. The one who had once worked as a sailor won the match. A mischievous man addressed Chunhui, who was watching off to the side, “Don’t you have strong, dense bones? Want to arm wrestle me? But I’ll let you hold my wrist instead of my hand, since you’re a girl and you’re still so young. That’s fair, right?”
Everyone burst out laughing but they were soon awed. That day, Chunhui embarrassed all the men until she went up against the day’s winner, the man who had once worked as a sailor. He managed to last a little longer than the rest but he couldn’t maintain his victory. Everyone was amazed at Chunhui’s strength; though she was merely a young girl, the power coiled inside her, the force of her strong, dense bones, was truly stunning.
 
Not long after that, Chunhui met her match. Nobody else in the brickyard had been able to defeat her. Her opponent was the son of a truck driver who transported the bricks. The truck driver heard that Chunhui had won all the arm wrestling matches and grinned. “Then I have a good challenge for her.”
People assumed he was referring to himself but he pushed forward his son, who was hiding behind him. The boy appeared to be similar in age to Chunhui and he was also known to have strong, dense bones.
The two sat facing each other in the middle of the yard. As soon as they gripped each other’s hands, the boy was overcome by an odd, powerful feeling. It was a feeling borne out of his instinct as a male that the girl facing him would be linked to him in the future somehow. When the arm wrestling began, it was clear the boy was unusually strong, just as his father had boasted. The two young people strained against each other with all of their might, but there was no winner even after quite some time passed. They strained, drawing blood, their fingernails digging into the other’s hand. The sun hanging in the middle of the sky began drifting westward. Everyone stood still, engrossed in the match. Finally, the wooden platform where they sat splintered and collapsed, bringing the day’s competition to a draw. Chunhui and the boy stared at each other, panting. Maybe she sensed something, too; Chunhui avoided his gaze and ran off behind the chimney.
Their competition revived each time the truck driver came to the brickyard, and each time it ended as a draw. Chunhui got used to the boy after so many matches and afterward would play with him. She showed him the dead creatures she had collected behind the brick pile, and led him to a newly discovered racoon den. The gentle boy didn’t protest and followed her wherever she pulled him. He was her only childhood friend, and that friendship continued until the following year, when his father left Pyeongdae to transport logs to the southern shore. The two would meet again later and rekindle their special connection, but that would be after much more time passed.
 
That winter, Geumbok met with an architect to build her movie theater. He was an experienced architect who had already built several cinemas and hotels in the big city. Wearing a beret and with a pencil behind an ear, he sat with his assistant at the café, facing Geumbok. He arrogantly rattled off the names of the large buildings he’d designed and described them in professional architectural terms, as though he were subtly looking down on her.
Geumbok cut him off. “Good. With your skills it should be easy to build a simple theater. The only requirement is that you build it the way I design it. I assume I have the right since I’m the owner, right?”
The architect shrugged. “Sure. Whatever you’d like.”
Geumbok smiled. “Good. I thought of this design a while ago.” She pushed a folded sheet of paper toward him, explaining that she drew it herself. The architect unfolded the paper to find the following drawing.




THE PROSTITUTE
In her sleep, the girl smelled damp, smoky fog. She slipped out of bed and went outside. Everything was peacefully asleep below the brilliant moonlight. The heat from the day had cooled. She walked out of the brickyard and headed slowly toward the tall grassland. She strode purposefully, as if someone had called her there. She listened to the insects brushing against the grass. She was deeply entranced by the sounds and scents emitted by all kinds of living beings. Taking off all her clothes, she spread her arms wide to soak in more sounds and scents, as well as the heavy fog drifting by. Under the moonlight the girl’s nude body was revealed. She was as big as a grown man. She walked through the grass, breathing in the smell of the night, the time when plants grew mysteriously. She detected the breathing of sleeping racoons and the cold scent of a snake slithering up a tree with a rat in its jaws and the busy digging of a mole cricket and the changes happening in her own body. She was entering puberty. The powerful hormones brewing in her body would soon transform her into a woman. This was the blessing of life, and the law of nature.
 
A few days later, Chunhui got her period. In the morning she woke up to blood on her blankets and underwear, and terrified, she dragged Mun over to show him the bloody blankets. Mun shared the news with Geumbok, who was in Pyeongdae.
“I guess that proves she’s a girl,” Geumbok said indifferently, and sent a truck full of pads. “That should be enough for her until she can no longer perform her womanly role.”
The wave of modernity had brought changes to the private lives of women; around this time, there was an influx of disposable pads instead of washable cotton pads. Though Chunhui could detect the subtle changes in her own body better than anyone else, nobody taught her how to use the pads, so every time she got her period she would go around in a bloodstained skirt. The pads piled high in Chunhui’s room were stolen one or two at a time by the women working there, and before two months passed they were all gone.
 
Geumbok, who was entranced by the grand blue whale she’d seen long ago by the sea, had not forgotten its transcendent beauty twenty-odd years later. She insisted that her theater resemble a whale, and that it be a cutting-edge structure designed with the best of the era’s technology in mind. Construction began and bricks were hauled from Nambaran and workers were mobilized. The site was right in front of Pyeongdae Station, and the area grew congested from the trucks transporting construction materials. Geumbok practically lived on the construction site in her trademark work pants.
Around this time Geumbok experienced a huge change, namely in her sex drive. Though it had once made her hike her skirt up wherever she happened to be, whether it was with an architect or the pastor or brickyard workers, making her the talk of the town, it was now completely gone. At a certain point, she noticed that her lust for men had vanished, but she didn’t think much of it, figuring it was because she was so focused on the construction. But this hormonal shift would transform her life completely not too far in the future, and it all began with the appearance of a young prostitute who worked in the whorehouses near the train station.
 
One morning, a worker arrived at the construction site early and heard rustling under a tarp protecting lumber from dew. Figuring it was just a stray cat, he lifted the tarp and found a girl below, her hair mussed and her face crusted with blood, curled up and shivering. The worker ran to tell Geumbok, who realized the girl must be a prostitute who had run away the previous night. She had heard from the older twin that a prostitute had offended a customer, a yeot peddler, and was beaten by her pimp, and when he stepped outside for a moment she had fled. The enforcers of the pleasure district had spent all night searching the village. Geumbok told the worker to go to the pimp, and the kindhearted twin objected, saying, “One doesn’t kill a quail that mistakenly flies into the house and one doesn’t chase a dog without making sure it has an escape route, so how could you treat a person so cruelly? Let’s bring her in and hear her side of the story.”
The worker brought the prostitute over, making sure nobody saw them. Geumbok noticed instantly that the girl was an uncommon beauty, even though she had been beaten, her face was bruised, and her clothes were dirty from being outside all night. Geumbok handed the worker some money and sent him away, telling him to keep this a secret, and for the girl she brought a simple spread of food. The young girl wept sorrowfully, not even picking up her spoon. Geumbok was reminded of her own desperate situation when she first got to the wharf and felt sorry for her. The girl cried for a long time before finally managing to tell her story, which was that she was born to a poor family with an incompetent, debt-mired father who liked to gamble, so she was sold off to a bar and roamed the country before ending up in Pyeongdae, and the night before she received a customer, the yeot peddler, who was only interested in the wrong hole, so she bit his penis, which caused a ruckus and got her a beating from her pimp, and she ran away. The twin suggested they help her leave town, but Geumbok, for some reason, entrusted the girl to the twin and left the house.
 
She went to the pleasure district by the train station. The working girls, who led an exhausting life handling lusty men who had swarmed into town for work, were hanging out on the street, snapping gum and tugging on men’s sleeves, saying, “Come rest a little,” “Honey, let’s have some fun. I’ll give you a good time,” “Thirty percent off for students,” “Fuck you, you can’t touch me there, you don’t even have money.” Geumbok entered a pink-lit room and sat down facing the pimp.
“What can I do for you? I’m surprised to see you, Chairman Gang, in this humble place.” The pimp had a pointy goat beard and was as cold as a snake and as cunning as a racoon.
“We haven’t had any business dealings before, have we?” Geumbok said.
“I have a little shop and you run big businesses—what opportunities could there have been?”
“Then would you like to make a deal today?” Geumbok took her pipe out as the pimp looked at her, confused. She let out a long plume of smoke. “I heard about a girl who ran away from here last night.”
Understanding what the conversation was about, the pimp smirked nastily. “I didn’t know you were interested in her, Chairman. I was planning to cut her feet off at the ankles so she can’t run away again. She doesn’t need feet to do what she does.”
“I’d like to know how much she owes you.”
“That’s not the issue. The important thing is how much she’ll make me in the future,” the pimp said. He was a formidable salesman, not unlike Geumbok.
Geumbok didn’t blink. “You do know I’m building a theater here, right?”
“Everyone in Pyeongdae knows that.”
“Some high-ranking officials came by last time, but they were worried. There’s a pleasure district right in front of a theater, so it isn’t wholesome. Especially when people will be coming from all over with their families. Do you know what I told them? I said, is there anyone alive who doesn’t do it? There is always a shadow wherever there is sunlight, and it’s only because there are people who volunteer to do that hard work that others can stand proudly and act as if they are wholesome and good.” Geumbok was smiling, but of course all of this was an undisguised threat.
The pimp’s expression stiffened. “So how much are you thinking for the girl?”
Geumbok smiled again. “Now you understand me.”
That day, Geumbok negotiated the runaway prostitute’s value with the pimp, and the calculation was very complicated, since the standard was set in accordance with Frederick Hoffman’s mathematical tools, the method to calculate the compensation for the loss of life. It involved paying a lump sum for the estimate of what the runaway prostitute would earn minus some interest, and they had to discuss issues including the average age of retirement for prostitutes, whether you would deduct her living expenses and if so what about trivial costs such as the tteokbokki they bought as snacks or the cost of sanitary napkins, and in the end it was agreed that the price of snacks would be excluded but the cost of sanitary napkins would be included. They also argued over whether she was considered a permanent or temporary employee, how many days per month would be counted as workdays, what official interest rate would be applied according to which standard . . . It took them nearly all day to sort this out. In the end, Geumbok paid nearly enough to buy a house and got the pimp to sign away his rights to the girl. Because of this, for a while the older twin called her Expensive Bitch instead of Suryeon.
 
Geumbok didn’t refer to high-ranking officials simply to threaten the pimp. She was already the most powerful and wealthiest person in Pyeongdae, and leaders from local communities who wanted to do business with her, politicians with ulterior motives, charities and welfare organizations asking for donations, distant relatives who heard about her success, hucksters who wanted to try to get something out of her, libertines who came to see if they could bed her given her reputation, curious people who came to see what she looked like, monks who were monks in name only coming to argue and demand why she was discriminating against other religions and why she wouldn’t build a temple, too, practically lined up to see her.
Once a politician came by. He frothed at the mouth, saying the communists had to be driven out of Pyeongdae.
Geumbok leaned back in her chair, listening to the politician with a pipe in her mouth, and asked curiously, “But this communist, what is it used for?”
“It’s not an object, but the name of an idea.” 
“Ideas have names?”
“Of course. Every idea has a name. Socialism, capitalism, liberalism, pragmatism, classicism, neo-classicism, romanticism, existentialism, expressionism, materialism, individualism, realism, surrealism, Mammonism, get-rich-quickism, orgasm . . .”
Geumbok yawned, bored. “That’s enough. Don’t just rattle off names like a bedraggled monk in prayer. Tell me what this communism is about.” 
“It’s the idea that we should take away assets of rich people like you and share them equally with everyone.”
“Those crooks! How dare they think something that outrageous would be acceptable?”
“That’s exactly why I’m saying we need to drive them out.”
Geumbok thought for a moment. “All right. I have an idea. We need to arrest everyone who believes that, tie rocks around their waist, and throw them in the ocean. What would be the name for my idea?”
“There’s already a name for that.” 
“And what is it?”
“Anti-communism. The idea that we need to get rid of all the Reds.”
Geumbok’s understanding of ideology was very simplistic, but her convictions were firm, as most people’s are. This was the law of ideology. Much later, she justified her choice: “I took sides with the right because right also means correct.”
Another time, another politician had stopped by, and he also frothed at the mouth, saying they had to drive communists out, but his argument was more extreme. “We have to kill the Reds.”
“Do we have to be so extreme?”
“Yes. Because if you keep a Red alive, he’ll kill ten people. So killing one Red is the same thing as saving nine people’s lives.”
“I thought you said ten people.” 
“Well, we have to kill that one Red.”
It was usually like that. Politicians uniformly argued that communists needed to be driven out whenever they opened their mouths, but Pyeongdae was so isolated that it had managed to evade the chaos of war and it had also managed to be unaffected by the war of ideology; people mostly didn’t know what communism was.
Anyway, after the meeting with the politician, Geumbok became a firm believer in the need to eradicate communists and took on the role of Chair of the Women’s Subcommittee of the Pyeongdae Anti-Communist Alliance, which was just one of dozens of roles she was asked to serve by various political, economic, environmental, religious, academic, sports, and local organizations; she also served as Vice President of the Pyeongdae Chapter of the Rotary Club, Pyeongdae Chapter Administrator of the Lions Club, Board Member of the Corruption Prevention Task Force, Committee Member of the Society for a Better Tomorrow, Pyeongdae Chapter President of the New Village Movement, President of the Pyeongdae 4H Sorority, Pyeongdae Chapter President of the National Café Alliance, Advisor for the National Brick and Tile Association, Administrator of the Pyeongdae Economic Development Association, Pyeongdae Chapter President of the National Transportation Federation, Head of the Calisthenics Promotion Center, President of the Citizens’ Group for the Protection of the Yew Tree Habitat, Board Member of the Wild Racoon Conservation Society, Board Chair of the Pyeongdae Charcoal Association, Director of the Pyeongdae Economic Research Institute, and Pyeongdae Chapter Director of the National Dried Fish Association.
 
Once Geumbok managed to pry the young prostitute out of the pimp’s grasp, the older twin thought the girl should be sent to the café to work. For some reason, Geumbok had Suryeon stay at the house and help out with laundry and housekeeping instead. The girl’s expression grew more lighthearted as time passed, becoming more appropriate for her young age, and her wounds began to heal.
One day, Geumbok came home late at night and heard splashing in the kitchen. She pushed the door open and discovered Suryeon bathing. She was standing naked, surrounded by steam, as stunning as a fairy that had dropped from the sky. Her dark wet hair cascaded down to her waist and her round bottom, as perfect as though carved out of jade, created a gentle curve that would make everyone, whether man or woman, catch their breath. She turned away slightly and smiled at Geumbok; her plump, red lips were alluring. The phrase “peerless beauty” seemed to have been created to describe her.
Geumbok offered to scrub her back and Suryeon turned shyly in assent. Geumbok put a hand on her waist and the skin was so soft that she trembled despite herself. As she scrubbed the girl’s back, Geumbok realized all that she had lost and her heart crumbled. If life was a series of continual losses, she had already lost so much. She was faced with the painful fact that she had lost her childhood, her hometown, her first love, and, most distressingly, her youth; all that was left of her was an empty shell. Geumbok let out a long sigh. “I can’t believe someone like you exists in this world.”
Suryeon looked back at her bashfully.
“When I was young, men followed me around, too. But even at the height of my beauty I wasn’t half as lovely as you.” She splashed water on the girl’s back. “It’s rare to have your kind of beauty. God must have taken special care when he created you.” Perhaps from the pastor’s influence, Geumbok invoked God.
“Then how does he make other people?” Suryeon asked, amused. 
“Just any old way. Like making bricks out of clay.”
 
Mun, who no doubt would have been enraged to hear Geumbok’s characterization of brickmaking, got up one morning and saw a wide river in front of his eyes. The shore was lined with huge poplar trees and people were gathered far away on the dock, where sailboats were floating. The calm water glistened in the sunlight and big, plump carp flapped and frolicked. It was Mun’s childhood hometown. He realized he had gone fully blind. The scene in front of his eyes was what remained in his memories. 
Though he couldn’t see, memories would often unspool panoramically before him, without any order. It was like looking through a photo album that had recorded his life, from his earliest memory to just before he lost his eyesight. He saw beautiful and peaceful scenes from his childhood, terrible suffering from the battlefield, unfamiliar, foreign sights from when he worked at a brickyard in China, the faces of his family that broke his heart every time, himself making love with Geumbok under the willow tree, the lonely long winters when he stayed at Nambaran all alone—all the joys and sorrows of his life. If they could have been captured on film, viewers would have been surprised that so many events had occurred in a single ordinary person’s life and that all these images were stored in a single person’s memories; it would have been an incredibly valuable resource for various disciplines—anthropology, sociology, history, psychology—but unfortunately none of that was possible. A few years later, all those scenes would vanish like smoke when he met his death by the creek under the willow tree.
 
At a certain point, all the lust for men Geumbok had harbored vanished and was replaced with images of Suryeon’s young, beautiful body. Geumbok bought her expensive clothes and beauty products as the girl sat at home doing nothing other than primping. Now her beauty was even more striking, as she had shrugged off her uncertainty and girlishness. She grew to trust and love Geumbok like a sister and they would often fall asleep lying side by side, mid-chat.
As they grew closer, Geumbok’s body began to change. Perhaps because of all the smoking her voice deepened and her body hair coarsened and the fuzz around her mouth darkened. She was taken over by an unexplainable vitality and grew even more confident. This wasn’t all that unusual, as all women experience a decrease in estrogen as they age, but the changes were more intense in Geumbok.
That summer, Geumbok came home late one night after drinking with developers and spotted Suryeon sleeping inside the mosquito net. Because it was so hot that night, she was wearing only her undergarments, and her skin visible through the net was incredibly seductive and her scent that carried faintly in the night air beckoned powerfully, so intensely that a man sleeping ten li away would have an urge to run over immediately. 
Geumbok took her clothes off and crawled into the net. Without realizing she was doing it, she placed a shaking hand on the girl’s waist. Her sweaty skin was so soft that it was as if Geumbok had dipped her hand in warm water. Her heart pounded just the way it had when she’d placed her hand on Geokjeong’s stomach. Suryeon opened her eyes. She saw Geumbok naked, looking down at her in the dark, and smiled bashfully and buried her face in her pillow. Geumbok, unable to bear it anymore, hugged Suryeon’s enticing bosom to her, breathing raggedly.



WHALE
On the day the theater finally opened to the public, people from all over the area packed their lunches and headed to Pyeongdae. The population of Pyeongdae had grown exponentially and the crowd was many times larger than when Jumbo arrived, packing the square in front of the theater from early in the morning. Opening-day tickets had sold out the previous day so only a minority of the crowd could watch a movie, but everyone came anyway, excited to see what the theater looked like. National Assembly members, chiefs of various agencies including police, fire, postal services, and public health, as well as so-called community leaders who supposedly were influential had all been invited, and they settled on the designated seats above the marble stairs for the opening event. 
After the ribbon-cutting ceremony, the VIPs pulled on a cord to open the curtains, and the full theater was revealed to the crowd. It looked just like an enormous whale with its tail raised high as if it had just emerged from the water. The crowd stood and cheered. The projection room was in the tail and the screen was at the head, with the seats in the middle of the whale’s belly. Outside, a series of marble stairs led up to the theater, forming a wave-like pattern, making it look as though the whale were floating in the ocean, and a red carpet led from the stairs to the lobby, highlighting the splendor of the architecture.
A huge painted sign advertising the movie could be seen from far away. The first movie screened in celebration of the opening was, of course, a Western, filled with cool gunslingers. But John Wayne wasn’t in this movie. It was a man who wore a cape and chomped on a cigar. The crowd was thrilled by his unkempt beard and his feral, melancholic gaze. They couldn’t wait to rush inside.
That wasn’t the only thing that drew the crowd’s gaze that day. People couldn’t stop staring at a strikingly beautiful woman in an elegant suit, sitting in the VIP seats. Nobody recognized Suryeon. She was shielding her face from the sun with a fan, drawing notice even as she sat among the dozens of special guests, and everyone wondered whose woman she was. 
The VIPs went up to the podium at the top of the marble stairs to make congratulatory remarks. As they were all people who wanted to say a lot, the remarks took a very long time, as these things always did, and by the time everyone got bored the owner of the theater finally went up to the podium for closing remarks. The crowd stared at Geumbok, stunned. According to rumors a woman had built the theater, but a man in a suit was coming up to the podium.
That day, Geumbok appeared in a suit, fedora, and bowtie, announcing to the world that she had become a man. In her long speech that day, she vowed she would devote all her efforts to future development of the area and the revival of art and culture. Her speech was so inspiring that the VIPs grew ashamed of their canned remarks and wanted to flee.
The person who had written Geumbok’s speech that day was none other than her old hometown friend, the Trickster. When she was looking for someone to run the theater, she recalled the Trickster’s eloquence and how he used to make her and the twins laugh and cry. She found him after a long search; he was living in a faraway city as the owner of a small business selling medicinal ingredients, and she entrusted him to be the theater manager. But the crowd was wondering why Geumbok was wearing men’s clothes, murmuring among themselves whether she was born with both a man’s and a woman’s genitals and whether she was sleeping with the prostitute, and missed her stirring speech. When she finished, water sprayed down from the roof, drenching the onlookers. It had spouted from the fountain at the top of the building, Geumbok’s final touch to accurately represent a whale. As a result, the theater was known as the Whale from the very beginning, rather than by its official name, the Pyeongdae Theater.
The fishmonger was also in attendance that day. He was hungover and by the time he got there the event was nearly over; the crowd filled the square in front of the theater and Geumbok was in the middle of her speech on the podium. Dazed, he looked up at the grand theater, and murmured to himself, “I’ve never in my life seen such a big fish.”
 
The little girl’s mother was in labor. It was a difficult birth. The adults kept going in and out of the room, their faces creased with concern. That night, the girl sat right outside the room, listening to her mom screaming. She wished her younger sibling would hurry up and that someone would call her into the warm room. But her mom moaned louder and louder. The girl closed her eyes and put her hands over her ears, trying to recall happy memories. But all she could imagine were ghosts whooshing around; the wind rustling the leaves sounded like weeping spirits. She was so frightened that she couldn’t even feel the cold, sharp wind that sliced her face. She buried her face in her knees and cried until she fell asleep. 
Some time later, she felt a tap on her shoulder. She opened her eyes. Her mom was standing in front of her. Her pale face was sweaty and she looked depleted. She was holding a newborn baby, still covered in blood and fluids. For some reason, the baby’s limbs were limp.
“Mom . . .” the girl said, close to tears.
Her mom sounded incredibly sad. “Geumbok, I’m dead and so is the baby.”
Geumbok ran over for a hug but her mom vanished. She jolted awake and dashed into the room. The adults were seated, their faces drawn and leaden, and under the dim light she could see that the blanket was pulled over her mother’s face.
 
From that day on, the terror of death ruled the girl. Her goal in life became fleeing death. Her mother’s death was the main reason why she left her small mountain village, why she left the harbor city and roamed the country, and why she built an enormous theater that resembled a whale. She wasn’t obsessed with the whale just because of its size. When she saw the blue whale from the beach, she had glimpsed what eternal life looked like, life that had triumphed against death. That was the moment the fearful small-town girl became enraptured by enormous things. She would try to use big things to beat out small things, overcome shabbiness through shiny things, and forget her suffocating hometown by jumping into the vast ocean. And finally, she became a man to hurdle over the limitations of being a woman.
 
We don’t know all the reasons why Geumbok breached the boundary of sex to become a man. What’s clear is that she was true to her role as a man, and was more manly than any man. She was incredibly busy with her various businesses but her love for Suryeon deepened, causing her to rush home as soon as she could at the end of the day. Geumbok bought her nice clothes and expensive beauty products and even purchased land for her family back in her hometown. There was no reason for Suryeon to have any issue with any of this.
 
Here, one can’t help but be curious about something untoward. How exactly did they make love? And was Suryeon satisfied in her relationship with Geumbok? The answer was yes. Compared to the rough, impatient men she had dealt with previously, Geumbok’s lovemaking was so gentle and considerate that Suryeon was swept up by Geumbok’s magical skills that picked out the precise spot of pleasure she herself hadn’t known existed and found herself wondering how another woman could give her such deep pleasure. The secret was soon revealed.
One stormy night, Geumbok stepped into the room after a bath, just as lightning struck, which brightened the surroundings as though it was the middle of the day. Suryeon saw something between Geumbok’s legs and couldn’t believe her eyes. Among the thick hair, something was standing erect—shockingly, it was a penis, though as small as a pinky. Somehow, Geumbok hadn’t merely been wearing men’s clothes; her body had morphed into a man’s, too.
 
The rumor that Geumbok had become a man spread instantly and reached even Mun’s ears. Most people would have been shocked at the news but he seemed unmoved by it. “I hear your mom has become a man,” he said to Chunhui. “That’s not strange, though. She should have been one from the beginning.”
Now unable to see at all, he no longer left Nambaran. Images remaining in his memories still bubbled up erratically but those scenes had grown faint; he knew they would soon vanish entirely. He continued to fulfill his role as foreman dutifully, detecting the quality of a brick by touching or tapping it. Because of this the workers liked to say you couldn’t fool Mun even if you could fool the spirits.
 
During this time, Chunhui was forgotten by everyone. She didn’t change much, other than maturing physically. She had become a skilled brickmaker, superior to anyone else, but nobody paid attention to her, for she was as quiet as if she weren’t there. She herself had no complaints about her life. When she felt like it she made bricks and when she was bored she wandered through the valleys and the fields, spending her days observing organisms.
 
It wasn’t just Chunhui who was forgotten by everyone. Geumbok built a house next to the brickyard for the one-eyed woman, but the one-eyed woman started to get bored by the day-to-day repetition of life in the brickyard, having grown accustomed to living in the wilderness. She didn’t talk to the other women even as she worked alongside them and they certainly didn’t dare talk to her, as they were still terrified of her. The one-eyed woman missed the valleys covered in blooming clover and the buzz of honeybees flying among them. She had become someone who couldn’t live among people.
One day, she was roaming beyond the brickyard and ended up going down a deep valley. The familiar trickle of water and the sweet scent of touch-me-not flowers greeted her. A few bees drifted toward her and soon dozens were flying around. They were bees that had survived the fire. As the one-eyed woman kept exploring the valley, she found a hive under a large boulder. She lifted the hive, heavy with honey, and discovered white royal jelly and a queen bee. Beginning the next day, she began to slip unnoticed from the brickyard and roam the valleys all day long. She had begun keeping bees again. She built a hut in the valley and stayed there, coming by once in a while to get food, but soon even those trips grew rare. Finally, that fall, she disappeared entirely.
 
Meanwhile, the Trickster was a natural in his role as the theater manager. He skillfully deployed his gift of gab in handling the dozen employees, ranging from the marquee painter to the ticket seller to the projectionist. 
The audience was instantly enamored by the world of illusion upon seeing their first movie, just as Geumbok had been when she entered the theater by the wharf. Whenever a new movie opened, people ran to the theater, jostling to get to the front of the line, and they felt they had to watch a movie at least every couple of days, to keep the feeling of emptiness at bay. In no time they had fallen for the insidious pleasure of sitting in the darkness, spying on another world.
They began to understand life through movies, which lent order to their absurd existence. They were thrilled that life was brimming with beautiful adventures and heady romance, and were relieved to find that the incomprehensible world operated under a strict poetic organization. The movies they saw were usually from a country called America, and they found the movie stars and their lives depicted onscreen to be so impressive that not only did they start mimicking their behavior, some even moved to America. A single proposition took root in people’s minds. This thought was so powerful and attractive that it ruptured everything, subsuming and conquering all. The proposition that determined every aspect of people’s lives was this:
Everything that is American is beautiful.



HE OR SHE
Once, an economics magazine interviewed Geumbok because the Whale was selected as the best work of architecture of the year by a panel of architects. A young female reporter asked Geumbok about her business philosophy, and Geumbok took out a cigarette from a beautiful silver case. “I’m not sure. I only have one principle I live by.”
“What’s that?”
“Small, humble things are embarrassing.”
That assertion revealed as much about her mindset as what she had once told Mun: “All that matters is if we can sell it, whether it’s rotten fish or cracked bricks.”
Geumbok let out a long stream of smoke and continued. “People say that money is the root of all evil. But that’s not true. Poverty is the root of all evil.” Geumbok’s thoughts on this somewhat dovetailed with the general’s thoughts, and because of that she had positive feelings toward him until she later met him in person.
After the interview, off the record, the young reporter asked him—dear reader, from now on, let’s refer to Geumbok as he. In this day and age when you can easily change your name on official records, we can certainly change genders mid-story—what it was like to become a man.
Geumbok answered, “A lot of things are easier. I don’t have to put a diaper on once a month, I don’t have to powder my face every morning. I especially like that men aren’t making passes at me anymore.” He smiled, his teeth yellowed from coffee and tobacco. Those couldn’t be the reasons he had become a man, but he was deeply satisfied that he had become one. Like any other man he frequented whorehouses, smoked, and showed his rougher side at times.
Once, an argument erupted in a bar. A gangster had come to Pyeongdae to collect a gambling debt. He didn’t realize that the fair-complexioned gentleman in the nice suit, drinking alone at the bar, was the city’s richest man. With a hand on Geumbok’s shoulder, the gangster bragged about his heroic exploits, which were all embarrassingly exaggerated and non-sensical. Unable to listen to him blather on, Geumbok put his glass down. “Where did you see such a boring movie? Those lies may work where you’re from but not here. Get lost.”
The gangster glared at Geumbok, and raised his fist, but a sharp knife was against his neck in an instant. “Hey, buddy,” Geumbok whispered in his ear. “Let’s not do this in this small bar. Why don’t we take it outside, like real men?”
The gangster turned pale and quietly left, or so the story goes, but it’s an unlikely tale. It’s so similar to scenes common in Westerns that it makes you suspect the story was inspired by a movie. Perhaps this tale is merely a sign that people accepted Geumbok as a man.
 
Here we’re confronted with an important question: is it possible for a woman to morph into a man like that? Of course not. Then how did Geumbok have male genitals? Here comes the secret of hormones, which even Suryeon didn’t know about. What the girl had seen between Geumbok’s legs wasn’t a penis but in fact her clitoris. A doctor couple in America were the first people to discover that the clitoris was the source of women’s orgasms. They first introduced the concept of the female orgasm and rethought the role of the clitoris in their book Human Sexual Response, which brought about immense controversy, and if you summarized the book in a single sentence it would be as follows:
A thingy isn’t always necessary.
 
This discovery completely overturned previous conventional wisdom that a woman reached orgasm by vaginal stimulation and therefore pleasure was only possible by the insertion of a penis, and ended up reducing the importance of penis-centered, insertion-centered, male-centered sex, which also reduced the man’s role in bed. This was the most revolutionary finding in the history of sex. Meanwhile, before the doctor couple popularized the word clitoris, people referred to it as the male organ, as it looked similar to a shrunken penis. So it wasn’t entirely unreasonable for Suryeon to glimpse Geumbok’s clitoris enlarged from the diminishment of estrogen and believe it to be a penis.
You ask what could be done with something the size of a pinky? Dear male readers, bear in mind the teaching of the doctor couple:
A big thingy isn’t always necessary.
 
Like the man with the scar had done long ago, whenever Geumbok watched a movie he seated Suryeon next to him and held her hand. But Suryeon didn’t enjoy the movies. She didn’t understand why people liked those absurd stories. She preferred going into the city and buying jewelry or clothes.
Once, Geumbok said to the older twin, “She’s pretty and charming and costs me a lot of money.”
Whenever Suryeon asked for it, Geumbok freely gave her money. Suryeon’s room soon filled with precious jewels and accessories, and all kinds of clothing; it now resembled a department store. She had clothes she never even wore once and beauty products she threw out unopened. Suryeon even bought a dog. It was a purebred sheepdog imported from overseas and came with a pedigree; if it had been human, it would have been a member of the highest aristocracy. Without an ounce of hesitation, Geumbok paid a price equivalent to two cows for that dog.
For a while, Suryeon doted on the dog, which lived in her room, eating and sleeping with her, making Geumbok jealous. Only a few months later she grew bored and began to neglect the dog. She would even forget to feed it, making the poor shepherd go hungry. In the end Geumbok tied the dog to the front of the theater and had his employees look after it. The pedigreed dog ended up being a nuisance that passersby kicked. Still, to Geumbok, everything Suryeon did was adorable and witty and charming. This was the law of love.
 
One day, a theater employee told Geumbok that a blind man was there to see him. At the time Geumbok and Suryeon were just hanging out together in his office. A moment later, a man with a cane came in—it was Mun. Chunhui, who accompanied him, looked at her mother in men’s clothes, confused. The two of them were bronzed from working at the brickyard all day, and they looked so shabby that Suryeon, who had never met them before, frowned, wondering why beggars had come. Geumbok sent Suryeon out and greeted his visitors. He hadn’t been paying much attention to the brickyard, only sending the Trickster once in a while to get news. Irritated to see them, he pointed at Chunhui and asked, “Who’s this fat young man?”
Chunhui had become so big that Geumbok didn’t recognize his own daughter.
“This is the child that came from your belly,” Mun said.
Geumbok snorted. “I know you went blind but I see you’ve also gone mad. Anyway, what brings you here?”
Mun took a brick from his pocket and placed it in front of Geumbok. 
“What’s this?”
“What do you think it is?” Mun asked. 
“A brick.”
“It’s not a brick.” 
“Then what is it?”
“Fraud. The worst fraud I’ve ever seen in my life.”
Geumbok finally picked up the brick and studied it, a brick made of cement. “So it’s a cement brick. Why is it fraud?”
“Because you can’t build with it. But people use this anyway because it’s cheap.”
“If everyone else is building with these why are you the only one saying it’s a problem?”
“I don’t care if others build with bricks or wood. The problem is that because of this knockoff brick, we are having a hard time selling our bricks.”
Geumbok made a quick decision. “Then let’s make cement bricks, too.” 
“Are you telling me to swindle people?” Mun snapped.
“I said we should make bricks, not that you become a swindler.”
“If you build with these bricks, the building will collapse in a year. Don’t bother saying that kind of thing to me. Hurry up and bring us a plan before we’re forced to close.” Mun slammed the door on their way out.
When Suryeon came back, she sat in Geumbok’s lap and asked who the girl was. Geumbok said, “A girl who works at the brickyard. She was orphaned during the war and I took her in and raised her. Now she makes bricks. She’s a good worker, strong for a girl. She’s working for her keep, you can say.”
 
Why did Geumbok ignore Chunhui so completely? Was it because she was Geokjeong’s? Or because she wasn’t lovable, like other girls? Maybe because he wanted to run away from his past? Because his past life as a woman was an error and a contradiction, now that he was a man? Because he wanted to erase the only reminder of that life? Regardless, Geumbok didn’t know that it would be the last time he would see Mun, who had been his lover, or that it would be the last time he would see Chunhui, his only remaining blood relative. Like dusk falling silently, the curse was creeping toward him ever so slowly.
 
After the younger twin left with her engineer husband, the sisters wrote letters to console their longing for each other. The older one wrote about the movie theater opening and about Geumbok becoming a man and about the trivial things that happened in the café. The engineer erected utility poles and moved from place to place, so the younger twin sent her replies from a different town each time. One spring she wrote from a remote fishing village on the east coast and the following winter she sent her letter from a village deep in the mountains, and not long after that she was in a city many times bigger than Pyeongdae.
Two autumns after her sister left, the older twin woke in the middle of the night, feeling a sense of loss. She felt an emptiness as if she had lost all of her innards and was hit with immense sorrow. She sat there, tears flowing down her face, not knowing why. She thought of her sister, who was far away. Geumbok woke to the sound of the twin’s wailing and rushed over. The twin collapsed, sobbing that her sister had died. Geumbok believed that the sisters had an unusual connection but told her they should wait to hear what happened before jumping to conclusions. Sure enough, the news that the younger twin had died arrived in the afternoon. The engineer had touched the wrong line when he was erecting a utility pole and was electrocuted, and the younger twin who was bringing him food discovered him and tried to pull him away but ended up being electrocuted herself; they had gone over to the other world, lying next to each other. The older twin fainted and wailed repeatedly, managing to collect herself by the time evening rolled around. She would go bury her sister, she said, and began packing. The fishmonger volunteered to take her, so Geumbok gave them his own car and some money for the funeral.
While the older twin and the fishmonger were gone, Geumbok came home late from work one night. He heard people chatting amiably in the yard and stepped inside, wondering if the twin and the fishmonger were back, but it was Suryeon, sitting next to the Trickster, talking animatedly. Suryeon was laughing and hitting him lightly on the shoulder. Geumbok felt a stab of jealousy, seeing how affectionate they were with each other. He hid behind the gate, watching for a little longer. Indeed, it seemed as though their relationship was closer than normal, as they were casually talking about embarrassing things. Of course the Trickster, who had been living alone for a dozen years since his wife ran off, would be attracted to the beautiful Suryeon. But Geumbok was offended that he would approach Suryeon, of all people.
Geumbok made a noise and stepped into the yard and the two of them looked up at her guiltily. The Trickster quickly said his goodbyes and left, and Suryeon, detecting Geumbok’s foul mood, was more affectionate and charming than usual. Geumbok thought Suryeon was an irredeemable whore and began to feel that he couldn’t trust the Trickster.
 
About two weeks later, the twin and the fishmonger returned to Pyeongdae. The twin felt as if half her body had been torn off and spent her days in her room, not eating, worrying those around her.
In the middle of the night, a few days later, Geumbok had gone to the bathroom and spotted the fishmonger sneaking out of the twin’s room. He surmised that something had happened while they were away for the younger twin’s funeral. He could see how, even though the older twin had hated the fishmonger for years, she might have felt grateful he was with her during the funeral and helped console her. Geumbok couldn’t stop laughing at the irony of the older twin falling for him when she had tried to drive him out of town. Geumbok suggested casually to the twin that perhaps she should wed the fishmonger and live with him, but that enraged the twin, who insisted that she refused to forgive the fishmonger for killing Jumbo and there was no way she could marry someone who had once been Geumbok’s man. Geumbok confessed he saw the fishmonger come out of the twin’s room and tried to convince her, saying that both the twin and the fishmonger had gone through difficult patches in their lives and who cared what people would think, but the twin was aghast and strenuously denied having a relationship with the fishmonger, saying she didn’t know what Geumbok had seen but even if it was true she would rather kill herself right then and there.
A few days later, Geumbok heard something strange coming from the twin’s room. Clearly they were lovemaking moans. Then the fishmonger left her room. Geumbok witnessed the same thing several times after that night. He was offended that the twin would lie to him, given how close they were, and soon he learned what was going on from the fishmonger. 
Something had indeed happened while they were away for the funeral, but the real problem began when they returned home. The older twin was mourning her loss and began to show strange symptoms, sometimes acting like the younger twin and sometimes returning to herself. In other words, when Geumbok had his talk with the twin, she had been the younger who had always hated the fishmonger, and when the fishmonger had gone into her room, she had been the elder. Because of this shifting, whenever the fishmonger went into her room he had to cautiously confirm if she was at the moment the younger twin or the elder, but soon even that became impossible. Both twins were now in her body, and she began to talk to herself as if she were two people conversing and fighting, as though two people were commandeering her body at all times.
Eventually the fishmonger couldn’t approach the twin at all, and grew worried. But that wasn’t the only secret the twins had. According to what came out as the twin conversed with her sister, the twin who had followed the engineer and died wasn’t actually the younger; it had, in fact, been the elder. In effect the younger twin had yielded her man to her sister, who had never been able to fulfill her womanly role due to her injuries. The engineer had married not the woman he loved but someone else. But soon, even that fact became elusive because it turned out that long ago, the one who got hurt wasn’t the elder but the younger, and the one who was the concubine wasn’t the younger but the elder, yet the person who actually slept with the timber dealer wasn’t the elder but the younger. Since they had repeatedly taken on each other’s personas for decades depending on the situation, soon they themselves had forgotten who was the elder and who was the younger, and, in the end, which twin had actually gone off with the engineer and died remained a mystery.



THE SPIRITS
The general isn’t much to look at. He’s short and dark and doesn’t look like someone who could do anything grand. If he actually did, there must have been some dirty trick.”
That was what Geumbok told his drinking buddies the following spring, after meeting the general. The general had come to inspect an area not far from Pyeongdae, and to commemorate his visit, he had invited all the business owners in the area and thrown a party. All of Pyeongdae’s politicians and landowners and business owners attended. Geumbok shook hands with the general and took a picture with him and all the businesspeople. Though he wasn’t impressed by the general, he kept the picture hanging in his office. The general was wearing a military uniform and sunglasses, and Geumbok, as he was short, stood next to him in the front row. Geumbok’s face revealed the stubbornness and arrogance of the wealthy along with the embarrassed confusion of not being able to fully erase the female within. That was the last image of himself he left for the world.
 
The following spring, the brickyard workers decided to strike. As people began to build with cheap cement bricks, the demand for clay bricks had diminished; as a result, Geumbok wanted to shut down the kilns and produce cement bricks. That didn’t require specialized skills and the process was straightforward; all that was needed was the ability to mix sand and cement, pour them in molds, and dry them in the sun. Geumbok hired young workers and fired all the older skilled workers, drastically slashing wages. This was the law of management.
The workers, who had faithfully toiled at the brickyard from the very beginning, felt deeply betrayed. They gathered in front of the Whale and took over the square and began a sit-in. The person who led the strike was none other than Mun. Customers began to avoid the theater, and Geumbok sent the Trickster to attempt to bargain with the workers. But the workers tied him to a cross and erected it in the middle of the square, leaving the Trickster to sob and wail for his life.
Geumbok, who had locked himself in his office on the second floor of the theater, opened the window and shouted, “Get out of here! Otherwise I’ll shut down the brickyard for good!”
The workers didn’t surrender. Instead, they chanted their slogans even louder. “No to unreasonable wages! Down with the corrupt boss! Down! Down!”
Like soldiers laying siege, they trucked in bricks and piled them up all the way to the second story of the theater. They climbed the pile to confront Geumbok face to face. Geumbok requested help from the politicians and government officials he was close with, arguing that unwholesome influences had infiltrated the brickyard and led the strike. The unwholesome influences referred to Reds; in other words, communists.
Police were sent in. They surrounded the protestors. Despite police warnings to disband and leave, the workers resisted fiercely, throwing bricks. Eventually tear gas was used and violent suppression began. The workers, who weren’t properly organized, scattered every which way. The pile of bricks collapsed, injuring several, and the police beat many more, inflicting head injuries.
Workers were arrested and investigated by the police and the officers inflicted harsh torture during the investigation to ferret out the Reds. Several were crippled. Afterward, they all had to sign a lengthy document attesting that they were Reds.
 
The Trickster was arrested by happenstance, because he had the misfortune of being among the workers. During investigation he eloquently explained that he didn’t participate in the strike, but rather had gone as a representative of the company to stop it when he was detained by the protestors and accidentally arrested; if he were immediately released he wouldn’t accuse the police of arresting him without cause or demand compensation for damages, and if they ever needed his testimony he would be happy to come to the station as a witness—having seen it all unfold as he was in the middle of everything—and testify about the illegal activities of the Reds. But his gift of gab didn’t work in his favor this time because of the terrifying aphorism that didn’t even have a verb:
If chatty, a Commie.
Panicking, the Trickster begged them to call Geumbok, who would vouch that he wasn’t a Red. But when a policeman paid Geumbok a visit, Geumbok cocked his head and said, “I don’t know why he was with those people. I thought he was trustworthy, but I guess the old saying is true—even if you know ten gil of water, you can’t know one gil of a person’s inner thoughts.” Geumbok couldn’t let go of his simmering resentment from when he’d seen the Trickster being affectionate with Suryeon. In the old days, he would have laughed and gotten over it, but he was no longer the old Geumbok. The strong, kind, confident woman she had been was nowhere to be found and he was now merely a small-minded man, filled with selfish impulses and vengeful thoughts.
Anyway, because of Geumbok the Trickster suffered torture for a while. Thankfully, because the honest workers vouched for him, saying he wasn’t part of their group, he was finally allowed to go free. When he dragged himself back to the theater, Geumbok looked at him coldly and said, “Where were you? It was a mess here with all the Reds.”
The Trickster resumed his position as manager but harbored deep resentment toward his old friend Geumbok.
 
When everything settled down, the brickyard was filled mostly with new faces. The leaders of the strike were determined to be Reds and were executed or imprisoned. Mun was tortured, which damaged his leg, but thankfully because he was old and blind he was soon released and he returned to the brickyard. But there was nothing for him to do. The kilns were not being used and cement bricks were being produced. He sat next to the kilns all day, listening to the sound of the intermittently passing train. The young workers didn’t show any interest in the blind old man. The images that arose in his field of memory had vanished by this time, making him lonelier.
The only person who paid him any attention was Chunhui. She brought him food and led him by the hand to go on walks. But his leg was so injured that he couldn’t walk for long. Chunhui would carry him on her back without getting tired at all, walking lightly around the fields. They went near the railroad and sometimes down to the opposite valley. On Chunhui’s broad back, Mun recalled the first time he and Geumbok had come to Nambaran, when he had carried Geumbok on his back. The fact that he was now being carried by Geumbok’s daughter made him laugh. He tried to recall Geumbok’s soft breasts on his back and her dizzying scent, but the memory of that hot summer day felt far away. How the world has changed, he thought to himself.
 
Early one autumn morning the year of the strike the elder twin—or was it the younger?—hanged herself on a crossbeam. The funeral was held in front of the theater. People shed tears over their sisterly love, murmuring that perhaps the younger, or maybe the elder, could no longer bear the sorrow of her sister’s death. But Geumbok didn’t cry, making excuses like, “A man cries three times in his life. This isn’t one of those times.”
They buried the dead elder, or maybe the younger, twin’s body next to the younger, or maybe the elder, twin, commemorating their beautiful love.
 
It was now the season of death and farewell. Not long after the remaining twin died, Mun’s body was discovered by the creek under the willow tree next to the train tracks. It was late autumn, when the color of the water darkened and the tree had already shed nearly all of its leaves. The water wasn’t that deep, but for someone who couldn’t see it must have been as fatal as a deep reservoir. It was the place he made love with Geumbok for the first time. No one ever determined whether his death was an accident or a suicide. No one ever found out why he had gone so far to die, especially when he had a severe leg injury.
A simple funeral was held at the brickyard. A few workers who had been at the brickyard from the very beginning and had participated in the strike with Mun quietly wiped their eyes. Chunhui was there too but she didn’t cry. She thought Mun had merely gone somewhere else, just as the one-eyed woman had gone somewhere else. Geumbok didn’t attend the funeral because a new movie was opening that day. Geumbok said only one thing: “He really was difficult.”
Mun’s body was cremated in a kiln and his ashes were scattered in the valley. Though he had helped Geumbok establish the brickyard and given his all to make quality bricks, his departure from this world was a lonely one.
Meanwhile, his prediction that buildings made with cement bricks would collapse in a year turned out to be incorrect. He never dreamed the world would become filled with buildings made of cement. If he could see from where he was all the cities filled with cement buildings, he would undoubtedly say: “This is the biggest and most evil fraud I’ve ever seen in my life.”
 
The big fish had already fallen in the mountains. The end was nearing, with the curse close to being realized. But nobody knew this. The signs of the end came first to the man from the south—Geumbok. Though Geumbok seemed not to be affected by the deaths of the twin and Mun, their effects on him were soon revealed.
That winter, Geumbok returned home late at night and found a man sitting just outside his room. He was drenched and trembling, water plants twining around his feet. It was Geumbok’s father, who had drowned in the reservoir long ago. His father’s lips were blue and his wet hair rained down shards of ice. He looked at Geumbok with mournful eyes before vanishing.
The next day, Geumbok sent the Trickster to their hometown to fill up the reservoir. It was expensive but he thought his father was still roaming this world because of the reservoir. But that proved to be only the beginning. A few days passed, and Geumbok walked out of the theater after the last screening. At the top of the stairs he saw a man in a snow-white suit. The man blocked Geumbok’s way and said, “Naoko, would you like to tour the theater?”
Geumbok thought he was going to have a heart attack from the shock but feigned calm as he shook his head. It was the man with the scar, the renowned con artist, notorious smuggler, superb butcher, rake, pimp of all the prostitutes on the wharf, and hot-tempered broker. He was soaked, water dripping to the ground, but his stomach wound was gone. He was trying to light a cigarette but his match was wet. Geumbok took his silver lighter from his pocket and handed it to him. The man with the scar lit his cigarette, sucked the smoke deep into his lungs, looking satisfied, and kept turning the silver lighter in his hand, as though he were reluctant to part with it.
“You can have it if you’d like,” Geumbok said. “I have plenty more.”
The man with the scar quickly slipped the lighter in his pocket and winked. “If you want to see a movie, come see me any time. I’ll always be right here.”
Geumbok fled. When he looked back, the man with the scar was pacing at the top of the stairs with his cigarette in his mouth, just the way he used to when he stood in front of his theater in the city by the sea. Somehow he looked deeply lonely and melancholy.
 
After that day, Geumbok was surrounded by the dead. When he woke up, Geokjeong was beside him, looking down at him with sad eyes, and if he turned around during a movie, the man with the scar would be playing with the silver lighter in a seat right behind him. Sometimes his mother stood in the yard, holding a limp baby. The past he had tried so hard to run away from was returning to him. But Geumbok didn’t flee this time. Instead he began to drink. He would shout at the dead, “Get lost, all of you! I’m not who you used to know!”
People had completely forgotten about the old crone’s curse once the shaman died several years back, but the voice that had flowed through the shaman’s body was still circling above Pyeongdae. One night, the fishmonger was going home after drinking when he heard the voice. It was just as creepy and clear as it had been on the day of the ritual. He left Pyeongdae the very next day. He told Geumbok that now that the twins were dead, he didn’t have a reason to stay in Pyeongdae anymore, and the transportation company had plenty of young drivers. Geumbok didn’t try to dissuade him. Nobody saw him off, and nobody was sad to see him go. Driving his old truck, he went over the hill and left Pyeongdae.
 
A few days later, Geumbok received some visitors in sunglasses and dark suits, agents of a secret government agency. Geumbok was blindfolded and taken in. It was a kidnapping of sorts; there was no way he could resist. He was investigated in a basement with covered windows. The secret agents already knew more about Geumbok than Geumbok himself. They knew the details of what happened in the harbor city, and brought up the man with the scar and Geokjeong. The books from all of his businesses were confiscated and he had to reveal everything, splayed like a dissected frog. They knew every last thing, but repeated the same questions over and over again until they were satisfied, and Geumbok had to repeat the same answers over and over again. It was humiliating. The mood was so vicious that even the circling spirits left. Geumbok wasn’t allowed sleep or food, but what was hardest for him was not being able to smoke.
As the days passed, Geumbok finally realized why he was being investigated. It was because of what he’d said about the general to his drinking buddies. At the time he had said the general didn’t look like someone who would do anything grand, and that there must be some kind of dirty trick going on. Someone had informed on Geumbok. The agents kept delving into what he’d meant by a dirty trick. Geumbok was exhausted when he finally got to return home. He had admitted to everything they had demanded and signed a statement that ran thousands of pages. He was released thanks to the politicians he knew who actively advocated for him, but the incident left a deep, unhealable wound on his pride.
Geumbok was always drunk after that. He looked for a drink as soon as he woke and fell asleep in a stupor. He kept the loneliness of the dead at bay by leaning on the power of liquor. And so he was forced to entrust the Trickster with all of his businesses.
 
The Trickster recognized an opportunity when he saw one. This was his chance to act on his resentment toward Geumbok and, at the same time, change his destiny. He took the money Geumbok gave him to fill their hometown reservoir and instead bought land in his own name. He cooked the books and bribed and embezzled. He used the situation that landed in his lap to the best of his abilities.
He also revealed his secret feelings toward Suryeon. Whenever Geumbok wasn’t around, he used his beautiful words to win Suryeon over. Suryeon, who wasn’t all that clever, fell for the Trickster’s dogged seduction. The moment the Trickster’s member entered the deep place within her, she was reminded of what it had been like to be with men.
Having embezzled a nice sum and with Geumbok’s woman in his arms, the Trickster became more audacious. He exposed Geumbok’s weaknesses and criticized him in front of employees and frequented inns arm in arm with Suryeon in the middle of the day. When employees walked into his office, Suryeon would often be naked on his lap or his face would be buried between her legs, her skirt raised. They were all uncomfortable with the Trickster’s wanton behavior, but they got paid to keep quiet. Ordinarily Geumbok would have noticed that something was gravely wrong but he was so steeped in alcohol that he didn’t see the plots brewing around him. This was the law of alcohol.
Geumbok grew weaker in body and mind. He startled at the smallest sounds. He couldn’t sleep and dark bags hung under his eyes. Drunk, he looked for Suryeon’s beautiful body, but she was never home. His life was punctured with holes; everything was leaking. His fate was rushing at breakneck speed to its end.



THE NIGHT BEFORE
The following spring, Suryeon and the Trickster vanished. Only after three days passed did Geumbok realize they had run off together. The Trickster had already done all he needed to do. Geumbok’s assets had been siphoned off, so his financial situation was a mess. Wages had gone unpaid, payments were delayed, and properties were held as collateral. Creditors he didn’t even know about demanded payment and all of his businesses were on the verge of bankruptcy. Geumbok cried every night, devastated by Suryeon leaving him; he had never shown tears after he’d become a man. He realized he had nobody. The dead paced around him even more frenetically; Mun and the twins popped up all the time, the twins waving and smiling on Jumbo’s back.
One day, the fishmonger appeared, bleeding from the head. Geumbok realized he was no longer among the living. Having fled in his old truck, he had never made it to the next village; as he went down a slope, his brakes had given way. Even in death he reeked of fish.
“You stink, even though you’re dead,” Geumbok said.
“I’ll say. I can’t do anything about it. Maybe it’s just part of who I am,” the fishmonger said, smiling. He put a hand to his wound and vanished into the darkness.
Geumbok tried to figure out where his life had gone wrong. Maybe it began with the moment he left his hometown in the fishmonger’s truck, the big full moon hanging in the sky. He longed for those times. Meanwhile, the cursed day approached.



A PILLAR OF FIRE
Why did Chunhui leave the brickyard and come all the way to Pyeongdae by herself that day? Did a special premonition of a looming tragedy draw her to the theater? Did she miss her mother, whom she hadn’t seen in a long time? It was the opening weekend of a new movie, and there was a crowd in front of the theater. Seizure notices had been pasted on the theater by the bailiff, but the crowds didn’t care if the ownership changed hands as long as a movie was playing. The movie had already started when Chunhui entered the theater. The ticket taker had stepped away for a moment, so she was able to walk straight in. Nobody was in the hallways, as everyone was inside, watching the film. Chunhui lingered out there, while the audience gasped, cheered, sighed, and screamed as the movie progressed. This was the law of plot, which catered to crass commercialism.
 
The seats were filled to capacity and people were even sitting in the aisles. It was jam-packed. It felt hot inside from all the bodies, as if the theater would explode if an ember dropped. Geumbok was seated, too; he practically lived in the theater those days to forget his pain. Watching movies was his sole pleasure. His face was flushed, as he had been drinking since the morning, and he felt relaxed and drowsy. To keep slumber at bay, he took out a cigarette and put it in his mouth. He couldn’t find his lighter. Someone held out a silver lighter right then. Geumbok turned around. It was the man with the scar. Even in the dim light, the scar on his face was vivid on his cheek.
Geumbok smiled faintly. “Of course. It’s you.”
“You’ve become a man, Naoko,” the man with the scar said. 
“Yes, I’ve become a man, like you.”
The man with the scar looked morose. “I didn’t kill Geokjeong. He killed himself.”
Geumbok nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. I did something terrible to you. So please go now and rest.”
 
Right then, Chunhui spotted an old, hunched woman walking toward her from the other end of the hallway. She was stopping at each emergency exit door to lock it. Chunhui watched her, thinking she seemed familiar. The woman locked the last door, which was right in front of Chunhui. Their eyes met. She had the ugliest face in the world—it was the old crone who used to sell food out of her house. She smiled creepily, revealing black rotten teeth. It was the kind of smile that made your skin crawl. Chunhui glanced at the locked emergency exits and looked back at the old crone, but she had vanished.
 
Before the movie started, people sitting around Geumbok smelled something like gasoline. The night before, the projectionist, who slept in the theater, had been walking with a canister of gasoline for the heater in the projection room and tripped, spilling some on the floor. But nobody thought twice about it. When the lights dimmed and the film began rolling, everyone forgot about the smell of gasoline.
Geumbok flicked on the lighter and looked back at the man with the scar. He was already gone. Before he could light his cigarette, Geumbok dropped the lighter by accident; he was drunk and his grip was weak. It fell on the seat in front of him, which ignited. A few people saw it and tried to smother it out, but the fire jumped to the next seat. Everyone was so engrossed that very few realized what was happening until someone shouted, “Fire!” As the flames grew and acrid smoke spread throughout the theater, it began to dawn on people that something was on fire. People ran screaming to the exits, but for some reason the doors were locked from the outside. The flames grew and grew as smoke filled the theater. Everything turned into pandemonium. The audience rushed around, looking for an exit, suffocating and screaming, pushing and falling, calling for their companions and for help. Some were on fire, rolling on the floor in an attempt to put it out, while others were running away from them; the most terrible scene in the world was playing out, as though all eight hells were jammed together in one space.
 
Geumbok was gazing at the screen drunkenly, sitting amid the roiling flames. Even as the flames licked the ceiling, the movie continued. Geumbok, who had been fleeing death his entire life, realized that the time had finally come for him. The faces of the dead flashed quickly past the screen. Instinctively, he recalled his daughter Chunhui’s face. Was she still making bricks at the brickyard? He felt deep regret that he had neglected her, that he had never once embraced her. It was too late now. Tears flowed down his face.
The screen caught fire. Geumbok watched the grand accomplishment he had achieved as a worthless girl from a mountain village vanish before his eyes. He felt warmer and warmer. The lonely sunset of his hometown filled the room. The village looked peaceful in the glow of the red setting sun. There wasn’t a wisp of wind on the hill and everything was oddly quiet. It was truly a beautiful sight.
The moment the screen burned and disappeared, so too did the brash passion and emotions, foolish confusion and ignorance, unbelievable luck and misunderstandings, horrible murder and years of wandering, lowly desire and hate, odd transformation and contradictions, and the breathless rollercoaster of glory and shame. They vanished instantly, like a soap bubble being popped, along with his, or maybe her, enormous life that had been filled with inexplicable complexity and irony.



PART THREE 
THE BRICKYARD



THE ARSONIST
She can’t breathe. Her eyes sting. Flames are surging. Toxic smoke fills her nose. She hears horrible screams. Black smoke covers her field of sight. Pillars collapse. Sparks fly. She can’t see. A pillar of fire scorches the sky. The ceiling collapses. Flames overcome her. She opens her eyes. She’s cold. The shadows of iron bars are drawn along the wall, like a net. Someone is crying quietly in the darkness. A guard’s footsteps ring from far away. Someone is threatening the crying person. She curls up. The crying dies down. She closes her eyes. The footsteps go away. A tomb-like quiet comes. A moment later, Chunhui falls back asleep.
 
What was left behind after the fire raged was truly gruesome. Eight hundred people died in the theater. The market next door caught fire, and the losses were astronomical. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say half of Pyeongdae burned down. It was the worst catastrophe since the war.
A few days after the fire, a government investigation team arrived. So much of the city had burned down. Once booming, Pyeongdae was now a city of death. The smoldering ruins of the buildings and the blackened shell of the theater were proof of how terrible the fire was that day. Thick smoke covered the town, the smell of decomposing bodies hanging heavily in the streets. Wails came from every house and there were burned corpses everywhere, drawing masses of flies. The investigators had to cover their eyes and plug their ears at this terrible scene.
 
When Chunhui returned to Nambaran, the brickyard was empty. The workers, who hadn’t been paid for months, had left when they heard about the fire. She was alone in the brickyard. The nights in the valley were quiet. Though she had spent her life in her own world, Chunhui had been used to being among others, and now she was having a hard time being truly isolated for the first time in her life. And she was hungry. There wasn’t even a single grain of rice left in the rice jar. As always, she didn’t fully understand what had happened around her. She thought of the people who had vanished, one by one. Geumbok and Mun, Jumbo and the twins, the fishmonger and the one-eyed woman, the brickmakers . . .
Chunhui eventually realized she was all alone. She heard the whistle as the train rattled past from far away. That had brought her to Pyeongdae initially. She remembered there were other worlds beyond Pyeongdae, where the stable and the bar were. Maybe the twins were there, running their bar. Maybe the train would take her somewhere, again.
 
The police focused on Chunhui as a suspect for the fire. She was the sole survivor, and there had been several witnesses who observed her coming out through the flames that day. She had a motive, too. The investigators’ theory was that she had committed arson to get back at her parents, who had neglected her in a remote brickyard. The police were dispatched to the brickyard, but she wasn’t there. Nobody was there; only partially made bricks were scattered about.
Chunhui was at the train station at that hour. But she didn’t have a single coin in her pocket, and even if she’d had any money she wouldn’t have known how to buy a train ticket. The train pulled in as she hesitated. Passengers went toward the turnstiles, and Chunhui followed them. A station employee stopped her. Chunhui stood in place, looking confused, as the train let out a whistle to signal its departure. She shoved the station employee aside and ran toward the train, but by the time she made it through the turnstiles the train was already far away. She ran after it, but tripped on a rock and fell. The train was, by now, disappearing around the bend. She stood up to find a dozen police officers surrounding her, guns drawn.
The police were surprised that Chunhui was the daughter of Geumbok, the theater owner, as she was fat and unattractive, so unlike her mother. They were at a loss as to what to do, as the arsonist couldn’t speak and didn’t seem to understand what was going on. The very fact that the suspect couldn’t talk made the investigation challenging. No matter how much they grilled and threatened her, she just stared into the air without a response.
For some time they explored the option of teaching Chunhui how to speak. Back then, though, whatever took a long time was considered a waste of time regardless of what it was, so they gave up on that attempt. But they couldn’t just let a criminal go because she couldn’t speak. They kept her in jail and persistently continued to question her; someone had to pay for the crime. They soon discovered that Chunhui had set fire to the café a few years earlier. They were convinced Chunhui was the arsonist, and she was indicted.
When the questioning was over, the police put together a statement that was hundreds of pages long and demanded she sign. She didn’t know how to hold a pencil, so the police had to work to get her to grip a pencil. They pointed at the signature line, telling her to write whatever she wanted. While they waited impatiently, Chunhui looked from the pencil to the paper and began to draw something. As the police looked on she carefully drew something with a lot of detail, concentrating very hard. She pushed the paper toward the police. What she had drawn was this:
 

 
The police officer who took the piece of paper studied it for a while and cocked his head. “Strange. How could such a cold-blooded murderer draw something so pretty?”
The officer next to him looked at the drawing, too. “Didn’t you know? Murderers are gentler than anyone else.” 
“But what’s this flower?”
“I don’t know. Maybe a sunflower?” 
“Isn’t it too small to be a sunflower?” 
“I guess so.”
It wasn’t a sunflower. That day, Chunhui had carefully drawn the daisy fleabane that blanketed the area around the brickyard. We don’t know why she drew that on the signature line, but perhaps she had drawn it because daisy fleabane was, to her, the friendliest thing she knew ever since she saw it from the train on her journey to Pyeongdae as a child. The police were satisfied with the mark, even though it didn’t look like a signature, and ended the long interrogation process.
The police loaded Chunhui on a train and moved her to a large city. She was to be put on trial at the courthouse there. She looked out the window, remembering how she came to Pyeongdae with her mother on the train. The scenery—the vast sky, the reddish-brown furrows in the fields, the daisy fleabane blooming by the tracks—remained the same. She remembered everything from their journey to Pyeongdae clearly. That was how Chunhui left Pyeongdae—cuffed—for the first time since she’d arrived holding Geumbok’s hand.
 
Did Chunhui understand the tragedy surrounding her? Was her body merely the root of all pain, a uniform of divine punishment she could never take off? What was her soul like, trapped inside her large body? To what extent did she understand discrimination and indifference, or the hostility and disgust that came her way? If any of you, dear readers, are curious about these aspects of her life, it means you have the talent to become a storyteller, because stories are an exploration into a life filled with injustice. It’s not simple to answer any of these questions. Only those with illegitimate intentions attempt to explain the world in simple terms, aiming to define everything in a line or two, such as:
All persons are equal in the eyes of the law.
 
Chunhui wasn’t treated equally. The judge, one of the first female judges in the nation, came to an instant conclusion the moment she saw Chunhui. “No woman looks like that. This is not a human, this is a monster.” She felt shame as a fellow human, scorn as a fellow woman. She had a strong, unreasonable animosity toward Chunhui. Without even knowing what Chunhui was indicted for, she sprang up and left the courtroom, announcing she couldn’t try a monster.
The judge was born to a very rich man and had studied in Japan, which made her the target of many women’s envy, but she was unhappy due to her husband’s straying eye. Her rage and desire for revenge were sometimes directed at the defendants in her courtroom. Though she was smart, she had as much allure as a stone by the river, and she concealed a terrible secret under her solemn judge’s robes: horrible self-inflicted scars from cutting herself at night, which stemmed from the jealousy she felt toward her husband’s younger women. She judged her husband and his women for their crimes. As a result the rulings in her courtroom were harsh, even more so when the defendants were young women. She sentenced one woman who stole a scarf from a department store to life and another who committed adultery to death. And how were these unreasonable verdicts possible, you ask? Just as Chunhui was held for a dozen years without being tried, at the time it wasn’t all that rare to see those kinds of verdicts. The courtrooms were merely a stage upon which defendants’ fates were toyed with. They had nothing to do with justice.



PRISON
That place was a different world. Red walls, sharp barbed wire, a storage place for recessive genes, where you honed your muscles and learned how to use a blade, a crime school, where a scared boy grew into a savage animal and a young man into a gentle lamb of an old man, where murder was committed over a single cigarette, where you crapped in a paint can and learned about sodomy, where time stopped. Prison. Chunhui got off the transport vehicle with the other prisoners and found the following words written on the front of the building:
 
You are not being punished
You are being guided toward good
 
At first, Chunhui thought she was in another brickyard, because she saw red bricks surrounding her. She had no concept of prison, of course. She thought it was strange that she didn’t see any kilns. There was another curious thing: this brickyard was filled with women. Only after she was locked into a cell with eight female prisoners did she realize it was not a brickyard. The inmates were instantly cowed by Chunhui’s size and gruff demeanor. They avoided her and scuttled to the side to make room for her. But one woman, who used to be a madam, wasn’t intimidated. She had gotten her start as a prostitute and later worked her way up to becoming the madam of a brothel. She ended up fighting with a drunk customer and pushed him too hard, causing him to strike his head on the wall. He died, which was why she was incarcerated. As soon as she saw Chunhui, she yelled, “Bitch, know your place. You’re new here! Why are you just standing there?” in a tone that showed how she had survived as a madam.
Chunhui, of course, didn’t answer.
The madam felt a little intimidated despite herself. In her experience quiet people were scarier than the talkative. But she couldn’t back down now. “Do you have a dick in your ear? Do you not hear me?” She slapped Chunhui across the face as hard as she could.
But as Chunhi was twice her size, that of course didn’t do anything. Chunhui, not understanding why she was slapped, just stared at the madam, puzzled. To the others it looked as if she were glaring intimidatingly. The madam couldn’t help it; she began to shake. Any other woman who got slapped like that would have covered her face and burst into tears, but the way Chunhui glared at her, unflinching, told the madam that she wasn’t just any ordinary thug. So the madam backed down. “Fine. We’ll leave it at that since it’s your first day. But you’re dead if you act out.” She turned to the others. “She’s the number two, got it?”
The others quickly moved aside to make room for Chunhui next to the madam. Chunhui stood there for a while before realizing that was her designated spot; she walked up to the madam and sat down next to her. That was how Chunhui became the second-in-command of the cell. 
Her cell housed all kinds of criminals, from the nurse who sliced her straying lover’s carotid artery with a scalpel, to the young unmarried girl who gave birth in a bathroom and left the baby in the toilet bowl, to the housewife who poisoned her two daughters and her husband with a cyanide-laced meal, to the adulterer who spent twenty years going between two households and having eight children with her lover, to the woman who selected lonely widowers to swindle. The small cell was never quiet. The young unmarried girl wept under her blankets every night, keeping everyone awake, which made the nurse threaten to kill her if she didn’t stop. “I know dozens of ways to kill someone. I have all the medical knowledge I need.”
That terrified the girl, who didn’t know when the nurse might kill her. The nurse said that from a medical point of view, a human was as fragile as a big water balloon filled with blood. She stroked the girl’s soft neck and whispered, “Which means I can pop a balloon with a long fingernail. Do you know what I’m saying, crybaby?”
The madam was the one who always defended the girl. She was recruiting prostitutes she could hire after release, and she had her eye on the girl. The madam told stories about how the job was great and how you could earn a lot of money and enjoy life, which interested the prisoners who had reached a dead end in their lives.
“As a girl, you’re already a prostitute. You survive by opening your legs for a man. All that’s different as a working girl is that you open your legs for a lot of men. But you can enjoy a liberated lifestyle because you don’t have to be tangled up with one man.” The madam insisted that changing the way you thought about things allowed you to gain freedom. But she herself always smelled terrible, her privates moldering from the diseases contracted when she lay with countless men. In her secret notebook, she kept a list of girls who promised to work for her later; nearly half the prison population. Had she been able to open a brothel after her release, she would have seen great success, but life didn’t work out that way. That fall, without ever being able to use her secret notebook, she was hanged. To the executioner who asked if she had any final words, she mumbled, “Assholes. Now there are no holes for you to pound.”
 
Meanwhile, Cyanide swept and cleaned the cell constantly, saying philosophically, “Life is sweeping away the dust that keeps piling up,” confounding the prisoners, who were mostly simple. She never mentioned why she poisoned her family. A few days before she was executed, she murmured as if to herself, “What happened to them wasn’t that bad.”
The swindler of lonely widowers and the adulterer argued over whose crime was worse, which always devolved into a hair-pulling fight, with the former insisting that even though they both used men for their own gain, at least she didn’t give birth to illegitimate children, and the latter retorting that she had children with a man she loved and that money wasn’t the goal, as it was for the swindler. The madam broke up the fight, concluding that both were bad. Eventually the inmates discovered that Chunhui couldn’t speak and that she wasn’t that bright, which pushed Chunhui to the bottom of the pecking order. This was the law of prison cells.
 
One day, the nurse said, pointing at Chunhui, “If anyone should be hanged first, it’s that mute bitch. She’s a terrible murderer.” She told everyone Chunhui had killed nearly a thousand people. A distant relative of hers had been one of those who perished in the theater fire. Around the time she heard that story, Chunhui had accidentally sat on the nurse’s rice ball, squashing it. Chunhui tried to pry the rice off the floor, looking apologetic. The nurse wagged a finger. “Too late. You’re dead now.”
From that point on, the nurse’s hostility moved from the young unmarried girl to Chunhui. She declared in front of the others that she would kill Chunhui with her own hands one day, using the most awful of all methods. She never disclosed what that method would be. She always warned the inmates not to be surprised if they woke up one morning to find Chunhui sprawled dead.
Though she was at the bottom of the pecking order, Chunhui didn’t mind prison life. Once she got accustomed to a regulated life of waking at a certain time and eating at a certain time and working without a single day of rest, she became a model prisoner. Initially she drew interest because of her size but eventually people stopped paying attention; she couldn’t tell stories and, other than being unusually large, she was not all that interesting. When she drew people’s attention again, it was because of her shocking strength.
Chunhui was sent with other inmates by truck to work outside the prison. A prisoner awaiting trial was usually excluded from mandatory labor, but following the warden’s order to not feed anyone who didn’t work, everyone was deployed in the effort to expand the road. It was difficult work for many women, but the warden believed that men and women were physical equals. They were dropped off at the work site, assigned shovels and picks, and told to work. Women, who had never even picked up a shovel before, sweated under the hot midday sun. Male wardens stood around with guns, watching the inmates. They enjoyed the women’s figures, which revealed themselves as they grew sweatier, swapping jokes with one another.
Progress on the work was halted by a large rock jutting out in the middle of the road. They started to dig around it, but the rock turned out to be an enormous boulder. A dozen inmates pushed against it but it didn’t budge, as though it were rooted to the ground. They didn’t know what to do. They couldn’t build the road around it, and they didn’t have anything that would help them blow it up.
Chunhui, who had been watching from the side, approached and wedged her shoulder under the boulder. Everyone stared at her quizzically. When Chunhui strained, the boulder tilted and began to move. The inmates cheered. Chunhui braced against the ground and pushed, and the boulder rolled to the side. Everyone’s mouth hung open at Chunhui’s strength. But that wasn’t all.
As the inmates surrounded her, clapping and praising her, the truck, which had been parked on top of the hill, started to roll down. The truck picked up speed, barreling down to where the inmates were standing. Everyone scattered, screaming. But for some reason, Chunhui braced herself and stood in place the way her father had done when faced with tumbling logs. Everyone screamed, imagining the worst, and averted their eyes. But something unbelievable happened. The truck crashed into Chunhui and halted instantly, with a loud boom. Chunhui didn’t have a single scratch on her. The inmates cheered at her superhuman strength. Chunhui became the prison’s heroine. Nobody knew that her life would become hellish because of her strength.
 
The prison warden was a very complicated man. A pioneer of penology and an authority on correctional medicine, the originator of various corrections programs. He was a respected physical anthropologist, a dangerous pervert, a devout Christian elder, and more than anything else, a devotee of eugenics. Among his firm beliefs was the belief that a special gene caused criminality in criminals, and that people committed crimes not because they were in a situation that pushed them to do so but because they had been born that way. The warden referred to those people as “garbage.” For him, arresting criminals was akin to “cleaning up” or “sorting garbage” and the prison where they were held was a “garbage dump.” Having served for a long time in the military under the general, he believed that God and the general had bestowed upon him a special calling to be in charge of the garbage discarded by society.
He always sat in a secret spot below the gallows, shrouded by a curtain, observing the process of “incineration,” or, in other words, the executions. Those moments seemed to be an intense source of pleasure for him. When the rope was looped around a prisoner’s neck, he was already worked up and excited, his penis hardening as if it would burst through his pants. When the prisoner got up on the gallows, he pulled his pants down to touch himself, and when the floor opened up and the prisoner kicked and writhed, he hurtled toward climax. He didn’t allow the executioner to hood the prisoner, so he could clearly see the twisted, contorted face of the dying. Nobody other than the executioner knew that the warden watched executions or that he enjoyed it as a source of perverted, dark pleasure.
 
Meanwhile, the warden put into practice his God-given calling to enhance humanity’s genetic aptitudes by carrying out work beyond his purview. This included conducting sterilizations on inmates. He forced vasectomies on male prisoners and had female prisoners’ fallopian tubes tied; now they could no longer spread the seed of crime throughout the world. He called that “reclamation.” Of course this was illegal, as it trampled on the inmates’ rights, but the practice was an open secret within the prison. The surgeries were performed on new prisoners on the last Sunday of every month, after the end of services. It was no different for those awaiting trial and not yet convicted. But the warden never felt any guilt. He believed the sprouts of crime should be eliminated at a young age. This was the law of beliefs.
A month after Chunhui arrived at the prison, she was faced with sterilization. After services, only the new inmates remained in the prison yard and were then moved to a warehouse. Those who had already heard about the sterilizations struggled, creating a ruckus, but they were subdued with beatings. Chunhui followed the guard into the warehouse, not understanding what was happening. The warehouse was dirty, causing inmates to suffer from infections and even die. Along with the other female prisoners, Chunhui took off her clothes and waited for her turn in a hallway. The operations were conducted without anesthesia. They could hear wretched screams from inside, which made their hearts seize with fear.
When it was Chunhui’s turn, she walked in and the guards let out a cry of amazement. They laid her on the operating table. She still didn’t understand what was going on but she was instinctively afraid and reluctant. A guard picked up a bloody scalpel and was about to slice into Chunhui’s abdomen when the warden walked in. He spotted Chunhui lying on the operating table. He had the guard stop and ordered Chunhui to get up. He studied Chunhui’s size and bone structure with curiosity.
“Amazing. This girl doesn’t show any evidence of hundreds of years of evolution. Look at this jaw. These large jaws vanished three hundred years ago. And the shape of this skull! You only see that in mummies.” He smacked his lips excitedly. “I’d love to preserve her in alcohol. This is an uncommon specimen. She’s like a really expensive antique.” He looked her up and down. “We’ll need a huge glass jar. The biggest jar possible.”
Chunhui was able to avoid sterilization thanks to the warden’s discerning eye and knowledge of physical anthropology. The warden decided they couldn’t mess with an antique. But nobody knows what that did for Chunhui, as she ended up leaving this world without having ever passed on her genes.
Before he left the warehouse, the warden looked Chunhui up and down once more and said, “She looks just like a Berkshire.” That was a region in Britain as well as a pig breed that originated from that area. From then on, Chunhui was known as Berkshire. A few years later, when the warden’s violations were exposed by the work of a human rights organization, the general received a report. But he laughed and defended the warden, saying, “That guy is always so conscientious. That’s his problem. There’s nothing wrong with that. Whatever the result, it’s good to be conscientious.”
The warden continued to “incinerate” and “bury” garbage until he retired and went on to receive a pension until his death at eighty-two.



BERKSHIRE
A wall separated the women’s prison block from the men’s. While the guards stationed in the women’s block could ogle them whenever they wanted to and select any prisoner that struck their fancy to have some fun, the men’s area was tense and brutal. That was where the guards came up with their own special activity: hand-to-hand combat tournaments they hosted every Saturday night.
After dinner, the guards gathered at an arena they created in the warehouse adjacent to the yard. The stronger and rougher inmates were selected for the competition. Each of them had an owner, the guard who selected and trained them. An athlete was treated with special consideration; they were exempted from all labor requirements and provided special, better meals. Some owners even gave them invigorating herbal medicine or an aphrodisiac given to pigs for mating, all in order to boost their stamina and fighting spirit.
They took such good care of the athletes because of the huge pot of money that was on the line. The guards on both the men’s and the women’s sides participated, so the stakes were high. With one good athlete, a guard could win a sum equal to several years’ worth of his salary in a single week. So the guards would fight over any new promising inmate.
The only rule of the tournament was that there were no rules. The competition time was unlimited. As long as you didn’t use a weapon, it didn’t matter whether you bit your opponent on the neck or dug out his eye, broke his arm to cripple him or choked him to death. In fact, the more violent and cruel the fight was, the wilder and more enthusiastic the crowd became. And in each fight blood splattered, bones splintered, and flesh tore. Several died or became maimed. Still, many inmates wanted to compete. Winners reaped rewards other inmates didn’t dare dream about—better food, the ability to nap for as long as they wanted in their cells, cigarettes—and the most coveted reward: a young, pretty female inmate.
Before the match, the guard brought his athlete to the wall that separated the men’s and women’s blocks to show him the women walking around the yard. The inmates, who hadn’t been able to touch even the shadow of a woman for years, would get excited, reveling in the female scents wafting with the breeze. The guard urged the athlete to choose a woman, and the inmates would put their lives on the line just so they could wrap their arms around a young woman. This little peep stoked their competitive spirits. That was how it went.
It was illegal and extremely inhumane, but nobody intervened to stop the thrill of the illicit on Saturday nights. The warden himself knew about the game, but looked the other way to boost the guards’ morale. So, as long as nothing special happened, the competition of death and madness continued every Saturday.
 
The day Chunhui pushed the boulder aside and stopped the truck in its tracks, a guard nicknamed Ladybug was present. He was called that because he had large moles on his face and a small physique. His unsightly appearance and unpleasant demeanor had dogged his youth and he had been filled with hate and confusion in puberty; afterward, he became a cold, arid man, much like dry ice. He had a passive personality and didn’t get noticed much, like a ladybug. Because of that he didn’t draw attention among the guards, which masked his strong desire for power and his cruel way of converting someone else’s pain into his own pleasure.
Though he looked polite and nerdy, he brutally beat a female inmate who was making a ruckus in the dining hall one day, revealing his hidden cruelty. All but two of the inmate’s teeth broke, her nose collapsed, her jaw was shattered, and she suffered from terrible pain from damaged nerves until she hanged herself on the window grates four days later. Like most prison beatings, the incident was buried without investigation or censure. Ladybug often told another guard, his friend, “I like that people are afraid of me. It makes me feel important.”
So that day, when he witnessed Chunhui’s superhuman strength, he had an idea. He would enter Chunhui in the hand-to-hand combat. The guards in the men’s area envied the perks their colleagues in the women’s area enjoyed, but also treated them with contempt. They considered the guards in the women’s area to be dandies, who wiped the whores’ bottoms. Ladybug wanted revenge for that. At lunch, he announced that he would enter a female prisoner in the competition, and the other guards stared at him before bursting into laughter. They teased him, saying he must have been sniffing around the women for so long that he’d gone insane. But Ladybug was unmoved. “Make as much fun of me as you want. Just go ahead and put money on whether or not I’m insane.”
 
The news that Chunhui was being entered into the fight spread instantly through the prison. Chunhui’s cellmate, the former madam, balled her fists when she heard. “Good. Go bite off their dicks. This is your chance to give them hell.”
The nurse had a different reaction. “It’ll be better if you’re beaten to death during the fight. I’ll kill you even if you survive. And it’ll be more excruciating than dying in the arena.”
Chunhui woke up Saturday morning, not comprehending that she would be entering a dangerous competition. Ladybug took Chunhui to the bathroom and said, “I’ve bet all the money I earned wiping you bitches’ behinds. If you lose, I’m going to lose everything I have. Then I’ll have to kill you. Neither of us wants that, so do whatever it takes to win. Get it?”
Of course, there was no way Chunhui could have possibly understood Ladybug. Nervous about Chunhui’s comprehension, Ladybug decided to teach her a move. “Listen up, Berkshire. You’re dumb and slow but what you have going for you is your strength. You’ll win if you can get hold of the other guy. So when you get a chance, just end him.”
He taught her a brutal move he’d mastered as a small man dealing with larger men all his life. “Watch carefully. First, grab the guy by the head, twist it to the side, and punch him in the temple. No matter how strong he is, he’ll lose consciousness for a second. Before he can pull himself together, you hold him by the head and bite and tear at his face with your teeth. People cherish their faces. Once he realizes he doesn’t have a nose anymore, his fighting spirit will vanish. Get it, Berkshire?”
Ladybug demonstrated the move to make his point. Chunhui nodded and grinned. Satisfied, Ladybug patted Chunhui on the shoulder. “Good. You’ll make me a load of money. Do that, and I’ll let you have as much fun as you want with the guys until your bottom practically rubs off.”
 
The match was a huge success. Hearing that it would be a battle of the sexes for the first time in the history of the fight, the guards headed to the warehouse early. Several hundred guards placed bets; the pot was an enormous sum. Other than the few guards who’d witnessed Chunhui stopping the truck, everyone bet on the male prisoner. If they got lucky and Chunhui won, Ladybug would make a ton of money. Most of the guards believed the battle of the sexes would be over quickly, but still the mood in the warehouse was elated. Partly because Chunhui’s opponent was the Plasterer, a terrifying murderer.
He had been a serial killer who terrorized the world. He was called the Plasterer because he would put the bodies of his victims in closets and plaster them over with concrete. The police found twenty-five bodies in the walls of his house when they arrested him, including women and children. The bloodthirsty brute was huge, with bear-like strength; even when he had to be moved only a short distance a gag was fitted in his mouth and thick chains secured his arms and restraining devices bound his body. He arrived at the arena flanked by armed security, and the audience whooped. He had demonstrated his brutality in several competitions and had never disappointed the crowd. Because of that, nobody wanted to fight him; he hadn’t been able to participate in the games for a few months. But Ladybug boldly selected the Plasterer for Chunhui. The audience expected an easy, one-sided victory and they were carried away with feverish sadism, anticipating the cruel violation of a female prisoner. All kinds of brutal and erotic scenes whirled through their minds.
Chunhui arrived with Ladybug; she was the first-ever female prisoner to step foot in the arena. The audience was let down when they saw how different she looked from what they had been expecting, but they were cheered by her unusual size. They expected to see something memorable. The two athletes sat on opposite sides of the arena, looking at each other. Only then did the Plasterer realize he would be fighting a woman. “Are you telling me to fight that bitch?” he grumbled to his guard. “Or are you saying I should fuck her?”
The crowd burst out laughing. Only Chunhui and Ladybug didn’t laugh. Ladybug whispered in Chunhui’s ear, “Look at that guy’s nose, Berkshire. That’s what you’re going to bite off.”
When the fight began, the Plasterer rushed at Chunhui as though he were a bear advancing on salmon. “I’ll kill her first. I can always fuck her later.”
Chunhui stood in place, confused by the crowd of men all around her. The Plasterer roared and tackled her, and she fell back. He climbed on top of her to punch her in the face with terrifying force; it was clear that punch could kill someone instantly. Chunhui managed to evade his fist, and the Plasterer’s hand bashed into the concrete floor, cracking it and leaving a crater. Chunhui didn’t understand why he was attacking her. She was afraid of his murderous gaze. Annoyed, the Plasterer swung his fist again. Chunhui automatically grabbed his arm. He tried to tug his arm out of her grasp but couldn’t. Chunhui stood up, still holding his arm. The crowd murmured. The problem was that even though she was subduing the Plasterer, she didn’t know what came next. She’d never been in a fight. The Plasterer turned red and tried to yank his arm out of her grasp. Chunhui became more and more scared. She gripped with all her might so he couldn’t move. She didn’t know what else to do. Ladybug shouted at her to tear him apart and the audience yelled in encouragement. But, terrified as she was, Chunhui couldn’t hear anything. Still hanging onto the Plasterer’s arm, she cried in her head, Please stop! I’m so scared!
Right then, the Plasterer’s arm cracked like a tree branch and broke. The broken bone tore through flesh and spurted blood as the Plasterer screamed. The audience roared, and Chunhui, even more terrified, dropped her opponent’s arm, turned around, and ran out of the warehouse. A few guards were by the entrance but she shoved them aside to flee. Ladybug called loudly after her but she didn’t stop.
 
She ran through the darkness. She was panting. The sound of the men yelling followed her. She was filled with fear and confusion. She was afraid of the noise. She recalled the Plasterer’s awful face. She ran even harder. This place wasn’t a brickyard. She didn’t know why she was here. She wanted to keep running. She tripped on a rock and fell down. When she got up, she saw a tall wall blocking her way. Made of red brick, the wall extended all around without an end in sight. She finally realized—she was trapped. She walked slowly toward the wall. She touched the red brick with her hand.
As soon as she touched the brick, her acute senses told her they weren’t any old bricks, but the very bricks she had made with Mun at the brickyard. Though the bricks had been exposed to the elements for a long time, it was still clear they had been made in Nambaran. She remembered Geumbok, Jumbo, the twins. All of that had disappeared and would never return to her. She choked up, feeling lost and sad. Tears coursed down her face. It was the first time she cried since entering prison.
Chunhui looked down and noticed daisy fleabane below the wall—the flowers that had bloomed not only near the brickyard but that had also greeted her along the train tracks when she first arrived at Pyeongdae, holding her mother’s hand. She reached out to touch it, feeling glad. Suddenly, everything turned bright, as if it were the middle of the day. It was the searchlight from the top of the watchtower, shining down on her.



IRON MASK
Chunhui lost. Though she had broken the Plasterer’s arm, he was deemed the winner since she fled. Ladybug lost all of his money. That night, Chunhui was dragged into the guards’ office. Ladybug was on the verge of tears.
“Berkshire, the worst thing in the world is taking away someone’s dream. That’s worse than taking someone’s life. You ruined everything I was hoping for. Obviously you were planning to ruin my life from the very beginning. You’re dead now.” He sprang up and began kicking her. “Fucking pig! I’ve seen a lot of bitches here but you’re the worst. How dare you? Die, bitch, die!”
Chunhui curled against the merciless stomping. Ladybug took out his club and began to beat her, on her head, her behind, everywhere. The other guards, who had been playing poker, snickered and watched with amusement. The brutal beating continued for over an hour. Her fingers broke and her skull was smashed. A gradual rage began to bloom in Chunhui’s heart. Her nose splintered, her teeth shattered. Blood trickled from her head into her mouth. At the first salty taste of blood, her rage exploded. She grabbed the club. She recalled something when she saw Ladybug’s red face. She punched him in the temple. He swayed and fell back. She grabbed him by the head, and, like a beast, began to tear at his face with her teeth. His nose was torn off; blood gushed. This was the fatal technique Ladybug had taught her before the fight. Ladybug was screaming, and the others rushed to pull her off. But it was no easy task to suppress Chunhui, the strongest person in the prison. The guards beat her with their clubs but that didn’t stop her. Ladybug’s face was splattered with blood and an ear was torn off. He fainted as his cheek ripped off his face. Chunhui’s face was drenched in blood, too. She shook off the guards and roared. It was a night of barbaric revenge.
 
Chunhui was beaten within an inch of her life. She was bound and thrown into a pitch-dark cell. She was scared. She couldn’t move even a finger. She could hear the skittering of insects along the floor. She could see the theater as it caught fire, the flames soaring and people screaming. Smoke covering everything and the world turning black. Then she was brought to the rainy night long ago when strange men raped her mother; when lightning flashed, Geumbok’s pale thighs were revealed. This time, she saw the way the Plasterer’s arm had broken, piercing flesh. She was wet now; Chunhui thought blood was seeping out of her pores. But it was sweat. She couldn’t breathe; she wanted to scream but all she could muster was a rattle in her throat. With a clang, light poured in. Chunhui squinted. A lump of rice was tossed onto the floor. The door closed again. Everything sank back into darkness.
 
Ladybug didn’t die. He was taken to the hospital, and after ten hours of surgery his life was saved. But his face was destroyed. Flesh dangled raggedly from his face and bone showed through the parts bitten off, through grotesque gaps. His nose and one ear were gone, and a chunk of his cheek was missing; you could see his back molars through his face. The doctors spent all night patching his face together with wire, as though it were a broken bowl.
After a month, the bandages came off. He looked at his face in the mirror. What he saw was a horrific monster. His molars were still visible through his cheek, his nostrils were situated just below his eyes, in the middle of his face. The wounds had healed, but the stitches were still ragged; he was so grotesque he didn’t look human anymore. He punched the mirror, wailing. He spent a few days refusing to eat or drink, blankets pulled over his head. Rage burned in his heart. He felt more alone than ever.
Eventually the doctors made him an aluminum mask to cover his horrifying face. When he saw himself in the mask, he felt strangely peaceful. Shame and fear, which he had been holding since childhood, had been covered over by the mask. The numerous moles were smoothed over by the cold, hard mask and rendered invisible. He nodded at his reflection in the mirror, pleased. “This isn’t bad, either.”
A face formed in his mind. Berkshire.
 
When Ladybug left the hospital and returned to work, all of Chunhui’s cellmates had the same thought: Now the mute bitch is dead. That day, Chunhui was dreaming. She was near the brickyard, in a grassy thicket with dense shrubbery. Brilliant moonlight bathed everything in sight. She walked slowly through the grass, nude. The warm summer night skimmed her bare skin. She closed her eyes, drunk with the fresh scent of summer. Suddenly the moon grew brighter, as though it were the middle of the day. Everything became bleached white; her eyes hurt. She closed her eyes tighter but light stabbed through her eyelids. She covered her eyes and screamed. The pain gradually ebbed as she rolled on the floor, holding her eyes. She removed her hands. The light was still sharp but not as painful as earlier. When she managed to open her eyes, she saw a man standing in the middle of a beam of bright white light. Was she dreaming still? She squinted up at him. He was wearing a silver mask. His expressions were a mystery, and only his eyes glistened through the holes around the eyes. He drew close to Chunhui. “Still alive, Berkshire?” The voice sounded like it was echoing out from a dark cave.
That was when Chunhui realized who it was. Ladybug embraced her tightly.
“I was so worried you were dead,” he said, his voice shaking with emotion. “But you didn’t let me down, Berkshire. I’m so glad. You couldn’t possibly die that easily.”
He took off his mask, revealing his damaged face. He looked like a monster. “Look carefully, Berkshire. This is what you did. This isn’t a human’s face.”
Shaken, Chunhui turned away.
Ladybug put his mask back on. “Don’t worry, Berkshire. I’m not going to kill you. I’ll make sure nobody else kills you, either. You’ll be begging to die.”
 
The life of Ladybug, now known as Iron Mask, had been filled with confusion and disorder, but now it was focused on one clear goal—revenge. For someone who lost everything, revenge becomes the sole purpose in life. Chunhui was now the only person who had any meaning for him.
Iron Mask began to retaliate, to commit terrible acts on Chunhui that one human being should never inflict on another. Chunhui was stripped naked and moved to an even smaller, pitch-black cell. In that tight space, she slept where she ate and shat. The guards occasionally opened the cell to poke her with a stick, checking if she was still alive. They put towels to their noses to block the terrible stench. She was treated like an animal. 
Soon, maggots began to swarm in the small, dark cell. They covered everything, from the ceiling to the walls. She woke up to maggots covering her face, crawling across her lips and eyelids.
That was just the beginning. Iron Mask started to torture her in earnest. Dear reader, it was such a harsh, horrific experience for Chunhui that I can’t bring myself to put it down on paper. All I can say is that when Chunhui screamed in pain, Iron Mask would whisper in her ear, “Berkshire, you don’t know what true pain is yet. The real thing hasn’t even started. Don’t disappoint me now, all right?”
Elated, he would sometimes reveal his plans. “Would you like me to tell you what I’m going to do to you? I’m going to eventually skin your entire body. But I won’t ever kill you. You’ll open your eyes one day and you’ll look down to see that you don’t have any skin left. What do you think about that? Don’t you think that’d be fun?”
Like an anatomist, he coolly and calmly found the most sensitive parts of her and used that knowledge to his own satisfaction, and the cell reverberated with Chunhui’s never-ending shrieks. The nurse, Chunhui’s one-time cellmate, would hear the screams echoing from far away and grumble, “That asshole is going to end up killing her before I get my chance.”
But Chunhui didn’t die. Iron Mask would give her stimulants so she wouldn’t pass out, and he also had prepared first-aid medicine in case of any unexpected problems. He administered nutritional shots to boost her health. She was cared for with the strictest standards, as though she were a rare animal in a clinic, but she also suffered all the pain such an animal could possibly feel.
 
The torture continued every day. Iron Mask always found a new nerve to press on, so she wouldn’t become inured to pain. Chunhui felt herself becoming erased. Only her acute senses remained alive, feeling their way through the darkness. Time stopped. The darkness in the cell spread wider and wider, toward outer space. Eventually the entire world was filled with darkness. In the darkness new lights and images began to appear. Chunhui had never experienced anything like this before. She saw more illusions. Scenes from the past were displayed right in front of her eyes, like a row of library books she could select at any time. They were time machines that could guide her to her past.
Like Mun, she was now freely traversing her past. She met up with those who had vanished—Geumbok and Mun, the twins and the fishmonger . . . and from far away, Jumbo walked toward her. He was even bigger now, as huge as a mountain, and glowed mysteriously. Chunhui shielded her eyes against the bright light.
Where are you now? Chunhui asked.
I’m nowhere. I vanished a long time ago. Jumbo looked at her happily.
Then what am I seeing?
Ha, little lady, you’re seeing your memories. 
How is that possible? You’re already gone. 
That’s why memories are so precious.
But why am I not gone? 
You haven’t died yet.
I want to leave now. It’s too hard. I’m so lonely. 
Little lady, don’t whine. It’s a joy to be alive.
Are other people in so much pain?
I don’t know about that. I had hard times in my life too. But life can never be worse than death.
Chunhui and Jumbo’s conversations were ongoing and elliptical. She’d managed to find a streak of light in the vast darkness. Journeying into her memories, she was able to escape her pain and fear; she found freedom in her pitch-black cell.



ROYALTY
Iron Mask’s vendetta came to a close with his sudden death. Without warning, while on patrol, he collapsed in the hallway, clutching his throat and coughing. Then he vomited blood and died. It was shocking. Though his face had been destroyed by Chunhui, he had been healthy otherwise, and the guards thought his death was suspicious. The warden ordered an independent investigation but there was no evidence of homicide. In the end, the investigators categorized it as an unexplained death. 
Chunhui returned to her old cell. The madam and Cyanide had already been executed, and many others were transferred or released, so the nurse was her only remaining original cellmate. Among the new inmates was a remarkably beautiful woman. Though she wore the same blue uniform and her face was bare, her dazzling beauty still shone despite being behind bars. The way she stared sadly at the blue sky beyond the bars was so alluring that it made anyone watching feel sublimely moved. It was a beauty that Geumbok once remarked had been shaped by God with special care. This beautiful woman was Suryeon.
When Suryeon saw Chunhui, she instantly recognized her as Geumbok’s daughter. She had only laid eyes on her once, but she hadn’t forgotten Chunhui’s unusual appearance. Chunhui, on the other hand, was exhausted from her long bout with torture and isolation and didn’t recognize Suryeon. But how did Suryeon, who had run away with the Trickster, end up in Chunhui’s cell? For that, we must take a detour to the story of the failed loan shark.
The Trickster and Suryeon fled to a city far away from Pyeongdae and officially wed. He had already bought a house with the money he’d stolen from Geumbok, and, as part of his longstanding escape plan, he had also purchased rental property and land. Once in the new city, the Trickster began to act as a loan shark, using the money he’d made on rentals. Money begat more money and soon there wasn’t a merchant in the area who didn’t work with him. The Trickster’s assets grew rapidly. That line of work wasn’t very clean; there were times when he wasn’t paid and often the interest payments weren’t made on time, and so he needed guys who knew how to use their fists as well as people who were good at math. He ended up with several people working for him; they collected money and interest using a variety of methods, even seizing houses and belongings to put them on the auction block. With more profits, the Trickster bought more buildings, used the resulting rents to loan more money, and his assets grew and grew like an amoeba, until he became known as a rich man. This was the law of capital.
 
But the Trickster wasn’t one to rake up money like a machine. Though he made good money and had a beautiful wife, he remained ashamed of their past lives as a con artist and a prostitute. Geumbok, on the other hand, never concealed the fact that he had done odd jobs at the wharf or even that he had been a beggar. Rather than being ashamed, he boasted about his past. The Trickster, though he grew up in the same village as Geumbok, was different. He had moved to this new city precisely because he wanted to hide his roots.
He didn’t stop at hiding his embarrassing past; he gradually concocted a new history. The first thing he did was to make a fake family tree. This work happened very secretively. He paid off the forgers to make sure they didn’t talk. According to the new genealogical chart, his father spent all of his money to go abroad and devote himself to the Korean independence movement, and his grandfather was the best literary talent of his time and served in important government posts. Going up a generation, they had been related to the king, and several more generations before that the family had even produced a king, making the Trickster royalty; the family tree was so precise and detailed that nobody would suspect otherwise.
After the registry was complete, the Trickster started to rewrite his past with new stories. According to his script, though he was of royal blood he was a republican with clear convictions; following the era’s movements, he’d gone west at a young age to learn extensively about new civilizations, but came to the conclusion that he couldn’t do anything in a world where soldiers made all the decisions, so he was now living quietly in seclusion, biding his time. Of course, government officials had come to see him many times to ask him to take on important diplomatic duties, but as long as the general—who represented the republic in name only and was no different from an autocrat—was in power, he refused to work with them. No doubt his eloquence aided his disguise. An unlucky royal living in secular society because he was born in the wrong era—that was the exterior of a loan shark who, in actuality, sucked the blood of poor merchants.
The Trickster didn’t stop there. In order to support his story, he frequented a café in the center of town and befriended artists. He was truly eloquent, but since he had never been properly educated it wasn’t easy for him to spend time with the stuck-up artists. However, thanks to his years of experience surviving in marketplaces with tact as his only weapon, he mastered a way to befriend them—by speaking as little as possible. That both concealed his ignorance and effectively revealed his intellect, sensitive artistic eye, and good character, which was possible by assuming an interested expression and a polite smile, while making a concise but memorable comment about someone else’s opinion; this was deployed only when absolutely necessary. None of this was all that simple to learn, but soon, thanks to his language skills and talent for mimicry, he was able to converse freely with them.
He went to various cafés, spending time with all kinds of artists. Different types gathered at specific cafés. There was a café writers tended to like and a café where artists gathered, and yet another where musicians met and one that critics preferred; it was all because they didn’t enjoy bumping into one another. The Trickster used what he’d heard in one café at another in order to enter conversations, and this tactic was fairly successful. The following are some examples of what he would say.
“Formalism is a powerful challenge to the theory of mimesis.” 
“Borges once said that French films were obsessed with boredom. What are Hollywood movies obsessed with, then?”
“Novels tend to be more and more minimalist these days. Don’t you think that’s proof the world is becoming more and more complicated?”
These few short phrases generally impressed people, and he was accepted as part of the tribe without any suspicion. If someone wanted to have a deeper discussion, the Trickster would smile seriously and gently, backing away from the topic. “Interesting,” he’d say. “Of course this is just my uninformed opinion.” He would sip coffee and change the subject, saying something like, “But don’t you think the judges for the most recent literary award made such a conservative choice? I of course concede that the author is wonderful.”
That was always enough. He would say one thing and let the others chatter away, allowing him to sit and smile and listen. This was the law of discussion. In general, intellectuals hid their motives and didn’t easily reveal their true thoughts, and on the one hand that was because they were afraid their weaknesses would be revealed, and on the other it was because they didn’t want to make enemies. So conversations always stayed on the surface, and this was something the Trickster honed in on.
The problem was with Suryeon. She was also supposed to be highborn, with government officials in her family for generations, and she herself pretended to be a highly educated lady, but she couldn’t fully conceal her lowly beginnings. As she was the kind of beauty that nobody could forget, it was no wonder the Trickster was always nervous.
Finally, one day, it happened. Suryeon was at the market when a man recognized her; it was the yeot peddler. He’d roamed from market to market and had never forgotten her beauty. He had encountered her in the Pyeongdae brothel years ago, and she had fled from him. Though years had passed, her beauty hadn’t faded and in fact she had become even more beautiful. He approached her and grabbed her by the waist.
“You bitch, I was wondering where you went. It looks like you’ve come a long way. Let’s forget about that day and go somewhere and unburden ourselves. Don’t even think about overcharging me. I should be treated like a regular.”
Suryeon was horrified. “How dare you! What do you think you’re doing?”
Confused, the yeot seller stood there for a moment before leaving, but Suryeon’s legs were trembling. When she went home and told her husband the story, the Trickster couldn’t eat his dinner, feeling something ominous looming over them. Sure enough, a few days later, the yeot seller came to see the Trickster. After asking around for a few days, he’d discovered that Suryeon and the Trickster had reinvented themselves.
The yeot seller slid a cigarette between his lips and said, “There are times in everyone’s life when you have to do something you don’t want to. I just sell yeot, but I guess depending on the situation I could sell medicine, or even my body. Isn’t that right? I personally don’t think there’s such a thing as respectable work and shameful work, but others could disagree.” 
The Trickster glared at the yeot seller. “What is it you want to say to me?” 
“Well, it’s not that I want to say anything to you. I’m just saying that it occurred to me—I know something that might be the source of discomfort for someone else. You know . . . something like that.” 
The Trickster cut to the chase. “How much do you want?”
“I guess it depends how desperately you want to keep your secret.” 
“Don’t beat around the bush. How much are you looking for?”
“I’ll be blunt with you, then. All my life I’ve been going from market to market in the countryside. I’m hoarse and my knees are ruined. I just want to live somewhere quiet and make yeot, but I don’t have money saved up, so it’s not that easy.”
 
The Trickster gave the yeot peddler enough money to open a shop. It was a substantial sum but he had no other choice. It was given on the condition that the yeot peddler set up shop as far away as possible from their city and never return. The yeot peddler grinned at his sudden windfall and vowed to stay away. But the heart is often unsatisfied. After a few months passed the yeot peddler returned. “So strange. I’m trying to forget everything I know, but the more I try the more I think about it. It’s so hard to keep it a secret. Sometimes I feel like I should just give you back the money and let the cat out of the bag.”
The Trickster was forced to pay him even more, and the next time the yeot peddler returned, he demanded more. “I don’t think I’ll live to see old age because it’s so hard and frustrating to keep quiet.”
The Trickster, however, wasn’t one to be dragged around by the shenanigans of a mere yeot peddler. He realized the other man wouldn’t give up before taking all of his money. He had no choice but to permanently seal the yeot peddler’s mouth. Though he didn’t want to court danger, there was nothing else he could do. That night, he mentioned his plan to Suryeon as they lay in bed, and she readily agreed, having harbored malicious feelings toward the yeot peddler.
A few days later, the yeot peddler came by the house to find Suryeon embroidering. She told him her husband had stepped out for urgent business and brought out some liquor while he waited. The yeot peddler, bewitched by Suryeon’s beauty, kept drinking as she continued to pour him cup after cup. He soon passed out. The Trickster emerged from behind the folding screen, and with Suryeon’s help he tied up the unconscious man and dragged him to the backyard. They buried him alive in a hole they had already dug. Now all their secrets were buried underground. And two years passed.
 
The problem was Suryeon. She was happy with the Trickster for a while, but eventually grew bored of her older, less than charming husband. She fell in love with another man. This was the law of ennui. Her new man was a poet the Trickster had met at a café. He wasn’t well-known in literary circles in the capital, but in their small city his writing was acknowledged for having a nice cadence. He had sad eyes, long silky hair, and a gentle voice. The two sneaked around, making love night and day. One day, Suryeon, who was overly trusting, told the poet all of her secrets. This was the law of love. The poet was shocked that the woman he loved had been a prostitute, and that she had plotted with her husband to kill a man. His overly delicate sensibilities made it impossible to keep that terrible secret to himself.
 
Around this time, the Trickster ran into some trouble. He made a huge mistake as he was talking to a group of critics in a café. He was distracted and parroted what he’d heard in that very café not long ago, as if he’d heard it from elsewhere. Critics, who were the most sensitive to whether someone was of their tribe, had been studying the Trickster’s speech and actions for a while with suspicion, and someone said, “Isn’t that what Choi said last week?”
That was when the Trickster realized his mistake. He tried to cover his tracks, panicking. “Ha ha! That’s what I meant. What I’m saying is, Choi’s position is mine and my position is his, so the two of us agree. This last concert didn’t seem that new. What do you think?”
Nobody responded; everyone stared at him coldly. A heavy, awkward silence flowed among them. Though nobody became physical, they had turned icy and cruel toward him, as though they were a pack of wolves chasing away a wild dog who had mistakenly joined them. This was the law of intellectuals. The Trickster realized everything was over for him. It was time to leave. He stood up, shoulders drooping. He looked around at the group and left with one final remark. “How about you go into the ring for once, instead of judging all the time?”
 
The Trickster returned home to detectives waiting for him. He realized, too late, that you couldn’t share a secret with anyone; a secret was a secret only when you kept it to yourself. He confessed to everything. The police found the yeot peddler’s severely decomposed body in the yard. Suryeon was arrested for conspiring with the Trickster. That was the story of how she ended up in Chunhui’s cell.
Not too long after that, the Trickster was hanged. But the warden spotted Suryeon’s beauty and her execution was delayed. He moved her into a special cell next to his office and frequented it. For him, the cell was akin to a bathroom, where he could satisfy his biological urges. On the eve of his retirement, the warden became worried that his messy dealings would be revealed and hustled Suryeon to the gallows. And that was how the con artist and the prostitute ended their hardship-filled lives.



RELEASE FROM PRISON
If you think you’re lucky because you’re still alive, you’re wrong,” said the nurse, who was being released and packing her things. “I can kill you any time I want, even from the outside. I can have someone else kill you or poison your food.” It was Chunhui’s fifth year in prison.
The nurse looked at Chunhui, who was just staring at her, and let out a sigh. “Honestly I don’t know if you’re even worth killing. It’s meaningless to kill someone who isn’t worth it. You should still keep your guard up, though. I could change my mind about you.”
Before leaving, she whispered one last thing to Chunhui. “I’ll tell you a secret since you can’t talk. I’m the one who killed that asshole. Iron Mask. I’m the one who saved your life. But don’t thank me. I just didn’t want him to be the one to kill you.”
The biggest mystery in the history of the prison was being solved right then and there, but the nurse didn’t reveal how she did it. There was a rumor that arsenic had been sprinkled in his mask and another that his food had been poisoned, but in the end the secret stayed with her.
After she left prison, the nurse opened a brothel. She had come across the madam’s secret notebook after she’d been executed. With the list of names of women who promised to work as prostitutes, she was able to hire girls who would make her money. Her business boomed. To the men who came to quench their loneliness, she would say, “Please handle them carefully. These girls can pop like water balloons.”
 
Several years passed. Chunhui was now past her prime. She had spent her youth in prison. Prisoners came and went and guards changed over, filling the facility with new faces. The stories about Iron Mask and the Plasterer, the nurse and the madam, were long forgotten. Nobody remembered Chunhui’s superhuman strength or how she’d bitten off Iron Mask’s face. New prisoners and new stories filled the cells. This was the law of prison. Nobody paid attention to Chunhui anymore. Even the warden had forgotten all about her; he was too busy.
During that time, her life was filled with silence and oblivion. Chunhui was afraid of people, so she avoided them and stayed in the corner. Chunhui’s tender, pure sensibility had been deeply wounded, but she didn’t know how to convert the scars into hate or revenge. Pain was pain. It wasn’t replaced with something else. Her wounds stayed fresh and pain hardened like a fossil in her heart. That was Chunhui’s way.
Whenever she lay in bed, she dreamed she was vanishing, like the people in her life. But when she opened her eyes, she would still be trapped in prison. She journeyed into the memories of her past. She had learned to do this when she was being tortured. She relived the happy times in her life, seeing Jumbo and the twins. They were always glowing. She stayed in the brickyard with the carpet of daisy fleabane. Her most treasured moment was being in her mother’s arms. She had wanted that the most and had never gotten enough of it. As she stayed in the world of illusion, time ticked slowly by, readying itself for a new situation.
 
The general was in political crisis. As the election approached it was uncertain whether he would be re-elected. His opponents were pressuring him and public sentiment had left him long ago. He made his last move, proclaiming a new law that would allow him to be in power until death. This was the law of dictatorship. His opponents resisted, but the new law stated that even opposition to the law was illegal. In order to win back public opinion, he signed several measures, including pardoning prisoners. It was the largest pardon since the nation’s independence, and many prisoners awaiting trial were included. Chunhui’s name was on the list of prisoners to be pardoned. It was the tenth summer since she came to prison.
 
Along with the others, Chunhui left prison in the early morning. The others changed into the civilian clothes they’d entered prison with or outfits their families brought them, but Chunhui didn’t have anything to change into. She walked out wearing her blue prison uniform. At the entrance were families who’d come to greet the pardoned prisoners. People were cheering and crying. Women walked around, selling tofu to the former prisoners to eat, in the hope of never being imprisoned again. Political prisoners, now freed, gathered and shouted slogans together. People took bites of tofu handed over by their families, choking up with emotion.
Nobody had come for Chunhui. She felt dizzy standing in the wide open space. She stood still, dazed, even as people began to leave and it became quiet. Her head pounded. No thoughts came to her. Only Chunhui was left. The sun kept climbing, and now piercing sunlight was irradiating her. She sought shade under the prison wall and crouched on the ground.
That was when an old woman with a huge basin on her head walked toward her. She had been selling tofu to the prisoners. She held out a block of tofu to Chunhui, who looked up at her. Black rotten teeth! Sunken beady eyes! The spirit that spoke curses through the shaman’s mouth! The incarnation of revenge that had pushed hundreds of lives to perish in flames! It was the old crone who used to sell food out of her house. Chunhui remembered how the old crone had locked all the doors in the Whale. She recalled her creepy smile. But the old crone didn’t seem terrifying this time; she just seemed tired and lonely.
The old crone smiled faintly, showing her rotten teeth, as Chunhui stared at her in terror, and nodded at the block of tofu in her hand. Chunhui cautiously took it and took a slow bite. The briny smell of soy wasn’t unpleasant. With an unburdened expression, the old crone watched Chunhui eat, then placed the basin back on her head and left. That was the last time anyone saw the old crone, who had gone from kitchen to kitchen as a young maid, lost her lover to her daughter, scraped and scrimped to make money but never got to spend a single coin, lost her life, and got her revenge by burning hundreds of innocent people to death. Chunhui kept eating the tofu until it was all gone.
Then she got up and leaned against the wall, looking around. Everything was unfamiliar to her. She hesitated for a moment before slowly setting off southward.



THE RETURN
Like an ancient city buried under volcanic ash, Pyeongdae disappeared from the world. People who lost family members in the inferno moved away from the cursed land, and because there were no longer any customers, merchants had to close up shop, causing laborers who didn’t have any buildings to construct to leave for new dreams, which made the women who dealt with them pack their bags, and without customers the stores selling clothes and beauty products shuttered, which forced the owner of the sign shop and the old man who sold real estate to close their businesses, and once the transplants left even the natives who didn’t really have a reason to leave decided to leave too, like lemmings, which led government offices and agencies to close, even the pastor shuttered the church now that there was no one to proselytize to, and like a city decimated by a contagious disease, not even the shadow of a person could be seen in Pyeongdae.
 
Chunhui walked by the train station. It was ten days after she’d returned to the brickyard. She was afraid of leaving the brickyard but she couldn’t stand her hunger any longer. The train station, which had thrived at one point, closed the year after the fire, which severed Pyeongdae from the rest of the world. Abandoned, Pyeongdae only had the burned building remnants left, making it look as lonely and desolate as a ghost town. For a while, only lost dogs rummaged in the streets looking for something to eat, but even they eventually left for the fields.
Chunhui moved slowly down the street. The blacksmith’s, where she had stolen the anvil, and the beauty supply store, which the twins had frequented with Chunhui, had burned down, leaving only the bare structural supports behind. The church, too, had burned, and the bent cross was swinging in the wind from the top of the building. The sounds of ardent prayers were long gone, as were the hymns. Only a strange silence enveloped the church.
A little later Chunhui found herself in front of the café, where Jumbo had been stationed after death. The windows remained intact and the name of the café was still visible above. Chunhui could almost hear the mournful songs coming from the record player. Her throat tightened as she thought of the twins and Jumbo. She looked over to the road where she had ridden twice a day on Jumbo’s back. Fountain grass taller than an adult stood straight and proud in the middle of the street, as if to laugh at human attempts at civilization. Nature was quickly erasing humanity’s traces.
As she walked among the burned buildings, she came face to face with the enormous theater. That was where Chunhui had last seen her mother. The Whale, the start and end of all the tragedy, had devolved into an unsightly eyesore that highlighted the vanity of the past. An old dog was tied to a pillar in front of the ticket booth that had once swarmed with people. Who knew how the dog had survived? Flopped down like a pile of dirty rags, the dog looked lonely and starved. It was the shepherd that Geumbok had bought Suryeon in happier times. It was unbelievable that it had survived the fire and had stayed tied to the pillar that whole time. It didn’t have the energy to bark; his rheumy eyes were indifferent as they followed Chunhui’s movements.
As she looked around the theater, she caught sight of something glimmering in the collapsed building. She waded through the brick and picked it up. It was a lighter. The silver lighter Geumbok cherished, which had taken countless people’s lives. It hadn’t rusted though ten years had passed, glinting as if it had just come out of the factory. Chunhui opened the cover and flicked it. A flame flickered on. There couldn’t have been any lighter fluid left, but it produced an elegant flame, just like it had ten years earlier. It was amazing. Realizing almost instinctively that she would need this to survive, Chunhui put it in her breast pocket.
Chunhui spent all day scouring the village but she managed to gather only a few tools. She returned to the brickyard, having found nothing to eat. Like that, Chunhui became the last person to step foot in Pyeongdae. A few years later, Pyeongdae was erased entirely from the map and its existence vanished into the ether.
 
Not much is known about what happened after Chunhui returned to the brickyard. Partly it’s because she no longer left and there were no witnesses to convey her experiences. Still, she left behind a few traces. Dozens of years later, when the architect came upon the brickyard, he discovered animal bones, a few hunting tools, and several empty beehives. Chunhui also drew on the bricks she made, conveying ever so faintly the remaining days of her life. Here, it must be said that the following story is pulled from these sources.
For Chunhui, the world was strange, filled with incomprehensible disorder and irrationality. It was a place of barbarism, one that brimmed with hate and insanity. Can a person live completely isolated from the world? Chunhui’s remaining life is an example of that possibility. The first problem she encountered was hunger. This basic problem of survival dogged her until the day she died, much like the punishment meted out to Adam and Eve upon their expulsion from Eden.
For the first few years she behaved like an animal focused on survival. She ate crawfish and otter in the valley, left traps in the woods to catch deer and elk and racoons and badgers. Amphibians, like frogs or salamanders, or insects, like cicadas or long-headed grasshoppers, were good sources of food. Her body adapted to this reality. Her five senses became even more acute, her movements became swift, and she turned into an excellent hunter. She could smell as well as a wolf and could snatch fish as powerfully as a bear. She became adept at gathering food, picking the white-fleshed fruit of akebia and harvesting mushrooms.
Finding food in the wild was dangerous. Brambles and thistles tore her skin and snakes snapped at her heels. She had to risk major injury to catch wild cats or wild dogs. She once mistakenly ate a poisonous mushroom and suffered from high fevers for a few days. One autumn she found herself facing a black bear, fattened for hibernation. Not realizing how dangerous it was, she bumbled toward it and was slashed across the chest. A rib was exposed through the deep wound but she didn’t back down. She bit and tore at its neck and pounded on its head. After two hours of desperate struggle, she was able to obtain meat that would fill her belly and fur that could be worn in the winter. But the wound she sustained brought her near death.
The food she got for herself was rough and paltry. When winter came, food was even scarcer. Some days she roamed snow-covered fields, her stomach growling, and returned without having found anything to eat.
Still, she was happy. Nobody called her Berkshire. There weren’t thick barred windows. There weren’t tall walls. Nobody hit her with clubs. Nobody threatened her. She wasn’t shut up in a dark cell. Cold, hunger, loneliness, and boredom were all superior to that. She became more and more agile. Soon, in Nambaran, she became more threatening than any predator.
 
One year passed, maybe two. Maybe more. She detected the changing seasons with sensitivity but had no idea how many years had passed, since she didn’t know how to count days. Her uniform was worn through. It had been ripped in the rough fields and valleys, torn by wild animals, and hung on her frame like a sole leaf in the winter without hiding her private parts or blocking the cold. In the winter she wore furs, the way her ancestors had done generations earlier. Since she didn’t know how to tan leather, the stiff material scratched her skin and made it weep. Animal bones were piled up in one corner of the brickyard. Her life headed more and more toward primitive barbarism.
One spring afternoon, she leaned against a kiln, leisurely sunning herself. The winter had been unusually cold and snowy, and she had missed the warm sunlight. That morning, a baby boar had been caught in a trap, allowing her to feast for once. She’d skinned and cleaned it, and preserved the remaining meat. She wouldn’t have to worry about food for a while. She felt at peace and drowsy. Other than in winter, Nambaran boasted an abundance of wild animals and grapes, gooseberries, akebia, and wild peaches; it could provide a nice life.
 
Chunhui was making bricks with the workers. Clay was packed in the mold, scraped off with a straw rope, and taken out of the mold, creating five bricks at a time. Chunhui was amazed that bricks could be stamped out like that and joined in for fun, but despite her young age she began to realize there was a purpose beyond just play. Mun always told her, “Chunhui, not all round things are rice steamers and not all rectangular shapes are bricks.”
She didn’t know what that meant but she learned which bricks were correctly made by watching Mun’s reaction as he touched the finished bricks. Workers were spread out throughout the brickyard, making molds and tending the fire. They were working rhythmically and smiling, despite the hard work. The workers who kneaded the clay with their feet hummed a merry work song and Mun weaved between the workers, butting in about this and that. The men emitted a raucous heat and the joy of labor made it feel like a bustling market around holidays. Energized, Chunhui made bricks, too. Soon, she realized that Mun and the workers had disappeared. The empty brickyard looked vast and too quiet. Her heart tumbled from the sudden loss.
 
She had been dreaming. When Chunhui woke up from her short nap, she saw only ruins, with the collapsed kilns and just the bottom of the chimney remaining. She sat there for a while, despondent. She noticed a brick on the ground. She picked it up. It wasn’t cracked; in fact, it was intact. As she handled the sun-warmed brick in her hands, a thought snaked up in her head. She squinted, holding onto that vague thought. It became clearer and clearer until an idea flickered like a flame in her mind.



THE VALLEY
Chunhui fixed the broken kilns and rebuilt the chimney. She began to mix clay. As soon as she touched clay, Chunhui recovered the sense of being one with the material, the way she’d felt the first time she touched it. The pungent tang and the sticky sensation of the clay in her hands settled her and brought her back to the stable she was born in. She did everything on her own, from working the clay and putting it in molds to chopping wood to filling the kiln. It wasn’t easy even for artisans and several strong men. Though she’d learned how to make bricks from Mun, she hadn’t understood all of the complex processes for fabrication. But she made the bricks, stacked them in the kiln, took out the lighter, and lit a fire. The nicely dried wood burned and the kiln sucked in the flames, which contained the hopes and dreams of one lonely soul.
When she woke from her dream and held the brick in her hand, the thought that had popped into her mind was that if she stayed there, making bricks, people would return. Though she had come into the brickyard to avoid people, she missed the ones who had left and wanted to return to her peaceful past. She thought people had left because the kilns were damaged and the chimney collapsed, making it impossible to fire bricks. If she could rebuild the chimney and make bricks again, the workers would come back. So too would Mun, and her mother might return not as the cold, arrogant man she became but as the person she used to be, the kind, generous, and confident leader. Maybe the twins, the fishmonger, and Jumbo would be back too, and the brickyard would overflow with liveliness again, like in her dream.
 
She was met with failure after failure. The bricks didn’t come out the way she expected. They crumbled in her hands. But she didn’t despair. She repeated the process of kneading the clay, molding the bricks, and firing them. As she kept failing, her senses returned to her gradually. With a touch she could gauge the clay’s density and level of moisture, and she could modulate the flames by judging the heat she felt on her face. She foraged for just the basic amount of food she needed and poured the rest of her energy into making bricks.
As summer waned, she grew more skilled and her bricks grew more firm. That fall, Chunhui was able to make excellent bricks, similar to the ones she used to make under Mun’s tutelage. She picked up a brick and looked to her side, expecting Mun’s praise. But nobody was there. She began to pile the bricks on one side of the yard so people could spot it from far away. The work was slow going; she could only make several dozen bricks a day. Still, she piled them up bit by bit, not resting. The bricks, made of clay and fire and water, were excellent building materials that divided spaces and protected from rain and wind and maintained the temperature and ventilated buildings, but those utilitarian uses had no meaning for Chunhui. For her, bricks were a beacon to those who had left and a spell cast in an effort to bring back the past.
 
As she lived alone in the harsh wilderness, Chunhui faced death many times. The most dangerous was not a ferocious bear or leopard but a small, thin, thread-like insect.
A sparganosis tapeworm.
That was the parasite Chunhui ingested when she ate raw snakes and frogs, early on. The parasite lived in subcutaneous tissue, creating round lumps all over her body, like malignant tumors. Chunhui sensed that a foreign, fatal organism had invaded her body, but there was no way to treat it in the wild. She was unbearably itchy all over and, as she scratched away, the tapeworm used her as a host to reproduce rapidly.
If Chunhui hadn’t possessed such an unusually strong physique, she most likely would have died. But she endured, making bricks throughout it all. The tapeworm spawned inside her and spread. It burrowed into her eyes and even into her brain. Her vision dimmed and she suffered from high fevers and headaches. She began to have nightmares. The terrifying Plasterer appeared in her dreams, along with Ladybug in his iron mask. They threatened and yelled at her. Petrified, Chunhui would curl up into a ball. 
One day, Chunhui ventured into the valley to find something to eat. On that particular day she didn’t take her usual, familiar path and instead went down a new slope. Tall trees covered the sky, giving off a chill. Chunhui didn’t recognize the place. She felt a flash of fear but continued on, as though guided by someone. Her steps were heavy. When she got to the top of a hill, honeybees appeared from nowhere, buzzing around her head. Under the giant trees, Chunhui came upon the one-eyed woman, the one who had left the brickyard long ago. The one-eyed woman was sitting on a coil of her long white braid, her head and eyebrows green with moss. White mushrooms had sprouted from her clothes. She looked alarmingly like a thousand-year-old forest spirit. Several wooden hives were around her, with tens of thousands of bees buzzing all over. She opened her single eye and glared at Chunhui. Tension flowed between the two women, both of whom had lived in isolation for a long time. In fact, in all that time neither had encountered another human being until this very moment.
The one-eyed woman looked over Chunhui placidly. “I recognized you the instant you stepped foot in this valley. Now you’re no better than an animal, with those rags on you.” Only her lips moved as she said this, and her voice sounded like water flowing in the valley. Chunhui thought she detected in the one-eyed woman a faint joy in seeing her.
The one-eyed woman rose slowly. Bees scattered and darted up to the top of the trees. She stepped closer to Chunhui and smirked. “At first I thought I’d chase you away but I can see now that your life is as sad as mine. Looks like there’s an unwelcome bug inside you, too.” She grabbed Chunhui by the arm.
Afraid, Chunhui tried to pull away but she couldn’t free herself, frozen by an all-consuming power. The one-eyed woman plucked off a bee from her own clothes and stung Chunhui’s arm with it. Chunhui flinched and stepped back, and the one-eyed woman snapped, “Silly girl! I’m not trying to kill you, no need to be scared.”
The one-eyed woman stung Chunhui all over her body. Realizing instinctively that the one-eyed woman was curing her, Chunhui stood still.
The one-eyed woman let go of her arm. “Now that I’ve saved your life, don’t you dare show up in this valley again. If you disturb the peace here, I promise you my bees will give you trouble.”
 
Chunhui returned to the brickyard and fell into a deep, restful sleep that night for the first time in a long while. The next morning, she saw that the lumps festering on her body were gone. She was no longer in any pain. She didn’t know how the bee stings had worked but realized the parasite was dead. A few days later, when Chunhui woke up in the morning, she found two wooden beehives in the brickyard. It goes without saying that the one-eyed woman had left them there. Chunhui looked inside and found thousands of bees and lots of honey. She scooped the honey with her hand and devoured it. The bees continued to bring honey from the mountains; Chunhui had a supply of sweet honey for a long time. After she had fully recovered, Chunhui searched for the one-eyed woman’s valley many times with the hope of seeing her again, but she was never able to find it.
 
And now, a digression—the first one in a while. Years later, an expedition team was formed, consisting of students from a university’s architecture, history, and anthropology departments. They called themselves “Find the Queen” and their aim was to investigate Chunhui’s mysterious life. All summer long, they explored the stable Chunhui was born in, the vanished city of Pyeongdae, the prison she spent years in. But they weren’t very successful in their study since most of the people who had known her had already died.
They were, however, able to track down the warden who had been in charge during the years Chunhui was imprisoned. But he was very old and suffering from dementia, so they couldn’t get him to answer their questions. His daughter-in-law had fastened on him a cloth diaper wrapped in plastic, as he was shitting in his pants, and every time he had an accident she stripped him below the waist and spanked him. The only reason she took care of him was for his pension. Mortifyingly, when the students stepped into his room, the warden had been looking at the wall, masturbating, which was in itself surprising given his advanced age. With his own feces, he had drawn on the wall an image of a prisoner hanging from the gallows.
The students also managed to find the nurse who had been imprisoned alongside Chunhui. She too was very old and no longer had any teeth, but she was still operating a brothel with two ancient prostitutes with nowhere else to go. One of them was the unmarried girl who had shared their cell. The nurse welcomed the students happily, saying, “There’s a group discount of twenty percent. But please handle them carefully. These girls can pop like water balloons.”
When they asked about Chunhui, she remembered her despite the intervening decades. “Oh, that mute bitch? I should have killed her. If you see her, please tell her I haven’t ever forgotten her, so she shouldn’t let down her guard.”
The team then went to the forgotten city of Pyeongdae and even the brickyard in Nambaran, and victoriously discovered the silver lighter among the collapsed kilns. Elated, the students celebrated, but the lighter was rusted and didn’t work. And so the authenticity of the lighter was argued over in academic circles.
The students spent a day at the brickyard, searching for the valley the one-eyed woman might have lived in, but they didn’t find any clear evidence. All they found in one valley teeming with an unusual number of bees was a rotten tree stump that seemed to have been used as a beehive and a stick that could have been used as a walking stick. But when one of them, who was severely allergic to bees, died from a bee sting, the work halted. Though there was a rumor that someone went into the trees to relieve himself and spotted an old, white-haired woman with only one eye, but that was probably just the result of a terrified student’s hallucinations.



THE TRUCK
Many years passed. Mischievous fate was getting ready with a new person who would completely change Chunhui’s life. The brickyard was so filled with the bricks she had made that there was no empty space remaining, but she didn’t stop. Like a worker ant born with only the drive to work, she made bricks without pause.
Chunhui was already in her mid-thirties. Her wild nature had softened, her youth was gone, her breasts sagged, and her scarred skin was wrinkly. This was the law of gravity. Her long years of labor had bronzed her body and had toughened her hands and feet with calluses. Chunhui didn’t look like an ordinary woman, yet her heart was still filled with loneliness and longing for the people who had vanished. Every night, she stood in the yard as fireflies floated around her, looking at the train lights passing by at a distance. She believed people would return to the valley again, on the train.
 
Chunhui was kneading clay one early summer afternoon. Around this time she had come up with a new idea—to plaster clay on her uniform, which had lost all utility as clothing. It protected her skin from the hot sun, blocked the rays, and warded off mosquitos and gadflies. She had discovered the habits of an elephant all on her own, just by living in the wild. When Chunhui looked up to stretch her back, she spotted a cloud of dust in motion by the train tracks. The access road to the brickyard hadn’t been used in several years, ever since Chunhui had come back to the brickyard. Her heart pounded with fear and shock and excitement. The cloud of dust rounded the corner and entered the access road. It was a truck.
Chunhui’s heart nearly burst from delight. Someone had discovered her bricks! And people were finally returning! She wanted to cry. The truck advanced toward the brickyard. She ran to the entrance. The truck stopped in front. But there were no workers in the cargo hold. The driver’s door opened and a tall, hulking man got out. She didn’t know this man. When he saw Chunhui, his eyes bulged, which made sense since a woman caked in red clay and torn clothing was standing before him, breasts bared. This wasn’t what Chunhui had imagined would happen. This was the first man she’d encountered since leaving prison. Terrified, she dashed off to hide behind the kilns and kept an eye on him.
The man looked at the bricks filling the yard. He picked up a brick and studied it, nodding to himself. He beckoned Chunhui to come closer. She ran farther away and hid in the tall grasses, tensing, getting ready to twist his neck and bite him if necessary. The man pumped some water to wash his face, then sat against the poplar tree, waiting. The cicadas were noisy. He yawned and lay down in the shade. He soon began to snore. Chunhui remained among the grasses, glaring at this unwelcome intruder.
After a while, the man woke and stretched. He looked around for Chunhui again, but she was nowhere to be seen. He waited a moment longer before giving up. He began to load bricks into his truck. Chunhui realized this man was her enemy. No one would come if he took all the bricks. Her wild nature returned. She crept toward the man from behind, who didn’t notice her, focused as he was on loading the bricks. Like a wild animal, she leapt on him. She was still incredibly strong, and the force of her attack would be enough to snap any animal’s neck. But this man’s neck was so thick it was a struggle for her to put her arm around it. The man was taken by surprise, but he managed to shake her off easily. Their hands gripping the other’s arms, they stared at each other in the face. Chunhui then recognized him—he was the boy who had arm wrestled her when they were children. She let go. She stared at him, confused. The man realized Chunhui had recognized him and smiled.
“So now you finally recognize me,” he said, his voice booming. “But what are you doing here alone, with that clay all over you?”
Chunhui didn’t lower her guard and kept glaring at him.
“Where did everyone go? How are you living here by yourself? What are you eating? Where are you selling the bricks? I didn’t see any tire tracks. It doesn’t look like anyone’s been coming to buy the bricks. Why are you making so many? What happened here? My god, what are all those bones over there? They’re not human bones, are they? Are you married? Where’s your husband? And children? Look at these oyster mushrooms—why haven’t you eaten these? Why are you holding that lighter? You don’t smoke, do you? It looks expensive. You didn’t steal it, did you? Why do you have mud slathered all over you? Is that what people call a mud pack?”
Chunhui didn’t say anything.
Only then did he smile in embarrassment. “Oh, right. I forgot you can’t talk.”
 
From a young age he had roamed the country with his father, a truck driver. Since he had strong, dense bones like Chunhui, he had always been a good worker and had been able to help his father out, who taught him how to drive and showed him the routes. When he turned seventeen, his father had to stop driving due to his worsening arthritis. So he became a truck driver and drove around on his own. Wherever there were goods to be transported he moved them, whether they were heads of cabbage or pebbles or logs or bricks or households or fish or people.
He spent his youth on the road until his thirties, when he met a book-keeper at a mining company and married her. She wanted him to stop driving and settle down. With his savings, he opened a general store near the mine. The store was fairly profitable and they had a baby. His wife was happy but he wasn’t. He was afraid as soon as he laid eyes on his child that he would be tied down and be forced to live in a cage all his life, as though he were a cow or a pig. One evening around sunset, having spent all day in the store staring at the new road leading out of the village, he got in his truck and left. He never went back. He got together with a few more women, but each time his wanderlust would eventually raise its head; wandering had become his lot in life.
But there was a woman he couldn’t forget—the mute girl he had played with as a child in the brickyard. She would pop into his head when he drove past unfamiliar cities, when he wound around mountains relying only on his truck lights, when he lay in a musty room at an inn.
About a decade before, he’d actually returned to the brickyard. But everyone was gone and the brickyard was no longer in operation. Later, as he met woman after woman and tried to settle down, he forgot all about her. Two days earlier, he was driving past a city near Pyeongdae when he remembered her again. He wanted to look into her uncomplicated, indifferent eyes. He wondered if she might be back at the brickyard. And so, without harboring any expectations, he’d turned his truck toward Nambaran.
 
They stood there, staring at each other. Chunhui didn’t think he would harm her but even so she didn’t let down her guard.
“Well, I don’t know what happened, but I guess I won’t find out from you. But these can’t stay here. Bricks are to build things with, not to pile up. And it looks like you need money. I know a developer. Why don’t I take some and try to sell them? Of course I’m not doing it for free. But since you’re an old friend I’ll give you a good deal—the price of gas and meals, how does that sound?” He started loading the bricks again.
Chunhui blocked his way.
“Look, I’m trying to help you. You’ll be able to sell these at a good price.”
Chunhui didn’t move.
“This is no way to welcome an old friend.” The truck driver raised his hands in defeat. “All right. Looks like today’s not the day. But don’t be like this next time. And let me just ask you one thing. Next time, please put some decent clothes on. I’m not a big fan of provocative stuff. No matter how deep in the mountains you are, you shouldn’t be showing everything like that. You’re not a wolf.”
The truck driver chatted and joked, but Chunhui kept blocking his way.
“All right, then. If you don’t have anything to say I’ll take off. Stay well.” He got in the driver’s seat and turned on the engine. He swung the truck around. “I’m glad to see you’re alive. Can I come by to visit? I can’t promise you when that’ll be. I hate promises more than anything in the world.” He grinned and left, driving down the access road.
Chunhui stood there, blocking the bricks with outstretched arms. But when the truck passed under the little bridge, kicking up a cloud of dust, she remembered the long line of trucks, weighed down with bricks, going somewhere. But this truck had nothing in it. Something was wrong. Bricks weren’t meant to stay here. They had to be put in trucks and trains and sent far away to be sold. That was how people would see them and return to her.
She began sprinting along the road, behind the truck. She pulled from deep in her throat a sound, to call the truck back, but it vanished inside her, unable to leave her mouth. She ran after the truck through the weeds until she got tangled in the grass and rolled along the ground. When she looked up, the truck had already vanished. She stayed on the ground, heavy with regret and despair. Her heart hurt. She was on the verge of tears. She blamed herself. Without realizing it, she repeated what Iron Mask had spat as he stomped on her in prison.
Stupid bitch! Fucking pig! Berkshire! Crazy mute! How can you call yourself a human? Die, bitch, die!
The truck would never come back. Nobody would ever come back. Chunhui curled into herself and wept on the ground.
 
Chunhui was so heartbroken that she stopped working. She didn’t even go out to gather food. Many days passed as her energy sapped. Chunhui felt unable to lift a finger. One day, Jumbo appeared. He still glowed but he looked a bit fuzzier.
Hey, little lady. What are you doing? Jumbo asked, looking happy to see her.
I’m not little anymore. Look at me. I’m old and tired.
Haha. You’re always little to me. I only remember what you looked like when I died.
But why are you so fuzzy?
Because I’m getting erased in your memories.
Chunhui grew glum.
Hey, little lady. Get a grip on yourself. The man will come back.
Chunhui sat up, surprised. How do you know?
What do you mean, how do I know? Silly girl. Think about it. Why would the man come back to the brickyard when it hasn’t been in operation?
What do you mean?
You still don’t know what that means? He loves you, silly.
Chunhui looked at Jumbo in confusion.
He cares about you. Like I do. Like the twins do. Do you get it?
Well, he didn’t look like a bad person. Do you think he’ll really come back? 
You just wait and see. He definitely will.
 
Even though Jumbo reassured her, Chunhui still felt depressed; never had someone who’d left returned. A few days later, she managed to get up. She went into the valley to check on a trap. Nothing. She managed to catch a few crawfish and brought them back to the brickyard. At the top of a hill where she could look down on the brickyard, she saw a truck parked in front. She ran down, thrilled. The truck driver was standing next to the pump, smoking, and when he saw Chunhui, he said, smiling cheekily, “I thought maybe you left but I guess I was wrong! I was going to leave if you didn’t show up.”
Chunhui didn’t know how to express her delight. She stood there awkwardly before holding out the crawfish.
“This looks like it would be good if we roast them!” He smiled and took the gift. “I got you something, too.” He took a bundle from the truck and tossed it near Chunhui’s feet. “Go on. Open it.”
Chunhui cautiously unknotted the bundle to find a yellow dress. 
“Your clothes aren’t bad, but I don’t know where I should look when you’re wearing that. I don’t know if it’s the right size. I just asked for the biggest one,” he said, embarrassed. He then unloaded a bag of rice and half a pig. He shrugged. “It’s just a present. Nothing else. I just wanted to help. That’s it.” He got back in the truck. “All right. If you don’t have anything else you want to say, I’ll be off. Take care.”
Chunhui blocked the truck. She pointed to the bricks piled high in the yard and then at the truck. The truck driver stared at her, confused, and so she began to quickly load the bricks on the truck. He smiled and got out of the truck. “So you finally understood what I was trying to say,” he said, rolling up his sleeves. “Let me. I can’t let a delicate woman do all the work.”
He was so strong he could move them by the dozens as if they were toys. Finally, when the truck was fully loaded, he tied them down tightly with rope. “Look. Stay here and wait for me until I’m back. But I can’t promise you when that’ll be. I hate promises more than anything in the world.” He drove off.
Chunhui stood by the entrance, waving, feeling satisfied. She was buoyed by the hope that the bricks would be sold, bringing people back. After all, hadn’t they already brought back her childhood friend?
 
About a week later, he returned with an empty truck one afternoon. In the meantime Chunhui had been filled with hope, making bricks steadily. The truck driver got out, grinning, brandishing a bundle of bills. “See? I told you that you could get a good price for these bricks.”
Chunhui, however, was deeply disappointed that others hadn’t returned. The truck driver held out her cut. “Here, take it. You’ll be rich, soon. Don’t you forget about me then, you hear?”
She shook her head, not taking the money.
“Look. I’m not the kind of man who swindles an innocent woman. Don’t make me out to be the bad guy here.” He held the money out again, but she kept shaking her head. He finally gave up and slid the bills in his pocket. “Fine, then I’ll keep it for you. Don’t worry, I’m not fuzzy with math. My wallet is more trustworthy than any bank. But why aren’t you wearing the dress? You don’t like the color? It wasn’t expensive, but I didn’t just go buy any old rag. Even if you’re too proud you should think about how I would feel if you don’t wear it.”
Chunhui hadn’t ever put the dress on, keeping it in her hut. For someone afraid of even the smallest change, taking off the clothes she’d been wearing for over ten years to change into something new was impossible. 
“Oh, so are you saving it? Is that why you’re not wearing it? You don’t have to do that. I didn’t get it for you to save. It’s for you to wear. If it gets worn out I’ll get you another one.”
The truck driver left with more bricks. Like that, their trading partnership began. In return for the bricks, the truck driver brought her rice and meat and pots and blankets. He showed up any time he wanted to and dropped off sacks of rice and took bricks away. He didn’t demand anything else of Chunhui. Though he was rough and didn’t really understand Chunhui, he had surmised she was different from most other women.
 
Chunhui made bricks ever more diligently. She would look up toward the access road from time to time; eventually she realized she wasn’t waiting for the workers to return, but for the truck driver to appear. This didn’t make any sense to her, as she had closed herself off to the world. It felt different from the longing she felt for the twins or for Mun. Once a gap opened up, a huge wave of feelings gushed in. The truck driver’s face, which would at first pop into her head when she was kneading clay or eating her meals or looking up at the round moon through the cracks in the ceiling, overwhelmed everything else in her head. These strange feelings confused her. She’d never felt them before. Her confusion deepened every time he came and went. She couldn’t sleep anymore. As she lay in bed, thoughts mixed in her head, squirming like maggots, and by the time dawn came she was exhausted, having tossed and turned all night. But when the sun rose, she sprang up and ran out, hoping he would be coming by. This was, for the first time in a long while, the law of love.
 
One day, Chunhui was doing laundry in the creek where Mun drowned and saw her own reflection in the clear water. Her hair sprouted every which way like weeds, her clothes were torn and ragged, and her enormous body was marred by unsightly wounds. Chunhui remembered the woman her mother loved long ago—her ivory neck, soft cheek, slim, long waist . . .
At home, she finally took off her rags and tried on the yellow dress. It fit perfectly, as if it were custom made. A few days later, when the truck driver returned, he saw her wearing the dress and grinned, amazed. “I bought the right dress. Wearing that, you look like a . . . a cute baby chick.”
He brought her other clothes afterward, but Chunhui always wore that yellow dress; she wanted him to smile like that again. Finally, the most dramatic, surprising event in her life occurred that fall, a few months after the truck first drove into the brickyard.
 
That fateful day, Chunhui was bathing by the pump. She looked down at the scars on her body. For the first time her scars felt extremely ugly to her, particularly the one on her chest sustained from fighting the bear. She wanted to get rid of them. But no matter how hard she scrubbed, the scars stayed on her skin. She felt dismayed. She wanted to have fair skin like her mother’s lover. If she could, she would make her body look like hers.
Chunhui noticed that the truck driver was nearby. She hadn’t realized it earlier but the truck was already parked, and he was looking at her nude body. His customary bright smile was gone; his eyes glistened with a strange heat. She didn’t recognize his expression. She forgot she was naked and stared at him, puzzled. She had seen that look before; it was similar to how the men looked that night long ago, during the storm. The men who had stripped her mother and crushed her, piling on top. It wasn’t a good sign.
The truck driver approached her. Feeling uneasy, she shuffled backward and tripped on a tree root. She fell on her back, revealing her private parts. The truck driver’s eyes burned. Suddenly he swooped over her. He was trembling. She froze. He pulled his pants down and rubbed something hot against her groin. His hot breath touched her face. His thick chest squashed her. She was stuck. She couldn’t breathe. She tried to push him off. But something hot shoved between her legs. She felt a sharp flash of pain and she grew limp; that was the place where Iron Mask had mercilessly rammed his club when she was in prison. Iron Mask had snorted when she bled, saying, “So you’re a virgin? Then again, what crazy asshole would want to be with a monster like you? You’d be better off with a dog or a horse.”
The truck driver was torturing her, she thought. So he was a bad man after all. She struggled to push him off but he kept thrusting against her. She was strong, but he was stronger. Suddenly, he stiffened, then rolled off like a log. She felt rage coursing in her veins. He lay next to her, panting. This bad man was hurting her. She got up so she could bite his face off. But his expression had changed. The strange heated look was gone; he looked as gentle as usual. She could read apology and embarrassment in his face. She was confused. Should she bite his nose off?
“I’m sorry, baby chick,” he said. “I didn’t want to do it this way for the first time, but I couldn’t help myself.”
The same thing happened every time he came to the brickyard. Her body stiffened and she was in pain, but for some reason she couldn’t bring herself to tear off his face. Why would he suddenly act like a bad man? Perhaps it was a disease, like the illness she contracted when she had parasites in her. The strange thing between his legs had to be the source of the illness. Just as the one-eyed woman had cured her, she wanted to cure him of his disease. She decided to cut it off with a knife while he was asleep. But the moment she put the blade on it, he startled awake, grabbed the knife out of her hand, and flung it far away. He stared at her, appalled. “Are you crazy, baby chick? Are you trying to make me a eunuch? You know it’s your loss, silly.”
 
Sadly for Chunhui, she never experienced the pleasure of sex. She eventually realized that the truck driver wasn’t trying to torture her but was fulfilling a natural urge like all animals in the world, but to her it still felt strange and terrifying. Even after it stopped hurting, her body would still stiffen when his eyes glinted with that strange heat. As he panted on top of her she wished it would end quickly so he would return to his usual gentle self. She wanted him to lie there, his arms wrapped around her, telling her all the things he’d experienced in his travels. Though she couldn’t fully understand what he said, his pleasant scent and his nice booming voice made her feel peaceful, and would make her fall asleep.
Chunhui began to cook for him when he showed up. She recalled how the women would make rice in the big cauldron and she would cook rice and make banchan. The rice wasn’t properly cooked and the banchan didn’t taste quite right but he always gobbled everything up happily. After finishing his first bowl of rice, he would bashfully hold his bowl out, saying, “Give me some more, baby chick. I’m so hungry. Your cooking is so good I’ll have to eat more, even if it gives me a stomachache later.”
Like any other couple, the two would sit side by side, eat together, and go to bed together. That year, in once-lonely Nambaran, fall leaves were unusually pretty and the season deepened with joy, thanks to one man.
 
Chunhui’s life entered a new phase. After ten brutal years in prison and a few in isolation, the months spent with the truck driver could only be described as an unexpected blessing. A lifetime spent like that might have been enough to smooth over the pain she’d suffered, but the queen’s life didn’t conclude so simply. Brutal fate still had an even more heartless ordeal waiting for her.
A few days after the first frost, the truck driver came to the brickyard. He’d brought Chunhui a thick jacket in preparation for the winter. As soon as he saw Chunhui, he pulled her skirt up as he always did, but this time he noticed her belly was rounder than usual. Though she had always been larger than other women, he realized this was something different. His face fell. He rolled off her and quietly pulled her skirt down. She realized something was wrong. He tried his best to look happy but his eyes were already cold and hard. He didn’t finish his bowl of rice and didn’t fall asleep that night. From time to time, he would stroke Chunhui’s hair and sigh deeply as she slumbered next to him.
The next morning, Chunhui woke up to find the truck driver gone. His truck was gone, too. She thought it was strange he’d left without his customary chatty goodbyes. He’d never left without saying goodbye first. She felt uneasy all day. While she worked, she kept glancing at the access road.
 
At that very hour, the truck driver was already far from the brickyard, motoring on a narrow road over a mountain. The creation of a new life is a celebration, but that wasn’t the case for him. He was afraid a child would tie him down and trap him, exactly how he’d felt long ago when he left the bookkeeper. As he drove along the winding roads, he was sad to part with Chunhui, but he knew there was nothing else he could do; his destiny was to wander. He felt free by the time he got to the next peak. Truth be told, Chunhui wasn’t all that alluring. At the next peak, he thought about how the roads stretched out every which way, and how they were strewn with women. Women were just one of many things a man deserved in life. By the time he climbed the last peak, he was hopeful he would meet a new woman and lead a great life in a new city. When the truck reached wide-open flats, he accelerated. And like that, the truck driver left. This was his final journey.
 
The truck driver didn’t return even when it snowed for the first time that winter. Chunhui’s belly swelled. She knew that after mating, animals’ bellies grew and babies were born. She kept looking toward the access road, waiting. She kept hearing what he always said when he left. “All right, baby chick. See you around. I can’t promise you when that’ll be. I hate promises more than anything in the world.”
Like always, the truck driver had left without making any promises. Quiet returned to the brickyard. Winter deepened and he didn’t return. Chunhui felt the baby kicking. She was afraid of the precious life growing inside of her. Pride also brimmed in her heart. She spent the winter in her dark room alone, quietly, like a brooding hen.
By the following spring, Chunhui was so large she could barely get up. Her skin stretched and veins bulged. She was afraid her belly might burst. She was out of food. She was forced to go back out into the wilderness to look for food, for the first time in almost a year. But it was too early for anything to be in the fields and valleys. The excruciating hunger she experienced then was so horrible and so sad that it would be unbearable to put it in writing. She instinctively understood that starving made the child suffer, too; that made her even more worried. She waited ever more desperately for the truck driver, but he never showed up.
 
Later that spring, she gave birth to a baby girl all by herself. The baby was small and weak; she didn’t even cry. The situation was as dire as when she herself was born in the twins’ stable. Chunhui cut the cord with her teeth, boiled her placenta, and ate it. Her instincts told her what to do. She put the baby to her breast. Watery milk came out and the baby managed to suckle. Chunhui was filled with joy as she watched this living being, one that she had made, nurse. Nobody had told her about the joy of motherhood.
But this joy was short-lived. Chunhui had to roam the fields and valleys for food from the very next day. The instinct to feed her baby pushed the new mother into the barren wilderness. She searched the valleys desperately, but the fickle spring that sprouted new leaves and bloomed flowers was a season of brutal starvation. She didn’t have enough milk. The baby suckled and cried weakly. There was no way she would have milk; she wasn’t eating. Chunhui ate new shoots, chewed on dug-up tree roots, and ate field mice. She fought to protect her weak child—a simple but cruel battle.
As the season ripened into summer, the valleys produced just enough food for Chunhui to make the bare minimum of milk. Chunhui grew busier; she went to look for food, took care of the baby, and began to make bricks again. Perhaps he had left because she had been making fewer bricks. She wanted to see him. She missed his booming voice and his pleasant smell and even sleeping with him, though she had detested it so much. She wanted to tell him about the baby. She wanted to show him what they had made together. Her hope continued through the fall, until cruel winter came again.



THE SNOWSTORM
That winter saw the highest level of snowfall since the government began keeping records. Old folks would recall that winter every time it snowed, saying, “This is nothing compared to back then. I thought it would be the return of the Ice Age.”
Chunhui was walking through the snowstorm, holding the baby. She was near the valley where she’d encountered the one-eyed woman. The baby was burning up. She could hear the baby’s faint cries through the cold wind wailing in her ears. She was looking for the one-eyed woman. She thought the strange woman could help her child, much like the way she’d helped her with the parasite. That was all she could do for her sick child.
She’d discovered the baby crying when she returned from checking her traps in the woods. Thankfully she’d caught a small rabbit, and she’d rushed home, thinking she’d boil the rabbit and make porridge. That was when she found her baby covered in tiny red spots. Her face was red and hot, and she wouldn’t stop coughing. She quickly brought the baby to her breast to soothe her, but she kept crying. Chunhui didn’t know what to do. The baby coughed painfully and couldn’t catch her breath. She fed the baby some rabbit broth, which she threw up.
The baby’s fever soared in the afternoon. She was so weak that she couldn’t even cry. Chunhui held the baby to her chest as she ran through the snow toward the valley. But the valley stretched down endlessly and all the paths looked similar. She couldn’t figure out which way she’d gone to find the one-eyed woman. Snow was dumping down on her so fast that she was sinking up to her knees. The baby’s cries subsided. Chunhui forged ahead but lost her way. She grew scared. She had to get back before it got dark. She turned around, but everything was buried under snow. The wind sounded like wailing spirits. She couldn’t figure out which way was the right way; the day waned and darkness instantly covered the entire world. Snow kept falling. She walked and walked but everything was an endless field of snow. She got more and more tired and her steps grew slower and slower. Everything sank into the dark. She ended up falling into a deep snow drift. It was warmer than expected. The shrieking wind grew muffled. She knew she should get up but she couldn’t budge. She couldn’t lift her head. She thought of death. She thought she could smell the stable in which she was born. Fine powder slowly covered the exhausted mother and daughter.
 
As Chunhui was searching for her way back, the truck driver was driving along a mountain road. He was on his way back to the brickyard. The snowstorm, which began in the afternoon, didn’t stop; it grew stronger as night deepened. He was tired; he had just left jail.
After he left Chunhui, only bad things had happened to him. He drove fruit from a faraway orchard into the city, making a good living. He met a woman who sold fruit at the produce market. She always smelled like fragrant grapes. The first few months, they were in love. They found a place and moved in together. But the woman was someone who was never satisfied. She nagged him, criticizing him and calling him lazy. She thought he spent money too freely and looked down on him, demanding that he behave more like other men. She was unbearable. So he left.
After a night of drinking he set off for a neighboring city and got into an accident. Nobody got hurt, but he got into an argument with the other driver and ended up swinging his fists. He was taken to the police station and spent a few days in jail. That was when he thought of Chunhui. He wondered if she’d given birth. He realized he was getting old. He wasn’t as strong as he had been. Perhaps it was time to stop his long years of wandering. He wanted to settle down and raise a child.
When he was released, he stopped by the market and bought some rice and meat. He bought a yellow lambswool sweater, a present for Chunhui. He couldn’t wait to see her and the child they had made together. The snowfall turned heavier as he got closer to Pyeongdae. He had one more peak to climb, and then he would be able to see the brickyard from afar. Would Chunhui still be wearing the yellow dress? He rehearsed what he would say when he saw her.
“I’m sorry, baby chick,” he’d say. “I didn’t leave because I was tired of you. I just wanted to be free. But all of that is over now. I’ve never promised anything to anyone before, but I’ll promise you one thing. I won’t leave you again, no matter what happens.”
The snowstorm was intense. He couldn’t see; he had to drive with his face plastered to the windshield. It would be nice if the baby was a girl, he thought. As he went down the slope, he realized he hadn’t brought a present for the baby. He was annoyed at himself. Idiot!
He struck the steering wheel with his fist. Suddenly the wheel turned and the truck began to skid. He yanked the wheel the other way as the truck slid and crashed into the railing. It began to tumble down into the valley below. How far am I going to fall? he wondered. I’d rather just die on the road.
The truck smashed into a boulder and was crushed. The fierce snowstorm soon covered it. That was how his life ended, in a snow-covered valley, having spent his whole life on the road. The following May, a hiker stumbled upon his body in the crushed truck after all the snow had melted. The spot was a mere fifteen li away from the brickyard.
 
Chunhui opened her eyes. Her eyes stung. The sun was rising above white snowy fields. Everything was quiet. Not even a wisp of a breeze was in the air. Chunhui got up slowly. She felt heavy, weighted down. She looked down at her arms. No baby. Stunned, she began to dig through the snow frantically. She discovered the baby and gathered her up. She was ice-cold. Her face was pale, her limbs limp. A deep, unbearable shock overtook her the moment she realized the baby was dead. She rubbed her face on the baby’s cold one. She couldn’t reverse death. She knew this very well. She staggered like a gunned-down deer as her knees buckled. She placed the baby gently on the snow. She was so small, so weak. And dead. A tsunami of sorrow swept over her and burst out through her throat. She sobbed, despondent and desperate, unable to breathe. The sun kept climbing the sky. Chunhui wept, a single dot of a figure in the white snowy plain. She poured all of her loneliness and pain into her tears, her body shaking, sobbing violently. She bawled as though her chest might burst, heartbreakingly, her throat tearing apart.



THE GRAND THEATER
The story now leaps over the ocean of time to bring us to an architect twenty years later. He was just hanging up the phone, having finished a call. Looking disappointed, he let out a sigh. He rubbed his face, murmuring, “I guess that makes sense. There’s no way it would still be there. Is it all over?”
He got up, poured himself a glass of whiskey, and went to the window to look at the twinkling city lights. He stared out at the scene, dejected. He threw back the whiskey. “I have to go see for myself. I still have time to begin construction. Why don’t I confirm it with my own eyes?”
A moment later, he was packing for a trip.
 
The architect was a very quiet person but someone who was sure of his goals. He had studied abroad and returned home to revolutionize the architectural world. He was renowned for establishing a new concept for architecture, elevating it from simple engineering to artistry. His mission was to build a structure that was natural but not crude, beautiful but not gaudy, utilitarian but not superficial, balanced but not artificial; this required strict discipline and an artistic mind. People raved about every structure he built and he was bombarded with more commissions. But he was choosy about his projects. He feared convention and he was wary of his talents being exploited by the wealthy.
It was about a year ago that two men in black suits and sunglasses came to see him. They handled classified information related to national security. They delivered a document that summarized the general’s demands; it was a detailed list of requirements for a new building. It would be a grand theater. The architect was excited. It was a challenge, and he needed a breakthrough. He’d grown tired, body and mind. He was politically agnostic, so he instantly accepted the proposal. He would have been forced to accept even if he’d declined, so it was fortunate he’d avoided being dragged off to some basement.
The design took a long time. Building a theater was a very complex job, as one had to consider the acoustics, lighting, and seating. The agents called him frequently, pressing him to deliver. They seemed to be in a rush, and with good reason.
 
The general was working toward a peace treaty with the North. Who knew what his true thoughts were, but the general sent special envoys for talks. The results were satisfactory and there was even hope that the talks would be the basis for a groundbreaking peace agreement. But when the southern envoys went North, they saw something surprising: an enormous, luxurious grand theater. The northern general was very proud of that building. The southern general learned about it and grew nervous. Perhaps they were lagging behind the North. Now the northern envoys were scheduled to come South. The general was pressed for time. But he decided to build an impressive theater visible from where the northern envoys would be staying. The plans had to be advanced in secret. At the time, anything that had anything to do with the North was treated as top secret, no matter what it was, which was also why the national security agency was the one to commission the architect.
 
Fortunately the architect was able to finish the design in time. What was more difficult was the construction. He was very thoughtful when selecting materials; the grand theater would become a destination. Cement looked cheap, marble was overbearing, and wood was impractical. The theater was a space for the whole community, so its materials had to be friendly to the masses while at the same time have artistic significance. After lengthy consideration, he selected clay brick. Made of just clay, water, and fire, it was the oldest of all building materials and the ideal combination of nature and civilization. But the color of the bricks created friction with the agents. They insisted the color red brought Commies to mind. This, again, was the law of ideology.
In the end, the agency had to retreat so they could build the theater on time. But they ran into yet another problem. Though one tripped over bricks and brickyards with every step, what the architect wanted were special bricks fitting for a grand theater. His standards were so high that all the brickmakers who had come with samples were sent away. Each time he rejected yet another sample, the architect said to the brickmaker in question, “Look, not all round things are wheels and not all rectangular shapes are bricks. Do you know what I mean?”
In the end, he ended up venturing out to find the bricks he desired. The agency kept pressuring him, as he was taking too long to select the materials. He visited all the brickyards in the nation, but still he couldn’t find anything he liked. From time to time he found excellent bricks, but his expectations were always higher.
 
One day he was passing through a rural town; he had gone to see a brickyard but was returning home, disappointed. He would be forced to select bricks that were just decent. His heart was heavy. He let out a sigh and let his gaze wander out the window. An old building caught his eye. He suddenly felt wide awake. He asked the driver to stop the car. He got out and walked toward the structure.
The two-story building contained a pool hall and a café. It was old and shabby, left to decay, with cracks visible in the brick façade. But he instantly noted that the bricks were the most superior ones he’d ever laid his eyes on. They were amazing, incomparable to all others. He found himself stroking the bricks. They were dignified and their hue wasn’t too bright or too faded. They were majestic yet discreet; they weren’t disorderly or conventional. These were the bricks he had been searching desperately for over the last several months. In fact, they were even better than what he could have imagined. These were jewels made of clay.
He was so moved that he stood there, a hand on the wall. He bowed his head in respect for the person who’d made these bricks. Compared to that artisan, his talents were just child’s play. After a long time, he murmured, “If there is a god and he made bricks, these would be the ones he would make.”
The door to the café opened and a waitress stuck her head out. “Hey mister, don’t just stand there. Come in for a cup of coffee.” The young girl was chomping on chewing gum, wearing a skirt so short that her underwear was nearly visible.
The architect grabbed the girl’s hand. “Do you think there’s a god?” 
“Who knows? If there was, would he have let me serve coffee starting at twelve years old?”
“That’s what I thought too until just now. You might not realize this, but you’re working in a building made by God. It’s truly incredible.”
“I know,” the girl said indifferently.
“You know?” The architect was surprised.
“Yeah. This is a building made by God and I’m the Virgin Mary. Now you’ll want to check if I’m a virgin or not, right? I know you’ll want to pull down my underwear and spank me if it turns out I’m not.”
“No, no, that’s not what I meant . . .”
The girl shook off his hand and spat out her gum, which landed by his feet. “Fucking pervert,” she said as she went inside. “Just ask for it if you want some. What is this shit? I hate assholes who ask for it like this.”
 
The construction schedule kept getting pushed back. The agency hassled the architect, but he didn’t budge. His convictions were so firm it didn’t seem he would be moved even if they put a gun to his head. So instead of dragging him off to a basement somewhere, they pleaded with him to hurry up and get started as a favor to them, so they wouldn’t get in trouble. But the architect resisted. If he couldn’t find the bricks he wanted, he wouldn’t put even a single one on the construction site. The entire intelligence network was mobilized to dispatch agents to procure bricks. 
A few additional buildings made from the bricks that had so moved the architect were discovered. The agents conducted secret investigations regarding the source of the bricks, which dragged out the process even longer. There was no reason for them to conduct secret investigations for mere bricks, but this was how they operated. Since so much time had passed since the buildings were built, the people who’d been involved were, for the most part, dead, or if they were still alive they couldn’t remember. They managed to get information about a very strong man who used to deliver bricks—this was from an old developer who still had his wits about him. Apparently this man was so strong that he could carry dozens of bricks at once, and though it had been a long time, the developer still remembered his parting words. “I’ll bring more bricks next time. I can’t promise you when that’ll be. I hate promises more than anything in the world.”
 
The agency searched for the brickyard where the bricks were made, spreading out from where the bricks had been discovered. They were unsuccessful. In the meantime, the architect discovered a new brick on a demolition site. Though not as superb as the bricks he was looking for, it was a much higher quality than any other, and was quite similar to the original ones in production and material. He was certain these were made in the same brickyard. He requested tests from a university lab, and the results came back that they were made twenty years before the first bricks he’d found. An important clue was a stamp on the side of the brick: Pyeongdae Brick and Tile.
The search resumed for a brickyard called Pyeongdae Brick and Tile. In a city where most of the bricks had been found, the agents gathered reams of information about a town called Pyeongdae. Pyeongdae had vanished decades ago. They were able to find the name in an old Railroad Almanac and guessed the location. From elderly people in that area, they heard an old rumor about a city, a great fire, and people who perished in the fire. Six months after the architect found the first brick, they finally found the tragic town of Pyeongdae, thanks to an old man who had left there as a child after the fire and had faint memories of the place.
 
When the agents arrived in Pyeongdae, decades’ worth of trees and weeds covered everything, as if a forest spirit had hidden the town in its embrace. Pyeongdae was larger than they’d initially believed. They were more than surprised by the large lots, from which they could deduce how prosperous it had been. There were scorch marks on each remaining building, which told them how horrible the fire was. They found the theater where the fire had started. The whale-shaped building had long ago collapsed but its wide marble staircase cascaded around the ruins like a skirt, edging the big square. They could see how luxurious it must have been.
As they walked past the theater, they saw an old dog tied to a post where a ticket booth once stood; the animal was exhausted from loneliness and hunger. The bony dog looked like a pile of rags. They couldn’t believe a dog could still be alive decades after the city was deserted. Perhaps someone had tied the dog here not long ago, but the metal chain looped around the dog’s neck was rusted, as if it had been exposed to years of rain and wind. One of the agents touched the chain to undo it, and it crumbled away. The poor dog stayed put, however, blinking its crusty eyes.
 
Four days later, the architect received a call from the agency. The agents had finally discovered where Pyeongdae Brick and Tile was. The area was thick with weeds and brambles, and they had spent two days looking for a path in. They hacked their way through and reached the entrance, and discovered a shuttered brickyard overtaken by grass. The agents conveyed the bad news and told the architect he needed to start construction; they couldn’t wait any longer. If he insisted on being stubborn, they would be forced to begin construction without him. The architect was deeply dismayed. He told them he understood and hung up. But he wanted to see the brickyard with his own eyes, to step onto the very spot the bricks were made. He wanted to personally confirm that he couldn’t keep hanging onto hope; that would be the only way for him to emerge from his months-long obsession with the bricks. Thirty minutes after his phone rang, he drove to the brickyard.
 
He arrived at the access road the following evening, around sunset. He walked up to the brickyard, following the path the agents had made. The access road was tangled with poisonous vines and brambles, making it difficult for even a mouse to enter, as though the road itself was denying access. The agents had used scythes and saws to cut through the thicket slowly. Thankfully, the architect was able to get to the entrance without much difficulty, but the path ended there. On the entrance was a half-rotten wooden sign, which faintly said Pyeongdae Brick and Tile.
The architect was disappointed. Only daisy fleabane grew among the damaged kilns; it had clearly been a long time since the site saw any people. The architect sighed and slid a cigarette in his mouth. His hopes were dashed. But he couldn’t bring himself to go back down the path to his car. He wanted to go deeper into the brickyard, to the other side of the brambles. At the very least he wanted a clue as to how the bricks were made.
He stuffed the hem of his pants into his socks and began to push his way through. It was not easy to pick his way through the thicket without any tools. His feet sank into the soft, swampy ground. He didn’t give up and inched forward bit by bit. The brambles pushed against him and resisted his efforts. It was only thirty meters from the entrance to the yard, but he had to fight through for more than an hour. He managed to shoot out through the tangle of vegetation into the yard as though he were a newborn being projected out of his mother’s womb.
Once on the other side, he saw there weren’t many other weeds; only daisy fleabane covered the space. It was an amazing sight. Bones—animal bones?—were scattered about and a few rotten wooden barrels rolled about. A structure that seemed to have been used as a house had collapsed, surrounded by a thick growth of daisy fleabane. The architect looked around slowly and headed to the ruined kilns. They had buckled long ago. He stroked a kiln as though divining the answer to an unsolvable riddle. His heart pounded with excitement. He took his hand off the kiln and looked up.
And . . . that was when he saw it! Red bricks piled high in the wide plain just behind the brickyard! He couldn’t believe his eyes. His pulse quickened and he nearly let out a yell. The long-buried bricks revealed their existence. His legs gave way and he put a hand on the kiln to steady himself. The bricks covered the plain and were even piled up down into the valley. There were so many bricks it would be enough to build several grand theaters and still have quite a few left over. It was a stunning, moving accomplishment. Though the agents had come to the entrance the day before, they hadn’t seen the bricks because of the tall weeds and the long stretch of kilns blocking their view. Hundreds of thousands, no, millions, of bricks roiled like an enormous wave below the setting sun, as though each one were alive. Tears pooled in the architect’s eyes. They rolled down his face. His voice trembled as he murmured, “This is unbelievable! A miracle!”
The sun was setting in the western sky beyond the plain. Red bricks melded into the sunset, burning up like wildfire. It truly was a magnificent sight.



CHUNHUI, OR THE QUEEN
Dear reader, please keep drowsiness at bay just a little longer. We have finally arrived at the end of our long journey. Two days after the architect waded his way through the bramble to stumble upon the bricks, agents investigating the area discovered what looked to be human remains by a kiln. Since the brickyard was strewn with bones, they didn’t immediately realize that some were human bones. They sent them to a lab. They were the remains of a woman who died perhaps a decade ago. The bones were unusually big for a woman, and the lower arm was composed of not two but just one large bone. The researcher in charge of the autopsy said, “This woman must have been incredibly strong.”
Putting together the various clues, it was clear the person who had made all those bricks was this woman. The architect gave the woman a moniker of respect: “The Red Brick Queen.”
As the construction of the grand theater finally got under way, the story of the bricks was written about in a newspaper. Soon, all kinds of stories about the bricks proliferated in the media. Someone who supposedly worked at the brickyard told his story, there were theories that someone else had actually made the bricks, and in the end there were so many reports it was difficult to determine what was true and what was made-up. A new story was added almost every day and a correction was issued almost every day. The name of the brickmaker who was talked about so fervently was finally revealed to the world.
Chunhui.
Now the story goes back to Chunhui, our poor heroine whom we’ve cast aside all this time. Chunhui, who had been wailing in the snow-covered plain, embracing her child’s cold dead body, buried the baby on a small hill down in the valley and returned to the brickyard. The grave had no marker; there was no more wailing. She then lay in her dark room without eating, waiting for death. She no longer had the strength to suffer her brutal punishment. But she didn’t die. She didn’t drink even a sip of water for more than three months, but her life was tenacious and she was not allowed to die.
When spring came around, she gave up on dying and went out to look for food. She stopped waiting for the truck driver; he was just one of many who had left her. She didn’t blame him. Rather, she didn’t think her pain might be linked to his irresponsibility. Pain, for her, was something that grew from within. It wasn’t anyone’s fault.
When she recovered somewhat, Chunhui began making bricks again. She thought about the baby as she made bricks. She thought about her soft cheeks and her delicate, caterpillar-like fingers and her small lips suckling weakly at her breast. Tears flowed every time she thought of her child. She decided to stop thinking about her. But the more she vowed to stop, the more her face appeared before her eyes. She thought about the baby, vowed to stop, and then would end up thinking about her all day long.
She began drawing the baby’s face on the pliable clay with a stick after filling the molds. The pictures were simple and clumsy but she kept drawing the face. She soon began to draw not only the baby but all the people she had known, all the events she’d experienced, and all the scenes she’d seen. Drawing became a source of deep solace. She liked to draw on the bricks, fire them, set them in a row, and gaze upon them for a long time. She forgot about her pain and loneliness while she looked at her drawings. She began to draw even more memories in the clay; things she saw around her, like the daisy fleabane and snakes and grasshoppers and dragonflies and deer, along with the objects that had passed through her life, like the blacksmith’s anvil and the truck, in addition to the scenes of the café and Jumbo rearing back at the train station and running about.
 
Several years passed. Nobody else came to the factory. Chunhui kept making bricks. Her memories grew fainter. Her baby’s face and the truck driver’s face were almost all gone; they remained only as faint shapes in her mind. At first, she’d made bricks with the hope that people would return to the brickyard, and then as she waited for the truck driver’s return, but by this time she had stopped waiting for anyone. She had long ago abandoned hope that people would return. So then why did she keep making bricks?
Some say it’s because she was bored, or because the desire to amuse oneself is an inherently human trait, or because she longed to return to bygone peaceful times in the brickyard, but none of those explanations could possibly be complete. Her labor was too desperate for it to be solely to mitigate boredom, it was too strenuous for it to be solely for amusement, and it was too repetitive for it to be solely a reaction to longing. Some linked Chunhui’s acts to the Neolithic religious habit of carving images of whales into the face of a cliff, but for us there is no clear religious significance behind the simplicity of the hexahedrons that filled up the Nambaran valley.
Then why did she devote herself so maniacally to brickmaking? What did she think about as she went about the repetitive labor? If some kind of religious hope was imbued in that work, what could it have been? Where did that movingly pure and intense passion come from? It is easy for truth to vanish, like ice melting in your hand. Perhaps we’d be closer to the truth if we refrained from all explanation and interpretation. Certainly that would free her from being trapped in simplistic, static statements. Certainly that would free her, let her blow away in the breeze that swept through the valleys of Nambaran, and help us to approach the truth. Dear reader, the story continues.
 
Her brickmaking skills became refined and sophisticated. She discovered that the texture of the bricks could be enhanced by aging the clay mix overnight, letting dew form on top before firing, which distributed moisture evenly, that the day’s weather affected the hardness, and that the color could be adjusted based on exposure time. She piled the completed bricks in the plain behind the brickyard. The yard was already overflowing with bricks. She began to lose weight. It was logical, since she wasn’t eating well while doing hard labor, but for her it was surprising, as she had consistently maintained her weight at over a hundred kilograms even when she was starving. Her hair began to gray. Her muscles lost their strength and deep wrinkles settled into grooves on her forehead. As she made bricks, she became lonelier and lonelier, and the lonelier she got, the more perfect her bricks became. The plain behind the brickyard became filled with more and more bricks.



 




 
A few years passed. She continued making bricks, all alone.



 




 
Another few years passed. She continued making bricks, all alone.



 




 
A few years passed. She continued making bricks, all alone. Nobody came to the brickyard.



EPILOGUE ONE
We all know the story of what happened afterward. The opening of the grand theater and the inaugural performance. The throngs of journalists who were more curious about the theater than the actual performance. The interviews with luminaries in arts and culture, politicians, and celebrities. The humble architect who shifted the focus of the media’s effusive praise for the miraculous architecture, touted as the most stunning building of the century, toward the work of a nameless brickmaker. The government officials’ conventional reaction of wanting to bestow a medal on the brickmaker, even though she was long deceased, the intradepartmental arguments over whether she should be given the Order of Industrial Service Merit or Order of Cultural Merit. The proliferation of academic conferences and research papers about bricks. The formation of the investigation team, “Find the Queen,” which we discussed earlier, and the investigator who was rushed to the hospital with a bee sting that proved fatal. His mother keening. Talks held between the North and the South—the reason for building the grand theater in the first place. The northern envoys’ stayed in rooms where they couldn’t see the theater, due to a hotel employee’s mistake. (And, rumor has it, they never did have a chance to see the theater after all.) The sacking of the hotel employee and reprimands for the person in charge of protocol. A host of books and a TV show about Chunhui and the bricks. The screenwriter’s decision to reduce the heroine’s weight from one hundred kilograms to forty-eight so they could cast a star. The lead actress’s suggestion that ceramics would be more attractive than bricks, resulting in extensive embellishments to the story to make Chunhui a ceramist. Additional revisions made because the name Chunhui was so dowdy; the heroine’s name changed to Annie. The lead actor’s complaint that the job of a truck driver wasn’t great, leading to overnight revisions to change the character into a wealthy businessman from a well-connected family. The result was a sad romance of a forty-eight kilogram university student studying ceramics and an heir to a conglomerate, leaping over the bounds of social class. This is the law of ratings and mass appeal. The TV show was a huge hit and meaningless tears of the masses were shed . . .
 
Let’s stop here. All truth has vanished. All the fuss has nothing to do with Chunhui’s life. She wasn’t a hero and she wasn’t a victim. She wasn’t an artisan with a clear goal nor was she a noble artist. We don’t know what her thoughts were and we don’t know what kind of life she desired. She was different, and she lived in isolation because of that. The swathe of stories about her expands infinitely, like an amoeba with a life of its own, but the actual truth doesn’t exist anywhere in the world.
She left only bricks behind. And she left everlasting drawings on those bricks. In the drawings, we can glimpse her hope that the bricks would go out into the world and convey her feelings. She drew so many things, but there is a brick in a corner of the grand theater that shows us what her hopes were at one point, and how deeply felt those hopes were. This is the drawing:
 

 
Many years later, a poet spotted the brick in the grand theater and was deeply moved. He lent his own words to Chunhui, who was never able to speak. He pulled Chunhui’s sorrow from the drawing into a poem:
 
Return to me.
I’m waiting for you.
Even as the sun sets and the moon rises 
And countless days go by
I’m still waiting for you, unchanged. 
The way a pair of weasels love each other
The way a pair of dragonflies love each other 
Let’s meet again
And love each other like before. 
Please return to me.
I’ll wait for you always.



EPILOGUE TWO
It was a warm spring afternoon. Chunhui was sitting against the kiln. Death was approaching; she was now an old woman with white hair. She was terribly thin and was no longer host to the pounds of flesh that had dogged her entire life; she was, at the time, barely thirty kilograms. Sunlight warmed her frail, dry body. Eyes closed, she thought, I should get up and make bricks. But she felt heavy. She couldn’t move a finger. When she managed to pry her eyes open, Jumbo was standing before her. Was this a dream? He was glowing white, his body concealed by the light. She could sense him as a round ray of light. Jumbo approached and showed her his back, as if to urge her to get on. She shook her head weakly. I don’t have the strength to get up.
Little lady, it’s all over now. You can do it. In a halo, Jumbo held out his long trunk, and she managed to grab it. He lifted her effortlessly and swung her onto his back. He floated up the moment she landed on him. He began to fly straight up toward the sky. Chunhui gripped his back, looking down. She could see the kilns and the roof of the house below. Behind the brickyard, she saw bricks piled up high along the ground. Just then, tough brambles and poisonous weeds sprouted at a frightening speed to cover the access road. Jumbo flew higher and higher. Chunhui saw the valleys where she’d roamed looking for food, the hill where she’d buried her baby, the faraway creek where Mun had drowned, and the long train tracks stretching out toward the horizon.
As Jumbo flew higher, she could see Pyeongdae, deserted and covered in weeds and grass. The Whale was as eye-catching as ever among the ruins. The old dog crouched in front of the theater, looking enviously at Chunhui as she flew away on a circle of light. A rusted truck was upended below the road coming into Pyeongdae. Chunhui realized then that the truck driver must have gotten into an accident long ago. For some reason, she didn’t feel sad. It was as if all of her senses and feelings were gone. Only emptiness filled her thin body. Jumbo flew higher. The train tracks fell away. She could finally see the blue ocean in the distance. That was where her mother had spent her youth, but she was seeing it for the first time. She looked down at the endless blue of the ocean, holding tight.
Finally, Jumbo broke through the atmosphere and she could see the round Earth in a single glance. It resembled a large marble. Her eyes wide in amazement, she stared at the blue marble.
I didn’t know the world was round. 
Silly, everything is round.
Not bricks.
True. But you can build a round house with them, so it’s still round. 
You can also build a rectangular house.
Yes, but if you have a lot of rectangular houses, then you get a round village. 
I see. But where are we going?
To a place where nothing exists. Somewhere very far away, Jumbo said.
Chunhui nodded indifferently, as if she knew where that was. The blue marble, having grown smaller, was now the size of a fingernail. Millions of stars were in the sky. Finally, they arrived at a vast interstellar ocean. Jumbo was flying at a terrifying speed, but since there was no resistance in outer space, it felt peaceful, as if he were swimming in a deep ocean. Suddenly, Chunhui realized she was glowing, just like Jumbo. Surrounded by light, she looked down at herself as she grew transparent, and said, “It’s so quiet here.”
Chunhui realized that her voice was ringing out. She was shocked. That was her voice, one that had never been used on Earth. She sounded gentle and faint, like a breeze rustling leaves. Jumbo smiled.
Jumbo kept flying. They didn’t know how fast they were going. They were flying somewhere near the Andromeda Nebula. But, as movement couldn’t be detected, it looked as though they were arrested in space. They became more and more transparent, becoming erased as though the light were falling away, like sugar melting in water.
What’s going to happen to us? Chunhui asked, scared.
We’re disappearing for good. But don’t be scared. Just like you remembered me, you exist if someone remembers you.
Chunhui was about to ask Jumbo something else, but before that could happen they vanished. Only their voices were left behind in the vast outer space, faint.
Goodbye, little lady.
Goodbye to you, too, Elephant.
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