The Fifth Season

A Word From the Publisher

The season was very much intoxicated with the heat of the summer. It felt as if the sun and the earth were in hot pursuit of heated love affair. Even a faint breath of wind must have been completely cooked and melted down to the burning asphalt.  For last several days, which seemed forever at the time, Seoul has been like an oven broiled by the blazing sun above, and baked ruthlessly by the burning heat from the gray motor vehicle ridden ground.   The corner out from my office, normally interwoven and covered with pedestrians and honking cars just like any other alley of this area, for a change seemed to be deserted perhaps due to this unusual summer heat.

       Feeling lucky that I don’t have to be out in this oven baked heat and hopelessly jammed and clogged streets of Seoul, went back to the screen searching for any new information of the publishing industry.  Miss Ha, my secretary, knocked on the door.       

       “A guest for you at the front, sir.”
“Who is it?”
“I haven’t seen her myself before.” Then she lowered her voice and added fast. “She has a thick foreign accent and maybe from overseas even though she looks Korean”.

“Well, send her in.” 

A young lady walked in right after Miss Ha left.  She looked maybe about thirty at the most but I couldn’t recall her at all. She came straight toward me and extended her hand without any reservation. That was unusual.  Most Korean women I know don’t ask to shake hands especially to an older man.

“Very glad to meet you. My name is May Hahn.”
I took her hand and mumbled out my name, sort of surprised.

“I’m Chung… uh.. Chung Chan Kook.  Please, have a seat.”
She had ordinary blue jeans and a plain white shirt on but somehow showed a certain sense of dignity and poise which overpowered me somewhat and I forgot to remember her name.  I had to ask her again.

“Sorry, but, didn’t get you name . . . . ?”
“Oh, yes, May Hahn. Or rather Hahn May since I’m in Korea.  In America, they call me May Hahn.”  She spoke slowly but clearly with full of foreign accent.

“Good.  Have a seat please.  Where did you say you’re from?” I wasn’t sure whether I’ve heard about it from Miss Ha or not but asked her to be sure.  May took off her backpack and putting it next to her, sat down.  

“Well, obviously, as you can tell, I’m from America, but more precisely,  graduated from Harvard and doing post doc at Princeton.”
“Oh, really!”  I’ve only heard the names of those schools which are like the utmost symbols of the best and greatest education centers on Earth but she was saying them as if they were names of a neighbor’s pets.  I had to take a better look at her, again. Unlike other Korean girls of her age, she hardly had any make up on and I couldn’t say she was all that beautiful but she exerted a special character or personality which was difficult to ignore.  It was unusual that I was having such a feeling. After all, I was raised by my mother and mothers before her, just like any other male counterparts of Korea, to ignore or to pay little attention to females.  Maybe, except for their looks.  It was a plain fact that I couldn’t do that, at the moment.  As for myself, one might agree that I may not be the best in the field but certainly one of the tops and at the peak of my career. I’ve invested almost thirty years of my life into it and certainly endured hard and difficult times along the way and made it through.  I was rather proud of my profession and position at this point.  I had to show my pride.

“Ah, is that right?  Both Princeton and Harvard are very well known schools, aren’t they?  That’s wonderful.”  I tried to be as unmoved as I could.

“Yes, I found that to be truer since I came here.  They all seem to recognize me better after they find out the schools I went. It is interesting and undoubtedly gratifying for me.  I feel all my hard work is being paid off here in Korea rather than in U.S.  Thank you for saying so.”
She seemed frank and quite straight forward.

“Anyway, what brought you here, if I may ask?”
“I have two notebooks my mother left with me and my sister and I’d like to discuss them with you if you could spare some time for me.”  She opened her backpack and pulled out two thick volumes of  worn out notebooks. The edges were raised and rounded by overuse.  Whoever had them must have used it many times.  May handed them to me.  Every page was filled with small letters both in front and back. 

“My mother wrote them.  As you can tell, I’m not that good with Korean and can barely understand what she wrote.  What I can make of it, it is a story of my mother and after reading it I discussed with my sister and thought maybe this story would have more meaning to Korean people than to Americans, like us.  Koreans might feel closer to the story than anybody else.  I might be wrong but….  Could you take a look, perhaps?”
“Where is your mother . . . . .”  Maybe I shouldn’t be asking this.  I hesitated.  In case she came here because her mother died or some other personal problems of the sort.  Holding the notebooks in my hands, I watched May Hahn’s face.

“My mother is a pediatrician.  She taught at Yale Medical School for a long time. Maybe, almost 30 years.  She practiced and taught there but went to Yonbyun, China last year.”
She talked slowly but clearly using her hands and face.  

“Did you say to Yonbyun, China, the north of North Korea?”  I thought I might have misheard or misunderstood her.  If this lady’s mother was a pediatrician at Yale as she said, there is no way such a lady would go to that remote isolated and backward place like Manchuria.  Probably, she could have gone anywhere on earth if she wanted to.  

“Yes, that’s correct.  Yonbyun is close to North Korea and lots of North Koreans come to Yonbyun for food and shelter.  My mother preferred to go to North Korea to practice there but she couldn’t.  So, she chose Yonbyun.  She took  kind of early retirement and is working there now.” 

She certainly drew my interest to herself and to the contents of the two worn out volumes of the notebook as well.  The fact that  someone with her prestige and statue, went to such a place was enough to raise my curiosity and interest. 

“I’ll see what I can do and give you a call.  Where can I reach you?”
“Oh, yes, I put the numbers inside the cover of the notebook.  This is the hotel where I’m staying and this is my address at Princeton, phone numbers and the e-mail address.”  She pointed them out to me.

“Great. Thanks. I’ll give you a call when I finish reviewing.”
“How long would that be?”  May Hahn was watching my face intently.

As always, I was in the middle of hectic schedule and couldn’t promise her anything for certain.

“It’s difficult to say but it might take at least four to five weeks,” I said.

She had a troubled look on her face for a few seconds and said that it would be difficult to wait that long.  

“I’ll try my best but hard to promise anything for sure at the moment.  Even four to five weeks is a very unusual favor.  Normally, I’d have said three months, at least.  Anyway, as I said, I’ll do my best.”
“Thank you but my concern was that I’m a bit hesitant to leave my mother’s notebooks behind not knowing for sure.”
“When are you planning to go back to U.S.?”
“I planned to go back this weekend.  I didn’t expect this would be a long trip.”
No matter how much I thought about, it was too tight a schedule for me.  Yet, it was also difficult to ignore this lady’s request who came halfway around the world with her mother’s story.  Frankly, my curiosity might have been working overtime, as well.

“Let’s see. Today is Tuesday.  Why don’t you give me a call around Friday, maybe. I might be able to say something.”  I was betting in my mind that perhaps, I can tell better after scanning a bit.

“All right.  That’s good enough.  I’ll do as you say.”
That way I got hold of those two thick volumes of the notebooks.

“Oh, by the way, “ May Hahn added on her way out.  “I almost forgot.  My mother left us letters before she left for Yonbyun.  I put them inside the notebook.  She wrote those in English but I got some help from the Korean friends at Princeton and have them translated for me. You can use them for your reference if you wish.”
That evening I brought the notebooks home with me thinking that I’ll start to read them at home.  After dinner, I stretched out my legs on the kitchen table and opened them.  Maybe, afterall, I could do the reading and get some work done. When I barely started, I had a call about a death of my longtime friend and had no proper excuse not to go to the wake.  I had to leave everything on the table and went. 

When I got home it was too late for anything and barely could get up the next morning.  My wife insisted I should get some breakfast before I went to work and forced me to sit down to eat. 
“Yobo, are those notebooks new novels you’re working on?” Preparing my tea, she asked.  (Yobo is like ‘honey’ in Korean.)

“I don’t know yet. I didn’t have time at all to go over. Why?”
“You left them on the table and without thinking, I started to read.  It was quite absorbing and forgot the time and kept on reading until late,” she said.

“Really?, So, did you finish?”
“I finished the first one but needed some sleep myself so stopped there.  If you don’t mind, is it all right if I finish the other one?”
“Hand them to me.”
In the middle of breakfast, I picked up the first book which my wife handed to me and started to read.  That afternoon, I phoned May Hahn at the hotel.

A Letter to My Daughters

My dearest daughters, May and Rani:

In near future, I’ll be facing the age called ‘whan kap’ in Korean.  That’s when you turn 60 and your life cycle, not the chronological cycle but the oriental cycle of birth cycle, has made its full circle. Probably, it was memorable to the generations before us since people seldom lived to the full cycle of 60 years.  It has been the tradition in Korea, and other Asian countries as well, to celebrate that day with lots of fanfare.  I had a small dream that when my turn comes, I also would like to have something special or do something meaningful.  My dream has been that I’ll work till then and after my 60th, I’ll start a new work.  This time, begin to work for myself.  Working for myself, or living for myself meant that from then on, maybe until I die, if possible.  I wanted to do things which I have been thinking and dreaming about all along.  Throughout my life, I have had lots of help and love from many and various people and I wanted to do the same for others who might need my help.  When I was young and helpless, I was very lucky to receive lots of hope from them.  Perhaps, it’s my turn to return their love.  My work at Yale as a doctor and as a professor has been very rewarding but I cannot forget the debt that I owed to so many people who gave me courage and hope throughout my growing up years.  If I could help a few like me, it would be a worthwhile thing and very fitting gift for myself for my 60th birthday.  By then, you’d be old enough and secure in your own lives and I’d have saved enough to do things I’ve been dreaming about.  My plan was going where there is a desperate and greater need for doctors.  I don’t mean any grand and great philanthropic way or anything like that but my own way of paying the debts I received throughout my life.

Fortunately, my profession has been great economically and was able to secure the needs for our lives but when I think about you two, being raised without a father, I feel guilty leaving you behind.  You are strong and self sufficient and I know you don’t need me but I still have this uneasy feeling.  Maybe, because I am your mother.  Or, maybe because you might miss me from time to time.  Or, rather more than anything, I might be dreading the feeling that I will miss you terribly.  You girls have been the greatest wonder in my life.  You grew up beautifully, strongly and most wonderfully.  I thank God and thank you for it from the bottom of my heart.  I may not be with you physically everyday of your lives but knowing that you’ll be just fine as you always have been, I put my worries aside.  Yet, I’m afraid that I’ll miss you much more than you ever will. 

Ever since I met your aunt, my sister, in North Korea in 1985, I knew I found what I’ve been looking for.  I wanted to retire a bit early and go to North Korea and spend the rest of my working days as a doctor there.  It isn’t necessarily because I miss my sister.  Rather, it was the shock I got when I met my divided family, the stares of the children looking at me, and the decline of their economy and life itself there.  It all reminded me of myself when I was an abandoned child of difficult times.  I felt they were asking for my help whatever it might be.  I lived with abundance over 30 years in the U. S. laughing, content and happy.  But the children of North Korea didn’t seem to have much to enjoy and be happy about.  They looked hungry and sick.  They desperately need doctors.  I felt as if their eyes were begging me to be with them.

When I was a child myself, there were many times as if the whole world has abandoned me without a glimmer of hope left.  But then, there’d come a slight breeze of warmth to rekindle my desperately fading hope.  I was and still am immensely grateful for it.  If I could give someone such a hope, wouldn’t that be grand?  Before their hopes and dreams get shattered completely, and before I become too old to do anything, I wanted to do my share.  It’s been with me ever since I visited North Korea, like a song that keeps on going in my mind.  North Korea would not allow me to come or anyone else for that matter so I chose Yonbyun.  Since Yonbyun is the nearest to North Korea, I hear many North Koreans go there for food and shelter. You may not know this but there are millions of Koreans living there even before the Korean War.  They went there at the turn of the 20th century to run away from the Japanese occupation of Korea.  They are living there until today as Chinese Koreans.  I suppose, there is another huge segment of human lives destroyed and abandoned due to greedy politics of that time.  Someday, there might come a day when we can go and live there or freely go back and forth or even the North and the South become united again but till then I’ll have to be in Yonbyun waiting and working there.

Anyway, my immediate plan is to go to Yonbyun Medical College and work there.  I’ve heard numerous times that lots of North Koreans sneak out seeking all sorts of things such as food, clothing and medicine.  They are all my neighbors, relatives just like my sister and her family.  I hope you understand me and don’t mind my leaving you.  You understand me, don’t you?  Of course, I don’t believe my life would be all rosy and nice either.  I may be completely unprepared for it, to be frank.  And yet, I have to try before my time runs out.  I’m afraid if I try to find any excuses, I’ll never get going.

Since I started thinking about my work after 60, realizing that I might have to live away from you, I started to write down the story of my life.  It is a story of your mother, grandmother, grandfather, aunts and so forth.  Story of my family who had to live through one of the most difficult times of recent human history.  I believe the North and South Korea are the only places on earth where we cannot even exchange letters or know whereabouts of our loved ones and parted families.  The saddest part is that people are getting old and are dying without knowing whether their family members are still living or dead.  I envy East and West Germans that got united.  I even envy Vietnam.  No other country on earth is like us. 

My story may not have much meaning to you.  You are the new generations.  Or, it may not make much sense, either.  Not knowing Korean culture that well, you might also wonder why and how in many things I said or wrote.  I wish my writing skill is such that you could enjoy and get the benefit out of it but, unfortunately, I don’t have such talents and as you can tell, I am a very poor writer.  And yet, I couldn’t throw it away.  Burying it away and forgetting the past seemed very sad and cruel thing to do. .  After all it is the story of your past, as well.  Time and history will forget us soon but I had to try to leave a few of our footprints somewhere.  It may not be a story of grand heroes and heroins but story of ordinary common people like weeds in the fields but still the same I wanted it to be heard.  Especially by you, my most precious daughters.  Unfortunately, I might be the last generation who remembers the Korean War and the separation of North and South.  Generations after me may not remember or understand the pains of war and the separations. I am hoping at least you can remember and understand your mother and your family’s story no matter how insignificant or unimportant it may be in the big scope of things of the world.  

Hopefully, my story can be turned into a song for you so you can sing them to your children even in small fragments.  Remember the lullabies I used to sing for you when I tried to put you to sleep?  Consider it to be the continuation of them.  I am no singer by any means but so long as you understand me, then my effort has been paid off  more than enough and I’d feel grateful for it.  I’m leaving the notebooks in the drawer of my desk.  Hope you study Korean more so that my story can have more meaning to you.  (I havemhad to say this because I’m your mother!)

We, people, are bound to meet and part.  Even within the family.  I am not leaving for good or for another world.  Yonbyun may not be a modern place with e-mails and telephones handy like America but we can communicate with good old style of letters.  It may not give the instant gratification which we we’re so used to but I bet I’ll treasure all of your letters very dearly.  Still, I cannot get rid of the feeling of guilt toward you, my girls.  I promise I’ll come to see you at least once a year and when you get married or have children, I’ll definitely do my best to come to see you.

I am dividing my assets in half and leave one half to you both evenly divided and the other half, I’m planning to keep for myself.  Some funds are definitely necessary for equipments and medicine and for the preparation of my work there.  Sorry I cannot leave them all for you but I know you will do just fine without my help.  Just keep them for your rainy days.  I know I don’t have worry about you.  All the details are left with our attorney, Mr. Morrison.  Consult with him should there be any questions or concerns.

My dear May and Rani, I wish all the best for all of us.  I love you very much.

                                                       May, 2000

                                                       Your mother

P.S.   You may realize as you read along there are facts and other things added or changed later as I made some trips to Korea.  They made the notebooks more crowded and confused at times but I wanted to add them as I found them.  Please, understand and also, excuse my poor handwriting and writing abilities.  Wish I were a better writer but it’s too late for that.  Maybe, that can be a homework for Rani!  Love you!  Mom

The End of My Chilhood

When I was about five years old, my grandmother took me to the ancestral mountain.  That’s where our ancestors were buried.  Many Korean families have them and that’s where they go for ceremonies of worship and certain memorable days.  Looking back, she might have taken me there to gather some herbs or wild vegetables.   If it was for a ceremony, there should have been food and all the men in the family.  Since I was a small child, it felt like a mountain but it must have been a small hill at the most.  I vaguely remember the sleepy little village with thatched roofs gathered around here and there with emerald green rice paddies carpeted in between them.  I had no problem walking up the hill and grandmother was carrying my baby brother on her back.  I remember it was a hot day and grandmother let me and my brother to play around the semi spherical tombs.  She pointed out who is buried under which half sphere.  I didn’t care any of that but clapped my hands wildly when my brother urinated crawling around near one of the tomb.  Often, little boys went around with bare bottoms.  Mothers and grandmothers probably wanted to show off the boys’ peppers.  Pepper was the name for the boy’s private part.

“This is where your grandfather and I’ll be buried after we die.” Grandmother said.

“Are you going to die, Grandmother?” I asked, in surprise..

“We all die someday and have to be buried.   And this is my place.”  She almost seemed to be happy and proud of it.

“Am I going to die?”
“Someday, you will, too.”  Grandmother said.

“My mother and father and baby brother will die, too?”
“Of course, they will, too.  But, it’s a long way away.  You don’t have to worry about it now.”

“But, Grandmother, when I die, where am I going to be buried?  Where is my place?”
“Mimi, my dear. Your place is not here.  You don’t belong here.  You are going to get married and has to be buried with your husband’s family place.”
“How about Hankook, my brother?”
“He’ll be buried here right next to your mother and father.”
“That’s not fair.  I don’t want to go any other place.  I want to be here.” I protested. 

“Well, you should have been born as a boy to be buried here.  Girls don’t belong here.  You belong to your husband’s family.”  Grandmother said as a matter of factly.

“Then how come you get to be buried here?”
“Because my husband, your grandfather, will be buried here.  I belong with him.  Don’t worry.  I’m sure there is a place for you somewhere, too.”  She tried to reassure me but I wasn’t happy about the whole thing.

“I don’t want any other place.  I want to be here, and I don’t want a husband.” 

“It would have been nice if you were a boy.  Lucky your mom had a son, finally.  If your mother didn’t have your baby brother, she would have been like that lady over there.” Grandmother said.

“What lady?”
“That one with two tombs next to it.  The first wife didn’t bear any son so husband got a concubine and she bore him a son.  She is buried next to him as well.  Concubines don’t get to be buried next to the husband.  Only the legal first wife.  But when the concubine died, her son insisted and made the tomb for his mother next to his father.  Having a good burial place important.  You only live a hundred years if you’re damn lucky, but once you are buried, you’ll be there for a long, long time.  You have to remember, Mimi.  You’ve got to have a son.  The more sons the better.  Girls don’t count.  You can have ten girls but wouldn’t do any good if you don’t have a son.  That’s why Hankook is so important and precious in our family.”
After peeing on the grass, Hankook was sitting on the blanket Grandmother laid out after she took him off from her back.  I felt bad that this naked baby boy is so much more valuable than I was and fell silent.

“Don’t worry, the third one.”  Grandmother often called me that since I was the third daughter.  “I got to tell you a story a traveling monk told me years back when I was weeding this place.”  Grandmother told me to my sulked face. 

“At the time, I was very much pregnant with your father and tried to take a break from working.   There was a Bhuddist monk taking a rest sitting by our gravesite.  ‘Is this your family burial ground?’ he asked.  So, I told him that it was so.  Guess, what he said then?”  Grandmother asked.

“What?  What did he say?”
“Well, he said that this burial ground was a predestined place for the women of the family to become great, and congratulated me for it.”
“Well, what does that mean, Grandmother?”
“I’m not sure myself.  Since he congratulated me for it, it must be something good.  That’s all I could figure.  But, remember that women don’t even count?  It’s got to be good for men, rather than women.  So, I asked the monk right away. “What about men, sir?”
“What did he say?” I asked.

“That’s the thing.  The monk didn’t say much except that he wasn’t sure at all about men. And he got up and took his long cane and left.”
“Grandmother, I don’t get it.  What does all that mean?”
“I think it means that the girls born in this family will become great and famous.  I am not sure, though.  If it was a boy, it could mean that he might become a governor, a judge or a general or something like that.  But what a girl can become?  My mothering-law said that it was a bad news for a woman to become famous.  That means no good marriages but lots of hardships ahead. Actually, she forbade me to say it to anyone. But I still think it’s a good thing.  He congratlated me, remember?  I think the monk might have meant that the girls of our family would marry real well and have lots of sons.  Who knows, you might marry a general or a governor.”
“I told you, Grandmother, I’m not marrying!”
“Well, I guess, we’ll just have to wait and see, I suppose.”  She grinned at my remark.

Maybe for some reason that I didn’t understand, I may not belong to this family but I kept the notion that someday, I’ll prove that I was predestined to become famous and successful hidden from others.  Oftentimes, especially when I was faced with hard times or desperate situations, I kept telling myself that if I bear up, there will come a day that I’d be proud of myself.  Maybe my great grandmother might have been right thinking that it meant hard and difficult times for women but to me, it was good enough to keep me going.  On the other side of the coin, tons and tons of Korean women throughout the long history of Korea had to endure numerous difficulties of life.  Maybe, that monk might have meant for the women of Korea as a whole.  Enduring and sacrificing for their families, for their husbands and children without seeking much identity or rewards of their own.  Perhaps, that’s what he meant.  I think Korean women are the toughest of the lot in the whole world.  They suffered, they endured and they achieved without any reward or recognition at all.

My grandmother thought the baby she was carrying at the time must have been a girl, but it turned out to be a boy, my father.  My father grew up while Korea was under Japanese occupation.  The times must have been very hard then, also.  Japan has been notorious for its ruthless ruling of occupied countries.  Since it was engaged in the World  War II in many parts of Asia and eventually with America, they took, collected, got and confiscated anything and everything it could get it hands on.  They drafted all the young men and boys from Korea as their soldiers to be killed, took all the grains from our fields and rice paddies, and even took young girls as comfort women  for their soldiers.  Korea often revolted against Japan’s astrocities without much success but with terrible prices to pay.  According to Grandmother, her own son, my father’s older brother was one of the victims.  When my father was still a young boy, he followed his older brother, who was thirteen at the time to a place called Mansaejae on a chilly March morning.  Lots of Koreans gathered there armed only with bare fists and Korean flags waving.  My father and his older brother must have been one of them.  Japanese shot everyone in sight, and clobbered  the crowd with bayonets.  The whole place, I’ve heard was covered with bodies and blood running all over.  Since then they named the place Mansaejae which means the Hill of Mansae.  Mansae stands for long live Korea.  My father’s brother got a head injury at the time, and he talked funny and limped the rest of his life.  Even then, he died at the age of nineteen.  I can only  imagine the grief that my grandmother had to bear through watching and caring for him until he died. To my daughters living in America, it might sound like a story of a far away time and place.  It was however, the story of myself, my mother, and my grandmother.  I hope and pray that none of my children or any of their future  generations would have to endure any such misfortunes of ours and forefathers times.

According to grandmother, who had thought that she was pregnant with a girl, my father was born in 1909 and I was born in 1940. I had two older sisters.  Jeeni, my oldest was 7 years older than I and Suni was 4 years older.  The youngest and only boy, Hankook who is the hope and future of our entire family, according to my mother and grandmother, was born in August 1945, the year we finally were emancipated from Japan. 

My grandfather was a farmer from Boogok, Kyungkido but after he died, my father divided the asset with younger brother and left for Seoul.  Vaguely, I remember Boogok as my ancestor’s hometown.  The tombs, sleepy hills and valleys with a slow moving train winding through to the far side of the rice paddies. . . .  Yet, I don’t remember much about Seoul where we supposedly lived for a short period of time.  I started schooling in Incheon and maybe that’s when my father started working there.

It seemed as if my father had some modern education. I just assumed so because I often saw my father reading books.  He was worked as a manager at Incheon Textile Co. and we lived in a house given by the company near my fathers work place.  It had two rooms with a wooden floor in between and a kitchen.  There were similar looking houses in a row and they must have been built by Japanese during their occupation of Korea for their employees.  As I think back it wasn’t much of a house but that’s where my happiest childhood was stored.  I had my family there. My father, mother, sisters and a brother, all of us together.  That’s where we ate dinner sitting around the table as a family.  I went to Songyon elementary school up to 4th grade.

While I was at Songyon, I still remember a friend in particular.  Her name was Mi-sook Park.  She had thick jet black hair and her bangs were down almost to her two big eyes.  She had unusually big round eyes for a Korean girl.  They were dark brown and very charming as if she wanted to say lots of things which her mouth didn’t speak out. She was a quiet girl. There was one little problem, though.  She had cool dark eyes but that’s when you look at them one at a time.  If you looked at her both eyes together, then they didn’t focus.  You couldn’t tell what she was looking at.  But, separately, she had the most beautiful eyes I ever saw.  I liked them just fine but some of the kids in our class, especially boys, made fun of them. 

“Hey, kiddo!  Are you looking at me or the bird outside?”
“Why are your eyes crossed?  Has anyone beaten them up?” And many other mean things.  At first, I wanted to join the other kids but Mi-sook carried herself so well I began to admire her poise and manner.  Whenever kids got roudy and mean, she kept even quieter and watched them without saying a word.  It looked as if trying to tell them ‘say whatever you want but I don’t care.’  She had a certain kind of adult look about her.  Soon, the kids would lose interest and forget about her.  She seemed to be from a needy family yet the way she behaved intrigued me.  If it were myself, I’d jump up at those mean boys and would kick, scratch, hit, scream or whatever I could to get even with them.  If I couldn’t handle for any reason, I’d cay or run away.  Mi-sook didn’t do any of those.  Without raising a finger or voice, she sent them away.  

Once she became my seat mate.  I was excited.  Finally, I got the chance to become friends with her.  She had another talent.  Evidently, her eyes may look crossed, but her eyesight must have been just fine.  She was very good at drawing.  She could draw anything and everything beautifully.  She kept on drawing things whenever she got the paper and pencil.  When we sat together, I couldn’t keep my attention off from her.  While watching her every move, I dropped my pencil on the floor.  It rolled away to the boy in front of Mi-sook.  He picked it up and turned around.

“Hey, you crossed eye! You threw this at me, didn’t you?”  He asked her.

“Be careful what you say”, I cut in.  “That’s mine.  I dropped it.  Give it to me.”
“Are you trying to be on her side?  You want to taste my awesome fist?”  He said with a loud voice, waving his fist in front of my eyes.

“Her name is Mi-sook.  Don’t you know her name?  If you think you are so awesome, go ahead.  You can hit. I’m not afraid.  I’ll hit you right back.”  By then, the whole class was watching us. 

“You air head!”  He stood up with his fist flying in the air.

“You are a moron!”  I screamed back at him.

At that moment, his fist landed on my cheek and I lost all my control and fell to the floor.  I tried to get up and hit him real hard on the face but couldn’t manage myself  that well.  Often, our body and brain don’t get that well coordinated.  My brain wanted to grab him, kick him, spit at him or whatever I could to hurt him, but my behind was still stuck on the floor with all four of my limbs waving in the air.  I could hear everyone laughing histerically.  It was most humiliating to say the least..

“Be quiet!  Be quiet, class!  Be quiet!”  Shouting, our teacher banged the big stick onto the table.  Class came back to its order and I turned around on all my fours and got up.  Everyone went to his or her place.  I sat down but felt as if my whole class could hear my breathing and my fast beating heart.  I was the only one who got hurt out of this incidence and that was totally and absolutely embarrassing..

“Does it hurt a lot?”  Mi-sook whispered to my ear.

“No, not at all.”  But, I still could hear my heavy breathing.  

“Sometimes we have to know how to control.”
“How?  How do you do that when you are angry?” I protested.

“Whole lot better than being hit by a stupid boy.” She said.

After the class, we walked home together.  

“Where do you live, Mi-sook?” I asked her.

“Over that way.”  She pointed toward my house and beyond.

“We live that way, too.  My house is where the company residences are for the Incheon Textile.”
“We live behind them.”
There are small hut like homes close together leaning against each other. She must be living one of those.

“That’s great.  From now on, we can walk together to school.” I said.

“All right.  Let’s do that.”
We became the best friends from then on.  That night, lying in my bed, I thought about what Mi-sook told me earlier.  ‘As she said, should I have kept quiet?  Don’t argue?  Don’t fight?’
Whenever there’s a chance, I used to run over Mi-sook’s house.  Mi-sook’s house was very small with one room and a small kitchenette attached to it.  Her kitchen didn’t have much in it.  There was a rice pot sitting on the kitchen floor at the opening to the ‘ondol’ for heat.  Ondol is where the heated air from cooking passes through beneath the stone floor to keep the room warm in winter and keep off moisture during wet summer months.  There was hardly anything else, except a few bowls with spoons and chopsticks stuck in them.  What attracted to this place, of course, was my dear friend Mi-sook but also I liked her father a lot.  He was very different from my father.  My father hardly said anything at all except to reprimand us or scold us.  He didn’t laugh much and always had a stern face.  When Mi-sook’s father came home from work, Mi-sook and her sister and brothers ran over to him with their arms spread out.  Then he would pick them up one by one and twirl them around before he’d let them down again.  I watched with envy, and wished my father would do the same.  My father hardly touched us when he came home or spoke to us about anything much.  He would hold Hankook’s hand once in a while and take him for walk or something but not much with us, the girls, that I can remember.  Often, I wished I were a boy so I could hold father’s hand like my brother.  Once I asked mother why my father seemed so unhappy while Mi-sook’s father was always laughing and playing with the children.

“Because we are ‘yangban’ and they are not.” Mother explained.

“What’s a yangban?” I asked.

“It’s like we are supposedly more educated, hold better jobs in the government, and used to have much more power than a sangnom.”
“Does my father work for the government?”
“No, but our ancestors did.  If you’re born in the sangnom family, you were looked down a lot in the old days. Much of that are gone now, but still some left here and there.  Old traditions die hard.”  

“Then, why my father still has the stern face?”
“Hush up, the third one.  You shouldn’t say such things.  But, that’s how the yangbans behaved for hundreds of years.  That’s the way yangbans were brought up and you don’t change that fast.” Mother said.

The whole thing didn’t make much sense and I wished my father was like Mi-sook’s father even if that meant we’re sangnom.

On Sundays, I would go to Mi-sook’s house starting early in the morning and would come back to my house when they all went to church.  I was curious about this place called church where all of Mi-sook’s family went together every Sunday.  Besides, after she went to church, I didn’t have anyone to play with.  Wished that Mi-sook would stay behind and play with me.  I missed her while she’s at the church.

“What do you do at the church?” I asked her, once.

“We sing songs, pray and listen to the minister.”
They were all new to me.

“Is it all right if I go with you next time?” I ventured.

“Of course! Do you want to go with us next Sunday?”  She didn’t hesitate one bit.

“Really?” I was very happy that she invited me.

“Our minister is very nice.  He’ll be happy to see you, too.  He helps a lot of people.”
For the first time in my life, I went to a place called church.  Everyone there seemed very nice even toward me who came for the first time.  The minister whom I never met before, held my hands in his and told me how glad he was to see me.  I was very excited and happy.  On the way home to Mi-sook’s house, I told her that the next time, I’d bring all my family, my sisters and parents to church, too. 

As I ran home, I told my mother and my sisters about the church I went earlier and how nice everything was there and we should go to church from then on.

“Mimi, maybe you should wait and don’t say anything about it to your father, yet.”
“Why, mother?”
Then I heard my father’s fast and loud footsteps across the wooden floors.  He made a short and low throaty coughing sound to let us know his presence is coming.  He didn’t have to.  We all knew when he wanted to say something or when he wanted us out of the room or even when he wanted us to be quiet.  He didn’t have to say much.  We knew what he wanted pretty much with just his presence alone.

“Now, what did you just say, the third one?”  I was always the third one to him.

I was very much intimidated but told him that we should go to church, too, with a small trailing voice that nobody could hear.

“Where did you hear such a thing?  Who did you go to church with?”  He demanded my answer.

“With a friend.”  It was barely audible.

“What’s her name?”
“Mi-sook.”
“Church?  Never in this family.  You are not suppose to even play with her.  Do you hear me?”  

“But, father . . . .”  I wanted to say something but couldn’t.  I thought all my family would be delighted to find out about church and how nice it was.

“Just do as I say.”  His voice was still firm but was toned down just a bit.

“Why, father, why not?”, carefully watching his face, I tried again with the tiniest voice I could make.

“Well, churches make people become weak and dependable.” Father’s voice carried far less authorities than before and tried to explain as simple as he could.

“How?” Knowing the worst is over, I asked.

“You don’t have to know everything.  If I tell you not to, that should be enough.  Girls should know when and how to stay silent.  You always have problem with too many questions.  You need more discipline from your mother.”  With that he looked at my mother.  Mother didn’t say anything.

Even so, I couldn’t understand my father.  None of our family believed in Budha and I remember my mother preparing for the ancestoral  worship in our house once in a while but I didn’t think we were into Confucious teachings and worships all that much either.  Father forbade me not to go to church and not to even play with Mi-sook but on Sundays, I sneaked out to her place and went to church with her.  I thought the stories of Joseph and his twelve brothers were very interesting and couldn’t see any harm in listening such stories.  I told Mi-sook that I was not allowed to go to church with her and I have to sneak out, but she didn’t seem to mind that at all.

Not long after that, the Korean War broke out and all the things like church, Mi-sook and so forth became stories of long ago.  Everything, almost everything up to that point had to be stored and forgotten under a big and thick concrete floor of my mind.  War was something that big and that enormous, hardly anyone could get around or get by it.  You had to endure and suffer with it to survive if you’re lucky, or to die if you’re unlucky. Lucky ones lived and unlucky ones disappeared.  One has to deal with life and death constantly but for a little girl like me, besides instincts, there wasn’t much for a guidance.  Often times, even the grownups didn’t know what to do or when and where to be.  Frequently, they did exactly the opposite things because of the big chaos where everyone was thrown into.  

My childhood ended there.  Being scolded by my father, going to a friend’s house to play, were the unattainable luxuries of life in a war.  It wasn’t only my life which got messed up.  The war destroyed all my sisters’ and parents’ lives as well.  Of course, it didn’t stop in our family.  The whole country of Korea was beaten up completely while the whole world was watching.  We were like two brother boxers on a stage ring completely knocked down bled to death by terrible blows from every side.

I was too young to remember what and how things happened to my family.  While my mother was still living, I asked her the accounts at that time and I made tapes of what she said. When the war broke out, she was in her late thirties and remembered much better in sequence, while my memory of it was segmented and often confused.  The following is my mother’s account of that time.

Memoirs of My Mother

It would be difficult to describe a person in one or two words but if I were to try, your father was an honest person carried to a degree of inflexibility.  He did what he thought was right and didn’t know how to compromise.  Unlike others, he did everything out from his conscience without bending the rules or regulations.  To survive in times of a war, one needed all the help one can get and learn to compromise when necessary.  From the old days of Lee Dynasty, Korea has been a country where bribes and corruptions were part of daily lives.  In many ways, it still is but right after the emancipation from Japan, and new government was still its infant stage, it was much worse to say the least.  One couldn’t go anywhere or do anything without bribes.  With bribes, on the other hand, anything and everything was possible.  Your father tried to stand alone in there.  Never he took a bribe or gift from anyone in his entire life.  If his conscience was clean, he believed he could stand against anyone or anything.  

The first week after the war broke out, there have been all sorts of rumors flying around but he went to work just like any other day without paying much attention to them.  He might have harbored many thoughts or anxieties just like anyone else at the time, but if he did, he didn’t show them much.  Even I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.  He might have thought or wished the troubles of war would end soon and things would get back to normal just like President Seung Man Rhee was saying over the radio.  The rumors that were flying around, however, couldn’t be any further away from the truth than what the President was saying. We didn’t know what to believe.  Maybe, until your father could see for himself, he didn’t want to be swayed one way or the other.  Some of the rumors even suggested that the whole Korean peninsula was under Reds.  Then, when you listen to the president, he was talking about marching all the way to Pyung Yang and the Yalu River. We figured Seoul might be in trouble but where we were, except the uneasy feeling circling around in the air, we were left in the dark.  Incheon, being tucked away to the west of Seoul, the North Korean troops didn’t march into our streets for several days and that was enough to give us false securities.  They were more interested in going south and get the whole peninsula under the Reds.  We were sort of isolated and no one knew exactly what was going on.  We had no idea that the communists were already all the way down to Pusan.

A few days after the June the 25th, your father hurried home from work.  It was still in the morning hours.

“Yobo, pack up whatever you can.  We have to leave here.  Communists are all over, already.”  He said this with a rushed voice.

“Wait a minute.  Where are we going and what should I pack?  You have to explain a little better.”  Watching his face, I had to ask for some answers.  I was somewhat aware of what was going on at the time but still, it came as a shock to me.  If the communists are all over already where should we have to go?  

“Seoul has fallen and looks like the Reds have gone to southern provinces, days ago.  Your father said.

“In that case, does it matter where we are?  What difference does it make once we are under the Reds, here or there?”  It didn’t make much sense to me.

“I don’t know much myself, but it might be safer in the country than in the city and might be easier to get food, also.”
“Should we go to the country, then?” I asked.

“I’m thinking maybe Boogok would be a safer place to be right now.”
“Are we heading for Boogok, then?  What should I pack?”
“I don’t know what to think myself.  You should know those better than I.  How about something to eat and something of value?”
“Like what?  What’s valuable?”  I was still in shock and couldn’t think straight.  

“Don’t just stand there watching my face.  I don’t know myself and I can’t think much either.  Just do something.  Anything.”  I have never seen your father that way before.  He always had answers for everything and I was used to follow his orders.  But, at that time, he seemed very confused.

“Jeeni’s Mother, should I pack some rice rolls and roasted rice flour for drinks?” Young-yang Dak, who was our maid at the time came up with a suggestion.  That looked like a good idea so we prepared some of those and I stuck my two rings and silver hair pins around my waist and we left our house in a hurry.  All of us carried as much as we could either on our heads, backs or hands.  Including Young-yang Dak, there were seven of us and we started out  on foot.  We walked for about two to three hours at the most and were passing a small town called Juan.  Two young men, with red bands around their arms and rifles on their shoulders, stepped in front of us.  We were so busy walking I didn’t realize them until they blocked our way.  It was as if they dropped on us out of the blue sky. They took a good look at your father and one of them asked him whether he was Manager Kim from Incheon Textile.  Their uniforms with the red bands around the arms were enough to scare me but the rifles they slung on their shoulders made me froze stiff.  My legs were like jellies and I couldn’t move.  I felt like urinating right there on the spot.  Scared, I kept watching your father’s face.  It looked as if your father recognized them. 

“Oh, what are you guys doing here?” He asked. 

“Well, we’d like to have a talk with you.”  One of the guys said to your father and he stood between your father and us.  “I think it would be better for everyone if you returned.”  He said with a low but with very assuring tone.

“Return? Where to?”
“To the factory, of course.”  His short and curt answer was full of anger and impatience.

“What good would it do even if I return?  It’s an empty place, already.” Your father was talking to them.

“That’s the more reason to return.  You should be safeguarding the place in this kind of times.”  One of the two, who had a real mean look on his face said that to your father’s eyes, staring.  His eyes and your father’s eyes were maybe about one inch apart at the most.  The mean looking guy’s nose was about to scrape your father’s.  Their eyes were glaring at each other but different reasons, I thought.  Without a doubt, it was a moment of your father’s authorities as an older man, challenged.  The power of a younger man with a red band, tested.  It was a tense moment.

“It’s not a place where one man can run.”  Your father’s voice had already lost its strength, I could tell.  It was trailing off aimlessly.  I could sense that our endeavor of leaving was shattering.  The young man with the red band showed a delicious smile on his face.  

“Manager Park, Manager Shim, and Manager Choi, they all sent back earlier today.”  The other man said.  Others must have tried to leave, as well.

“In that case, I’ll take my family to my hometown and will hurry back to the factory.”  Your father tried to ease up a little.

“I’m afraid we don’t have time for that.  You should return right now, or else . . . ” and he repositioned his rifle from his shoulder.  Who can say anything against in front of a gun?  

“Why don’t you take the children and go to Boogok and stay there until I send someone for you.”  Your father turned to me and said that.

Boogok, supposedly, was our hometown but we haven’t been there for a long time and since your grandparents’ death, hardly anyone I knew were still left there.  It didn’t seem like such a good idea and besides, maybe, this was the time that families should stay together as much and as long as possible.

“Yobo, it might be better if we all went back together with you,” I said.  That way, we went back to where we started out that morning.  As I look back, when there’s a war, of course they need guns and cannons, but the soldiers need clothing, too.  The textile companies are one of the necessities of the war, I suppose.  They had to call all the workers back to operate it. 

Even though we went back where we all started that morning only several hours ago, things have been changed quite a lot alreaddy.  There were men with red bands around their arms going in and out of our house and they behaved as if it had been their place all along.  We stood and watched them with our mouths and eyes all open but none of us could say anything.  Only your little brother whispered to my ear why they were at our house.  Even then, I was worried and scared that one of them might hear him and do something terrible for us.  I felt like we became criminals or outlaws of some kind without knowing exactly what.  Men with red bands were going in and out of other homes as well so at least, our house might not have been the only house they took.  I watched your father’s face to figure out what to make out of all this but he avoided my eyes.  Rather, he probably didn’t want to show his helplessness to me.  What could anyone do when the people in there had guns toting over their shoulders  and red bands around their arms.  Those red bands and guns said, no they didn’t have to say anything, rather displayed to the whole world that they owned everything now and nothing else mattered.  They were the ones with the utmost authorities and no one dared to challenge them.  Everyone knew and understood right away not to ask anything or question them anything.  The instinct of survival skills which must have been innate in all of us, they might have been hidden during normal and peaceful times, all creep out to help us avoid the dangers and difficulties.  I was worried that your father might ask the men with red bands about our house or something like that and make them angry or upset.  They were the guys with guns and red bands and I didn’t want their guns pointing at us.  .  

“Was this your house?”  One of them who were about to enter the house glanced at us and asked.  He had asked whether it was, the past tense was, our house.    I immediately tugged my husband’s shirts a bit trying to convey the massage to be careful what to say to them.  Were they going to harm us if it were our house before?  Were they going to condemn us because we had a house?   We were by no means rich but at least, we had a house and food to eat.  Was that going to be the crime now?  Within the last few hours everything became all confused and chaotic and I just wanted to be sure no one would harm us for any reason.  Your father must have been looking for words himself since his answer took a long while to come out of his mouth.  It didn’t have to, actually.

“Well, we need these houses here for our headquarters and for people’s use.  You can go find another place for yourselves.”  The young man with the red band went inside without any other words or glance.

“But . . . . ,but, could we get some of our things out of....”  Your father must have wanted some of the things from the house but the young man has already gone inside and your father didn’t even had a chance to finish his words. 

“Yobo, let’s get out of here.” I whispered into his ear.

“Didn’t you already take whatever you need when you left?”  The young man with the red band came back to the door and told your father.  He must have heard or knew what your father wanted to say.  

We had to walk away from our house feeling as if we were the guilty ones, and the uniformed men with red bands were the righteous ones who finally got what was theirs all along. 

Looking for a place to stay, we went to the area beyond our house.  There were tiny small huts standing in a row with roofs and walls were touching each other and temporarily rented one room.  As soon as we settled into the room, your father went to the factory.

Maybe, I should explain a bit about your father.  As I said before, since your father trusted his honesty and believed in his conscience, he didn’t like to compromise with others who weren’t up to his standards.  To survive in this world, sometimes one needs to bend the rules a little and follow the crowd according to the direction of the blowing wind.  One cannot stand stiff while everyone else is swaying with the wind and rain.  If the wind blows from the north, you’ve got to bend the other way and vice versa.  If one tries to resist, life becomes that much more difficult.  If we were living in the world where the law and order were kept alive and well, it would be a different matter but at the time we were living in, it was a totally different time and place.  Everything was chaotic and what was right today might be completely wrong the next day.  Your father could have survived fine in a world where people lived with law and order but with his characters, during the war, it wasn’t easy.  The villains of yesterday became heroes of today and the heroes of today might turn out to be villains of tomorrow.  Many knew how to change themselves like chamillions and survived through it all but it wasn’t that easy for your father.  He was too inflexible for it. 

Perhaps, this incidence that happen just a few weeks before the war would explain what kind of a person your father was.  Our country, sad to say, has been riddled with corruption as always.  Incheon Textile wasn’t the exception.  A lot of the employees took advantage of it and swindled products away for their own personal  benefit.  The upper rank and file did it the big way and the lower ones did it in a smaller scale.  Everyone knew what was going on but they seldom surfaced since practically everyone was guilty one way or the other.  No one made any issue out of it.  Most of the managers of Incheon Textile lived quite well not because of the salary but because of this unspoken benefits.  We were the exceptions.  Your father’s boss, Mr. Choi, who was the chief of the department, took a big chunk of merchandise and distributed to everyone under him so they’d keep quiet.  Your father’s share was twenty pieces of cotton material which was rather a large amount.  Your father should’ve said ‘thank you’ and brought them home but instead, he told Mr. Choi that he could not accept such things and returned them to him.  What do you think Mr. Choi would have thought about your father?  And how about the people who worked under your father?  What would they think of him?  They are all waiting for your father to accept that thing and turn around and share some of it with them.  Your father was not appreciated by the people above him nor below him.  They didn’t care whether your father was honest or not.  What they cared were their own pockets.  Even if your father didn’t want to cheat the company, in my opinion, he shouldn’t have refused his boss’s offer.  If I were his boss, I’d get upset and wonder what your father’s motives were.  He’d  worry that your father would tell the company what he had done.  If he had brought some of those materials home, that would have been a wonderful gift for all of us.  

Being a manager at Incheon Textile was a good job at the time.  Most of the other managers hired many of their relatives and friends so that they can exercise power when necessary.  Your father worked there for four years as a manager but all those years he helped to hire just one person, Mr. Bae, who worked as a guard, maybe the lowest position of the whole company.  The only reason your father helped him was because Mr. Bae had five little kids with elderly parents to support and he needed a job desperately to survive.  He came to your father begging for help since he was the sole breadwinner in the family.  

Incheon Textile was a big company but your father did not have a single person to support him in case of any unexpected circumstances.  He always worked hard but knowing him, I was grateful that your father kept his position there.  There might have been a boss who considered your father valuable for the company but I doubted it seriously.  Most of the people I knew were more interested in their own well being than the company’s.  Your father didn’t have anyone he could turn to in time of need or seek advice in case of emergency.

For three days since your father went to work, I haven’t heard anything at all from him.  I was getting worried and nervous but didn’t know what to do.  On the fourth day, it was maybe two or three in the morning, your father knocked lightly on our one room door.  You can imagine how surprised I was to see him at that hour.  He motioned to be quiet and said with a low and swift voice.  

“They were guarding me day and night constantly and I couldn’t do anything.  I did whatever they asked me to do and finally, I got their trust.  Today, they let me go to the bathroom by myself.  While everyone is asleep, I pretended that I was going to the bathroom and sneaked out.  Lucky I didn’t get caught.  Wake the children up and let’s leave as soon as possible.”
“Where are we going?”
“The whole place is under communism now and going to south wouldn’t do any good.  Going to Boogok is just as dangerous since we got caught doing just that.  Probably, the safest place to be now might be Seoul since it’s a big city.  We might be able to find a place to hide.”
“Is there a place for us to go in Seoul?”
“I don’t know.  We have to leave.  That’s for sure.”  Your father took a second to think and then added. “Your younger sister is in Seoul, isn’t she?  Your sister’s place  might be safer than my folks.  If they were looking for me, they’d look into my folks first, I suppose.  Do you think she’ll take us for a while?”
In silence, we got you all up and packed our bags with whatever we could and got on the road.  Even though we started out we weren’t sure whether we were doing the right thing.  The whole world has turned into Reds and what difference would it make where we were?  We were following your father’s instincts and hopes that it would be safer in Seoul but how could you be sure?  Your father and I took turns carrying your baby brother since it was a long and hard walk.  Nobody said anything.  Even your baby brother knew not to whimper.  We all knew our lives would be in danger if we were caught.  It seemed like the best or the only choice at the time.  We didn’t want draw attention to us by seven of us walking together so we grouped to three parts and tried to avoid any suspicion.  We were extremely lucky that none of us got into trouble and were able to reach Seoul after a whole days walk.  

My sister, your aunt, lived in Malidong and she was alone at the time.  Since she didn’t have any children and lived alone, she might not mind having us with her.  That was our thinking and we were right on that.  She was scared and worried being alone in the big empty Seoul after so many people fled to south.

Your father took a hiding place in the attic and we all started our own lives as refugees or escapees which meant hunger and cold.  Your aunt didn’t have stores of food and seven of us came empty handed to her house.  Whatever she had was gone instantly and we had no means of getting any food on the table.  Young-yang Dak, we called her that since she originally came from Young-yang and as you’d know, we don’t call women by their first names, had been with us ever since I got pregnant with Hankook.  She was a very sweet and loyal woman and didn’t have any place to go but we had to ask her to go.  She had no family to speak of and nowhere to go.  We couldn’t keep her, either.  Even today, I feel sorry and guilty that I let her go.  I hope and pray she is alive and well somewhere.  The day she left, we all cried our hearts out.  We cried not so much for Young-yang Dak but for ourselves.  We cried because of our uncertainty and we cried because we didn’t know what was stored for our future.  We were worried, scared and there was no food.  

Young-yang Dak held Hankook in her arms until the last minute and at the end of the narrow alley where you had to make the turn, she handed him over to me and left tears streaming down.  She kept on wiping her tears with her sleeves and turned around.  I should’ve asked at least where she was heading but knowing nothing would help us, I didn’t.  

We didn’t have time to dwell over the departure of Young-yang Dak.  More desperate and keen matter of hunger and survival had been waiting for us.  Your baby brother cried for food until his voice was gone and we kept drinking water.  We didn’t know where and how to get any food.  I had two gold rings and one silver hair ornament but didn’t know what to do with them.  Your aunt wondered maybe we could change them with rice.  She said there’s a house at the end of the street which didn’t look much different from the outside but people in the neighborhood said that the owner was very rich.  

“Maybe we can swap some rice with one of the rings, you think?” I asked.

“We can try.”  Your aunt said.

Your grandmother gave me two gold rings when I got married.  Both of the rings weighed quite well and I felt terrible about it but if we all died of hunger what good would they be?  I picked the smaller one of the two and went to that house your aunt was telling me about.  

The man who answered the door looked almost sixty years old but his face didn’t show any of the generosity or wisdom of old age.  On the contrary, I felt greed written all over his face just as much as his age and wrinkles.  He examined the ring carefully and tried a bite of it to make sure it was pure gold and said that I could change the ring with a sack of rice.

“One sack of rice?”  I exclaimed without even thinking.

“What’s wrong?”  He said.

“It’s worth more than four of those sacks.” I protested.

“If you think so, you can go where you can get four.  Four sacks of rice!  You must be dreaming.  If the ring is that precious, why don’t you eat it, then.  Gold doesn’t make you full.  Only food does.”  He turned around to go back in.  I had to think about your baby brother crying for food and your father in the attic.  I followed him in and asked for that one sack of rice.  He led me to his storage where he kept all his grain and all and my mouth fell open but couldn’t utter a word.  His storage was filled with rice and other things all the way to the ceiling.  Even in times of war, some people have everything!  You don’t know how much I envied all that rice!

We were able to survive for a while with that rice.  I made porridge with it and  gave one bowl to each a day.  When I found out that your little brother was eating the raw rice when no one was watching, I gave him two bowls.  With seven of us eating, how long a sack of rice would last?  I couldn’t look at your faces staring at me for food.  Your older sisters went to the streets with boards around their necks to sell chewing gum and candy but they didn’t help much.  Nobody wanted to buy anything.  Maybe, others were in dire situation just like us.  

I had no other choice but to sell the other ring.  The stingy old man gave me the same amount of rice as the first time even though the ring was quite a bit heavier than the other.  Your aunt and I exchanged the rice with flour this time thinking it might last longer.  It might have lasted several more days but wasn’t enough.  

We came to your aunt’s house at the end of June and survived the whole summer with two sacks of rice.  September came and realized we never felt the heat of summer since hunger was far much more acute problem than the heat.  It must have been a stifling summer but what I remember now is the hunger.  Maybe we were lucky since we had some rice at least but many others didn’t even have that.  It’s amazing how we all survived!

We didn’t have anything left to sell and your brother was crying his heart out for something to eat.  Your father couldn’t stand any longer and got out from the attic.  He must have felt he had to do something.  It was early part of September and if summer’s gone, sooner or later, winter would be here.  Your father went looking for his cousin who lived in Mapo.  From what we’ve heard, he was a real communist and held some kind of position with the communist government somewhere in Mapo. 

Your father left early in the morning and returned late in the afternoon with a big sack of rice over his shoulders.  Everyone was surprised but he didn’t say much, except to cook rice so every one can have a big bowl of it.  After many months of hunger, finally, we had a full meal.  All of you were as happy as you could be but somehow, it didn’t sit right with me.  That night, your father told me what happened.

“I met Wonchol.  He looked very good and seemed to have a very good job.  I told him about my situation and asked for some rice.  He looked at me with worried look on his face and said, ‘Older brother, I can give you a sack of rice now but what will you do when this runs out?’
“Well, I didn’t have any answer for it so I told him there might be some way.  It was a poor answer but I didn’t know what else to say.

“Older brother, why don’t you come and help me here.  You don’t have to work long hours.  Just enough so I can get you the rations and rice.  I can do that much for you.  How’s that?  He asked me.
“Well, I don’t know what you do and I’ve never done anything like that, before.  All I know is working at the textile company.  I hesitated.

“Nothing difficult at all.  Just some secretarial work.  That’s all.  I needed a hand, anyway.  Why don’t you come tomorrow.  You can come at your convenience.  I’ll show you what to do.  

“That’s what he suggested and that’s the rice I got from him.”
I was worried and concerned about the whole thing and asked your father whether it would be all right to work for Wonchol.

“If we are planning to survive through the war, I don’t know any other way, do you?  I cannot sit and watch until we all die of starvation.”
That way, your father went to work for his cousin in Mapo as his secretary.  After he started working there for about two weeks, all of a sudden, tremendous bombing started to pour down. It was continuous and ruthless.  Our house, our streets, the whole city seemed to be under the bombing raids.  Bombing brought lots of fires, too.  If there were such a thing as continuous earthquake, that must have been it.  At your aunt’s place, under the big jars of soy sauce and bean paste, there was a space big enough to store kimchee jars for winter.  It was about seven by four feet and tall enough for Hankook to stand.  Since the whole structure was made with cement concrete, we used this as our bomb shelter.  Toward the end of September, we staked out in that bomb shelter for several days of the worst bombing.  We later learned that our part of town including Shinchon and Mapo were one of the most bombed areas in the General McArthur’s recapture plan of Seoul.  It was a pure miracle that we all survived that bombing.  If it had continued any longer, we might have survived the bombing but we might not have survived the trauma of the scare of bombing.  When the bombs fell near us, they felt like as if our house was hit.  They shook the whole house lifted it and set it down hard back to the ground.  After every big explosion, we watched our house in amazement that it was still standing there in its place.  Any loose roof slates after each shake up, fell down like falling rocks.  That was just as dangerous.  

Once we were in that shelter under the big soy sauce jars for almost a full day and yet the bombing would not stop.  It was a small musty, stuffy place but we had no other choice but stay there until the bombing eased up..  When all of us got into the shelter under the soysauce jars, it had barely enough space for us to sit with our knees and backs folded together tight.  When you sit that way for hours and on, it gets quite difficult and your body becomes spasmatic.  When the adults get irritated, how about a child like your brother!   At one point, he couldn’t standhandle any longer and he jumped out from there.  I went after him thinking that I’d try to lure him back into the hole.  Right at that moment, I thought we were all bombed to pieces and dead.  Our ears went deaf, as well.  Instinctly, I grabbed Hankook and covered him with my body.  On the spot where Hankook was just before I pulled him under me, there was a large piece of shrapnel as big as my forearm fell with such a force that scared us to pieces .  It embedded into the ground with its gray metal still shiny and steamy.  I rolled into the underground hole still holding your brother in my arms.  We examined ourselves but neither had any wound.  Just scared as hell.  Due to the thunderous noise of the bombs or the pieces of shrapnel, couple of the soy sauce jars broke to pieces and the whole place became a big mess.  Your little brother must have learned the lesson.  Ever since then, be behaved much better and got rid of all the childish whining and crying.  That incidence made him grow up fast from a child into a grown boy.

During the raid, the house next to us and the house behind us both fell flat to the ground.  It was a pure luck that our house was still standing and our family all survived without anyone hurt or wounded.  We have survived through McArthur’s Incheon landing and the following recapture of Seoul on September 28th!  I suppose you can say we were right in the middle of the history witnessing the terror of the war.  

As soon as we heard the news over the radio that McArthur landed at Incheon and Seoul has been recaptured, your father, shouting hooray, put on his clothes and headed to his old textile company.  He just couldn’t wait for the morning to come and left at dawn.

“Yobo, I’ll send for you as soon as I get our place ready.  Till then, take care of yourself and kids.”  He was all smiles and left waving his right arm high in the gray chilled air of dawn.  The darkness swallowed him right away but I watched the space where he disappeared.  Something inside me kept on sending such an uneasy and troublesome feeling but I shook my head hard to forget them.  Now, all the troubles were over and we’ll be happy again.  That’s what I kept on telling myself over and over.

I waited for your father’s words every day.  No, every minute I waited.  Two days passed without any word, and the third day passed without any news from your father..  I began to worry.  The uneasy feeling which I kept pushing down whenever it tried to surface, began to creep up constantly.  By the fourth and the fifth day, I couldn’t do anything and felt completely lost.  On the sixth day, I told your oldest sister to get ready to go with me to your father’s company.  By then trains were running and we were able to ride back to Incheon.

We walked to your father’s factory and at the entrance gate, told them that I was the wife of Manager Young-il Kim and would like to see him.  The guard, I supposed he was one of the guards, stared at me with squinted and narrowed eyes from my head to toe.  I didn’t like his stare at all.  Then, he did the same thing with your sister.  I knew something was definitely wrong.  I seldom visited your father at work but whenever there was any chance of meeting any of the employees there, they always have been courtious to me.  His stare was totally unexpected.  After all that stare, he still wouldn’t say anything so I repeated my request.

“There is no such person, here.”  He looked away from me.

“It couldn’t be.  He came to work exactly one week ago.  He’s got to be here.  He is one of the managers here and his name is….” 

“I told you there is no such person.”  He cut in and I didn’t even chance to finish your father’s name.  I didn’t know what to do or what to say.  This definitely was your father’s work place and I wasn’t dreaming.  Not knowing what to do, I just stood there and watched his face.  There was another person, somewhat older than the person we were talking to, working with him but he wasn’t paying any attention to us.  Or rather, he might have been avoiding us.

“Look at the nerve of this woman!”  The younger man was muttering to himself or to the older man.  “Looking for the Red in this day and age!”  He spat to the ground as if trying to get rid of a bad luck.

Then, it struck me.  Struck me very hard.  Those were the times if anyone showed the slightest tint of Red or faint smell of a communist, he was to be punished severely and ruthlessly.  Your father worked for the communists in Mapo for two weeks.  My thoughts led to that far and the whole world crumbled down over me and the earth fell under me.  I fainted.  I didn’t want to know anything and I didn’t want to see anything.  I wished everything would stop there.  I didn’t want to think anything, either.

When I came back to my senses, I found myself lying on a long wooden chair of a diner near the factory.  Your sister had been calling me trying to wake me up.  The guards and your sister must have carried me there.  I couldn’t recall any of it.  The old granny of the diner with soiled apron offered me a bowl of cold water.  I drank it slowly and began to realize what had happened.  

“Are you getting your senses back now?”  Old granny asked me with a worried look.  “These are the bad times!  Certainly the bad times!”  She was repeating those words.  “If you are alive, that’s all that matters.  You should be thankful for it.  I’ve seen many, many people dead.  I don’t know where my three sons are.  Just hope and pray they are all alive somewhere.  Bad times!  Bad times!”  She sat by me and  watched us with a worried look.  Probably wondering what kind of trouble we were in.

“Can you eat anything?  Do you want me to fix some soup?  I won’t charge you for it.  It’s free for you.  Maybe, you should put something in your stomach.  That’ll give you the strength you need.  How’s that?”  The old lady was very kind and considerate but food was the last thing I could think of at the time.  I had to think things through and figure out what to do next.  Jeeni must have been thinking the same thing but she didn’t have any idea, either.  Of course, she was in shock just as I was.  While we were wondering, someone walked into the diner and came straight toward us.  It was Mr. Bae.  The person your father got the job for him.  He came close to us and whispered in a low and hurried voice to go to his house and wait there until he returned home from work.  Then he left.  He must have sneaked out from work.  Your sister and I thanked him and also thanked the old lady of the diner and went to Mr. Bae’s house as he instructed us.  Mr. Bae’s wife was sweet to us and let me lie down and get some rest until her husband came home.  All I could think of during those moments were that your father had worked for Wonchol for two weeks in Mapo.  I resented and regretted but there was no way of undoing it.  Maybe, I should’ve stopped your father going there for any cost!  It was too late.  Everything was too late.

When Mr. Bae came home, we were able to listen what had happened.  

“Mrs. Kim, I was here and saw what happened to Manager Kim but I couldn’t do anything at all.  Please, forgive me.  Maybe I should’ve said something for his behalf  but I was afraid what would happen to me if I did.  I’m terribly sorry.  After all, it was your husband who got me the job and I feel I betrayed him.”  I thought he meant what he said.  After all, what kind of fool would risk his own life for other’s sake.  I didn’t have any grudge against him at all.  Besides, he was the only person now who could tell me what happen to your father.

“Don’t worry.  I understand.  It wasn’t your fault.  Just hurry up and tell me what happened.”  As the old lady at the diner said, these were the bad times.  My mouth and throat were so dry I could barely make a sound.

“As soon as Mr. Manager returned, he was called to his boss’s room.  This was what I’ve heard by asking one of the men who were there.  Mr. Manager’s boss handed him over to ‘Minchong’.”
“What is this ‘Minchong’?” I had to ask.

“I am not all that sure myself but it is a shortened word for the League of Democratic Youth or something similar to it.  They pick and select the ones who sympathized or worked for the communists and label them as Reds then turn them over to the police.  It is a kind of citizen’s voluntary group to weed out the Reds.  These days, they are the ones with the practical power.  If you were asked to join, you better.  Otherwise, you might get into trouble.  Some of the Minchong I’ve heard joined the group because they wanted to cover their own asses after their dirty work for the Reds.  If you want my opinion, it is a very dangerous group no matter how you look at it.”
“Do you know the reason why Jeeni’s father was turned over to them?  What did he do wrong?”  My voice wouldn’t come out of my mouth but he must have heard me.

“According to them, Mr. Manager had worked for the communists for three days after the war broke out.”  Maybe, they didn’t know about that Mapo thing, thank god.  Or at least not then.  

“Well, that’s very obvious!  He is not a communist!  We tried to run away but got caught on the way and had to return to the factory.  After three days, we all escaped in the middle of the night to avoid working for them, the communists.”  If your father’s crime was for that three days, I thought there might be a good chance of getting him free.  We have been together all trying to run away from here.  We had risked our lives twice to get away from the Reds.  “Since then, we have been in hiding all this time.”
“But when these young and merciless Minchong gets their hands on, especially those who wants to cover their behinds, you never know what will happen.”
“So, what did happen?”  I had to ask him.

“They pulled him and pushed him around, kicked and beat him ruthlessly.  They’d do that until they get what they want to hear.  After the third day of beating and kicking, Mr. Manager must have given up and wrote the paper as they required and signed it.  That’s what the Minchong had been waiting for.  They handed the paper and Mr. Manager over to the police.  As for the police, since they have the signed confession paper, they then turned him over again to another group which I don’t know where or what.  It was difficult to find out where he was sent to.  Once you are labeled as a Red, you know what comes next.  I wanted to get hold of you but had no idea where and how to look for you.  Again, I am very, very sorry.  Nobody at the factory would comment on him when I tried to find out without drawing any attention to myself.  Even if they knew anything, they might not say anything, either.  Everyone is trying their darn best to keep themselves from any harm or danger.”
Your oldest sister, who was eighteen at the time, was quite well aware of what was going on.  She was so angry at what she was hearing, she could not control herself and she cried her heart out hitting the bare floor of that small room at the Bae’s, with her bare fists.  She has been the smartest of you all and has been top of her class wherever she went.  I was very concerned about her because she felt so bitterly about the whole thing.  I shed many tears but couldn’t compare to your oldest sister.  It must have shook her up badly.  

We spent that night at the Bae’s and left early in the morning before anyone could recognize us.  After all, if we were labeled as the Reds, we didn’t want the Bae’s to be hunted out because of us.  

That morning, we went to the police station but they didn’t even try to hear our story.  Once someone was labeled as a Red, his family had no ground to stand on, either.  If they called us pigs, then we were pigs and if they called us dogs, then we were dogs.  There was no way around it.  

As I look back now, your father might have confessed that he had worked for his communist cousin, as well as those three days at the factory.  As long as his conscience was clear and he was not a communist nor a communist sympathizer, he would have thought the others would believe in him, too.  He had to work to save his family from starving.  If he was a communist or a sympathizer, he couldn’t have run to the factory the minute he heard the news from the radio.  If he had a close friend at the factory he might have gotten some advice from him.  Since he believed in himself and his conscience, as always, refused to compromise.  Without the police telling us what happened to your father, we had no idea where and how to look for your father.  All we could find out was that he was taken someplace else.

After that our lives tumbled down to the bottom of the bottoms.  The first and the second girls went out and tried to sell rice cakes and even you tried to sell chewing gums but still, it was difficult to have something to eat.  To feed Hankook, I sold everything there was to sell and it didn’t last long.  We were so hungry that you collected acorns and we tried to eat them.  Do you remember that?  They tasted horrible but still, it was something to chew and something in the stomach.

It was the last day of October and exactly one month after your father left, I got a post card from the Seodaimoon penitentiary.  Often we hear people say that he heard his heart drop.  Well, let me tell you.  I heard my heart drop to the floor with a loud thump.  I was standing at the gate when I got the post card and fell to the ground.  With wildly shaking hands, I read it.  It was a copied card from an old style copying machine with the names left in blank and in there, your father’s name was hand written in.  It read, ‘If you wish to put in private food and clothes to prisoner Kim, Young-il, you may do so at the Seodaimoon penitentiary.’  That was it.  No explanations or anything.  Those were the times when practically everyone was poor and I’m pretty sure at the jail, it must have been ten times worse.  It’s difficult how things can get any worse but who would feed and clothes prisoners during the time of war?  Getting private food and clothing might have been one way of keeping them alive.  Anyway, now at least, we knew where your father was.  

Unfortunately that very day, my poor mother died and I had to go to the funeral with your aunt.  She didn’t want to be cremated but we had no choice with the war going on and did that.  I still feel bad about it.  Anyway, I met some of the relatives and asked for help from them and was able to get some material for clothes and grains.   I worked the whole night through and was able to make a warm coat so he could survive the cold winter and hurriedly prepared some food and rushed to the jail.  How unlucky can you get? Just a few hours before me one of the family member of the prisoner tried to smuggle a letter in the food and got caught.  Since then, no food or clothes were allowed and I was sent back even without seeing your father.  That was the last I heard or knew about your father.  Nothing, nothing at all since then.

People told me that when the Chinese marched down across Yalu River to south, and when the armed forces under the UN flag had to flee to the south of Seoul, they shot all the prisoners in the jail.  Probably your father died at that time.  Who would take care of them during the time of war when their own lives were at stake?  Probably the government itself was busy running away, again.  If your father was a communist, I bet the jail was overflowing with communists.  I’m sure of it.  Then, it would be even more difficult to handle them.  I’ve heard from so many people that they shot hundreds and hundreds of them in the jail grounds.  Retreat of the UN forces in that bitterest winter worried me so much that I got literally sick myself.  The whole thing was just too much for me to bear.  I bacame so sick that I spent almost a month and a half in bed.  Couldn’t move, couldn’t eat, couldn’t do anything.  Looking back, I must have been clinically depressed and couldn’t pull myself together.  While I was sick that way, your oldest sister must have gone to the jail to find out what happened to her father. Months later when I was able to handle a bit better, your sister said there were lots of shot and frozen dead bodies on the ground still lying in the jail ground.  They must have left them there when they fled.  Your sister tried to find your father but she couldn’t.  Can you imagine a girl of eighteen years old going through the frozen corpses hoping she might find her own father there?  I should’ve joined her but I couldn’t put one step forward, then.  Your sisters wouldn’t let me get up.  Whenever I think about those times,I still feel sorry that I wasn’t much help to you, my children.  The worried looks in your eyes and the sad cries of your brother, sweet encouraging voice of your aunt, . . . could help me at that time.  Maybe, my body needed a time to cry out and adjust to the situation we were thrown at. When finally I got my strength back enough to walk, I went to the jail myself, but then, it was too late.  The jail was cleared of everything and other kinds of prisoners were coming in.  What crimes they have committed, I didn’t know.  Since it was the time of the Reds, I was sure they were not the Reds, this time.  The Reds owned that place, then.  I tried to look for the records at least, but they didn’t have any of those, either.  They told me all the record were either destroyed or burned.  Your father died that way.  I wondered then how much worth we people’s lives were.  Everything seemed so vain and empty.  That way, your father’s life has ended.
Family of the Reds

        Wondering or worrying about what happened to my father was rather a luxurious thoughts, then.  There was a far more pressing matter of hunger for our mouths and our ears were full with the begging cries of my little brother for food. On top of everything, my mother’s constant and silent tears mingled with deep sorrowful sighs were constantly in our eyes.  Once in a while, I’d think about what happened to my father but when, how and with what to feed my stomach was the number one priority of all.

        When the battle line went all the way up to north of Pyung Yang and the American Army along with the UN assured the war would be over soon, we thought we’d be done with the war and the bombings.  Yet, those thoughts were no help to our empty stomachs.  My older sisters applied as washing girls for the U.S. army but were turned down because we were labeled as Reds whose father was killed in jail for treason.  We didn’t have any of that in writing or marked or tattooed on our foreheads as Reds or an ‘R’, but they somehow, always found out and excluded us from any means of work.  How did they know, I often wondered.  This matter of life and living seemed such a cruel and difficult thing at the time.


Ever since the war and the following ten to fifteen years, I’ve experienced hunger many times but the first winter of the war seemed the harshest.  Afterwards,  probably, there might have been worse times but to me the first winter felt the worst.  Maybe, in the later years, I got used to the hunger or developed a skill how to survive it better.  I’m not sure whether I make any sense here, but at the time, all I could think of was something to eat.  My brain must have been filled with it, too.  I tried to chew paper which made me puke, and searched into the trash but no one during those days, threw anything edible out.  By any chance, when my mother or aunt got any flour and made some homemade noodle, then washing the dishes weren’t necessary since we cleaned them so thoroughly with our tongues and mouths.  My second sister Soni, after sucking and licking, would announce and declare, that we sucked and licked so well and clean, the bowls got shinier than if mother washed them with soap and water ten times.  We don’t have any pictures of ourselves of those days, but if we did, I’m pretty sure we looked like one of those you see on t.v. from the starved people from Africa.  Considering all that, I think it is a miracle that none of us died of starvation.  Whenever I thought about my father, I felt life was such a fragile and helpless thing but then the fact that we’ve survived that painful hunger I couldn’t help but think that life must be one of the toughest things, as well.  


During the January fourth retreat of the UN forces, we were still living with my aunt at her place in Seoul.  We didn’t have any place to go and besides, my aunt wanted us to stay with her since she was alone. 

My aunt was a quiet and lovely young woman with her hair always pulled back in a tight bun.  She must have been in her late twenties or early thirties.  Her husband might have gone to south alone at the break of the war.  No one talked about him in the house so that’s what I assumed.  Lots of men did that to avoid being drafted or killed.  Tons of fathers from North Korea came to South Korea only with their sons along thinking the war would last several days or three months at the most.  Neither my aunt nor my mother said anything much about my aunt’s family so I hardly knew about her own.  She didn’t have any children of her own and I was happy to have my aunt like another older sister.  She cared for me a lot and I loved her just like my other sisters.  In a way, I might have felt closer to her than any other because to my mother, her only son mattered more than anything else in the whole world and everything else was secondary.  Two of my older sisters hung out together and very close to each other.  And naturally, that led me to my aunt.  In a way, she took a bit of space in me as a sister and a mother substitute.  No matter what the circumstances were, except food, nothing else seemed to matter as much.  I was hungry and hungry.  Very, very hungry and wanted to cry like my little brother. 

The retreat of January the fourth left the whole city of Seoul empty.  Or at least, it felt like it.  As for us, we didn’t have any means or energy to leave the town.  Without any food or warm clothing, venturing out in the dead cold winter in the hopes of finding a shelter for us seemed suicidal.  Besides our baby brother who was just over five years old, we didn’t have any other male member in the family to worry about to be drafted.  If we were sure to die on the road frozen, we might as well die at home.  That was our thinking, then.  The rumors circulated in the air said that the communists were so ferocious they’d kill anyone they met on the road and rape any female they saw.  We didn’t want to stay in such a place while everyone else left but didn’t have any choice.  No matter how bad the communists might be, if we were destined to die, probably being shot and dead at home might be a little bit better than dying on the road frozen.  While we were keeping ourselves real quiet, and peeked out the windows, we began to see the communists walking down the streets of Seoul.  They seemed just like other uniformed men before with guns and all but they didn’t seem as bad as the rumors made them to be like killing and raping everyone in sight.  It was a big relief.  In a way, we felt somewhat safer because no one called us the Reds any more.  Two of my older sisters must have changed their minds at that time.  In the mornings, by the time I got up, both of them were already gone and they’d be back late at night.  Sometimes they seemed be out together and sometimes they seemed to be out separately.  And sometimes, they brought some food or clothing, too.  When I was not around, I noticed that my mother and both sisters argued over something but they kept quiet whenever I came around.  Whenever I felt left out I sought comfort with my aunt.  She would hug me tight and made me feel good and loved.

Once in a while, my sisters brought some food or clothes.  They were better than none but hardly enough for our survival.  My mother, who didn’t like any of the stuff my sisters brought at first, didn’t mind all that much as things got worse and worse with bitter winter winds howling away like mad.  We were cold, hungry and miserable.  With both of my sisters gone most of the time, I tried to help out my family by going out to the streets selling chewing gum and candy.  Hardly, I made any money but I felt like I had to do something.  Someone had to do the work in the family and I wanted to do that important job.  My sweet aunt bundled me up as much as she could with scarves  and gloves she had knitted for me but against the sub zero winter cold of abandoned Seoul, they were helpless.  I got frost bites on all my ten toes and all my ten fingers.  They’d swell up like little balloons filled tight with water and often oozed out aching and itching terribly.  In the evenings, as I cried with aches and itches, my aunt tried to comfort me by cleaning and rubbing my hands and feet in warm water.  That made the itching worse but I kind of enjoyed my aunt’s tender loving care.  

“Mimi, nobody is asking you to go out and sell gum and candy.  You can stay home.” She’d say.

“But, Emo, who’ll work and bring food to table if none worked in this house?” I’d answer.  Maybe, I was trying to add some value to myself in time of war.  Specially, I might have been trying to show how good a daughter I was compare to the older sisters who must have been up to something mother didn’t approve of.  Once, I heard mother telling Soni why couldn’t she go out and sell gum just like her little sister, instead.  That proved even though mother didn’t say anything, she must have been more proud of my work than my sisters.  But, I didn’t want to tell my aunt about my inner thoughts.  

“Mimi, you are the man of this house and I am very proud of you.”  That used to be my aunt’s reply.  Of course, I loved hearing that.

When the bombs fall over your heads, you worry about the important matters like life and death and so forth but as soon as those were over, we worried about ordinary matters like does my mother care for me more or my other sisters.  Of course, I could never compete with my brother, but I wanted mother love me more than the rest.  That might have been the real reason why I went out in that cold selling candy even though I wasn’t getting much profit from it except the pains of frost bites.  That might have been my way of trying to find something of value in myself.  What I have done wasn’t much at all but when people get to face the war, lots of us do something very heroic.  Maybe, the thing called war, like a strange magnet, has a tendency to bring out the best and the worst in human nature.  

Almost everyday, I passed the Old Stingee’s (That’s what we called him after mother gave him two gold rings for two sacks of rice.  Emo, however, suggested that we call him just OS.  She was worried if anyone heard what we called him, they’d think we were terrible.  So, his name became either Old Stingee or OS for short.  It sounded just right since it rhymed with another bad word.) house.  Like many houses in the neighborhood, they must have gone to south.  It seemed empty.  

“Omma, the Old Stingee must have gone to south.  His house is always quiet as a mouse.  Should I go and get some rice from their storage?  Just enough for your rings’ worth.”  Thinking how nice it would be to my mouth and stomach if we had some of that rice, I said.  It was a wishful thinking but I said it out loud.

“Mimi, that’s stealing!” Mother said.

“Well, that OS stole your rings!”  I said.

“I gave them to him for the rice.  He didn’t take them for free.”
“To me, it’s just the same.  He knew we were desperate and took advantage of it.”
As I lay down to sleep, however, I kept on dreaming the rice making all sorts of pictures in front of my eyes.  They came as big sacks of rice, bowls of steamy and shiny rice, or even as mouthwatering rice cakes.  They’d spread out every inch of my eyesight, or flew from one end to the other endlessly like pictures of chleidoscope.  I was going crazy with that bottomless and endless dances if rice.  I was sure even my mother, who scolded me for wanting that OS’s rice, whenever she looked and heard my brother’s cry for food, must have been yearning for some of those rice.  If it were for her only son’s sake, she’d gladly give even her own flesh and blood.  

One of those bitter cold late afternoon, I was coming home without much success in my business.  Winter afternoons get dark fast and I was hurrying homr.  As I was turning into our street, I almost banged into someone with heavy bags over his shoulder.  We got out each other’s way and he rushed into the darkness leaving me watching him behind.  “Who’s that”, I wondered.  I turned around and saw the OS’s front gate a little bit ajar.  That man must have come out from there, I thought.  It was supposed to be an empty house, I remembered.  Without thinking, I went to the gate and pushed a little.  It creaked open without any resistance.  That man must have forgotten to lock the gate, I thought.  I made a couple of dry coughing sound but they all came back to me as echoes.  The house must be still empty.  My feet led me to the storage area.  That door was open, too.  I walked into it.  As my eyes got used to the dark, I could see the rice sacks, and flour sacks and other sacks which I didn’t know what were in there.  It looked like someone has been working on them.  Maybe the man who just left.  I didn’t have to think.  I took off my board of gum and candy on the floor and got hold of the rice sack big enough for me to handle and ran to my house.  My sister, Soni, was home and I grabbed her out and both of us ran to that house and got another sack of rice.  

“Omma, if I got only the worth of your two rings, it’s not stealing,” I was afraid of my mother but when she saw us, she followed us to the OS’s house and got some more.  We didn’t finish the storage clean, though. We only got our rings worth, if such a thing was possible.  We hid some grains in our attic and for the first time in a long while, we felt full for a change.  It is quite weired.  When you see sacks of rice, even though they are not in your stomach, they make you feel happy and contended.  Maybe not completely happy since we all knew they were not exactly and rightfully ours.  Nevertheless, just the idea of having rice in the attic, made us full and happy.  Actually, we should put them in the storage room at Emo’s house but being used to an empty and bare space there, we didn’t know where to put them.  Clean and bare floor of Emo’s storage didn’t feel like the right spot.  We had no idea we’d worry over where to put our the most and the best treasures.  We carried the sacks around here and there to find the perfect place for them.  Finally, we carried them up to the attic and thought that was the best place for them.  We didn’t want to look at them if possible, and of course, for very obvious reasons, we didn’t want anybody else to see them, either.  It was like our happiness was hidden and stored in the attic.

Ever since then, I avoided looking at Mr. Old Stingee’s house.  (Being grateful for the rice, even though I insisted that was for the price of the rings, we added Mr. In front of his name.)  Their gate was closed shut right after that and I didn’t even dream of going near it.  If we could, I wished we’d move away from there.  Sister Soni took some of that rice and went to the store and exchanged with some winter clothes which we needed desperately.  My sweet aunt, Emo, took out uncle’s old and worn out clothes and undid them to get some material and made some new clothes with them for us.  She also unraveled uncle’s old sweaters and vests and knitted our gloves and socks.  I was worried that Emo’s husband might get mad us when he came back and realize we were all wearing his clothes, everything altered.  One way or another, we were learning how to survive bit by bit.  With uncle’s brown vest, aunt knitted a sweater, mittens and a hat for me and they were my treasures for a long time to come.  I suppose we tried to find some happiness in our own way even in such a dire situation.  Maybe that’s one of the human nature.  

It was still one of those cold winter evening when sister Soni sat me down for a talk.  She was not like sister Jeeni, the oldest, who’s always serious.  Sister Soni seemed to have this talent of finding something funny about anything and was always quick to laugh.  She talked more, too.  Maybe, she talked more than all of us put together.  That night, however, she had this serious look which made me a bit nervous. I’ve never seen in her before.

“What’s wrong, sister?”  I asked.

“Listen to me carefully, Mimi,” she said with a low and quiet voice which wasn’t like her at all.  “I have to go away to a far away place and may not come back for a ling time.”
“Where are you going,” surprised, I asked.

“Hush!  Be quiet.”  Her voice became much smaller.  

“Does Omma know this?”  I asked.

“No. I didn’t tell her.  It’s a secret between you and me.”
“How about the first sister?”
“She knows.”
“Where is this place?”
“It’s far.  That’s all I can say.  I may not come home for a long time but I want you to be good and behave yourself like you have been and good to our mother and Hankook, your little brother, you understand me, don’t you?”  She was whispering into my ear.  This must be a very serious matter.

“Are you going with the oldest sister?”
“No, she’s not going with me.”
“Then, can I go with you?”  I was getting worried about the whole thing.

“No, you can’t.  You are too young for it.  But, don’t worry.  Just wait for me and I’ll be back before you know it.”
“When are you leaving?”
“A few hours later.”
“You are not going to say goodbye to Omma?”
“If I said anything, she won’t let me go.  You can tell her for me.  Study hard and become a great person, o.k.?  I know full well you will be the greatest person I know.  You are smart, intelligent and sweet.  You can be whatever you want to be.  I love you.  Let’s turn out the lights, now, and get some sleep.”
We turned out the lights and lie down to sleep but my mind was wide awake.  

“Older sister, hoe long will you be gone?  Will you be gone for a long time?  Maybe, till I grow older?  Is that it?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. Then, maybe not.  The good times may come sooner than we think.”  My sister said.

“What is a good time?”
“Where all our family can get together and live together and not hungry.  That kind of world.”
“Do you have to go?” I had to ask her one more time.

“Yes, I have to.  I don’t have a choice.”
“Well, you can live here with us, can’t you?  I’ll miss you a lot if you go away.”  That was the truth, even though there were plenty of times that I envied my older sisters hanging out together just by themselves without me. 

“I’ll miss you a lot, too.  I bet, I’ll miss you more than you’ll miss me.”  I knew she was smiling at me in the dark.  

“You sure?  You are going to miss me that much?”
“Yes, I’m very sure of it.”
“Will you write to me, then?”
“I’ll do my best.  Even if I don’t, don’t you ever forget that I’m always thinking about you and love you.”
“I do, too, older sister.  I love you a lot and will always love you and miss you.”
She put her arms around me and we hugged each other tight.  I felt something wet and warm watery thing running over her face.  Second sister Soni was not a crying type.  She was always happy and boisterous and I never, ever remembered seeing her cry.

“Are you crying, older sister?”  I asked in the dark.

“Yes, because you make me so happy that you love me.”  That’s what she said.

She was only four years older than I but I always felt she was much, much older and mature than me.  I had this jealousy feeling hidden in me all the time but she never did.  She was generous and forgiving.  That night, she must have waited until I fell asleep holding me in her arms stroking my hair.  When I got up in the morning, she was gone.  

The busiest person after January fourth retreat of the UN forces, has been definitely my oldest sister Jeeni.  She has been always going places I didn’t know where.  Even when she came home, she didn’t stay long and left in a hurry.  Mother told me she was so smart that she went to one of the best girl’s high schools in Seoul, which meant the best in Korea.  Even then she kept the top place there, until she had to come to live with us in Incheon.  Korea was and still is notorious in competition of education.  Every single student in elementary school desired to go to good middle schools and then to good high schools.  Since only the top students went good schools,  that meant they had a better advantage in going to top colleges.  Which in turn, gave advantages in the future career. That, for the boys meant better and best jobs and for the girls meant qualified husbands.  People with money and prestige, all aspired to send their children to these top schools.  My mother must have been very proud of the first sister since she mentioned about it many times.  That oldest sister of mine has been behaving as if finally she found the pond that she had been looking for to play in.  

According to my aunt, my oldest sister became the secretary to one of the top communist government official.  I didn’t understand what that meant or what kind of work it was but the long impressive word itself was enough to impress me and I thought it must have been a fitting job for such a smart and bright girl.  In a way, I was very proud of her.  

Weather became somewhat milder since second sister Soni left.  Soon after, sister Jeeni didn’t come home much either.  Mother became very worried about it but to tell the truth, I thought perhaps mother’s nagging might have been the cause that sister Jeeni hesitated to come home.  Mother wanted her to stay home and sister Jeeni had to stay out, it looked like.  After sister Soni left, mother’s nagging toward Jeeni became almost impossible.  Often, she’d lament saying that ‘First, your father, then the second, now, even the first is trying to go away.  If your wishes are so, why don’t you all leave me.  I don’t care.  Leave! All of you!’  Then she’d cry.  Once in a while when aunt tried to comfort her, mother would tell her how lucky she was not to have any kids to worry about.  My aunt would keep a faint smile on her face and said nothing.  At one point on, she just stopped coming home altogether.  

With both of my older sisters gone, I became the oldest child.  I should have behaved like an oldest child but didn’t know how or what.  Mother didn’t seem to have much idea, either.  One evening, we sat down together and discussed what next.  Mother and aunt were both very good with their sewing skills and they decided to start seamstress’ work.  They went to the neighbors looking for some work.  If they were lucky enough to get an order, they were very happy and did the work together.  It was nice to see two sisters working together until late into the night, chatting and sometimes laughing their hearts out.  I wondered whether I’d be able to do that when I grow up with any of my sisters.

Almost two weeks after the first sister left, I heard someone knocking at the gate.  Dusk had already fallen and it was getting dark.  I ran out and asked who it was before opening the door.  I was very well trained by then how to answer the door.

“I am a friend of Kim Jeeni and may I come in and talk to you a minute, please?”  He said with quiet but urgent voice.  I opened the door and let him in.  He was a tall and handsome young man with polite manners.  He turned around and closed the gate and locked it.  I stood there watching him.  He knelt down to look at me into the eyes and asked whether I was the youngest sister, Mimi.  I figured I could trust him and nodded my head.  
“Is your sister home?” he asked.

“No.”  I said. 

“Where is she?”  He asked but I knew better.  I was not supposed to say anything about my father, or two sisters.  

“. . . . . . .”  He must have understood that I wasn’t about to say anything about my sister.   He tried to look into our house.

“Is there anyone else home?  I am your sister’s friend.”
“She is not home.”
“How about your mother or your aunt?”
“My aunt is home.”  Mother was out at the time.  Probably, something to do with work.  

“Could you ask your aunt to see me a minute, please?”  He kept looking behind him from time to time even though there wasn’t anyone behind him.  I called out for aunt and she came out saw the young man herself.  She seemed surprised but asked him to come in and have a seat.  

“I am terribly sorry to barge in like this.  I heard often about you and Mini from Jeeni.  My name is Choi, Dong-hoon.   Jeeni and I have been friends for a while, now.”  Even though he was very courteous and polite, he gave me the impression of a person running away from something.  

“Make yourself feel comfortable, please.”  She told him and then asked me go fetch a bowl of water for Mr. Choi.  He must have been very thirsty.  When I got him the water, he drank it all in one breadth.  

“How did you come here. . . .?”  Watching him carefully, Emo asked.

“As I said, Jeeni and I have been keeping in touch on many things but for last ten days or so, I couldn’t get hold of her.  The office where she was working has been closed for several days, too.  I thought maybe she might be home or at least, you might know whereabouts she is at.”  

“We have been worried about her ourselves, too.  We haven’t heard anything from her for days either.  I guess it makes two of us on the same question.”  Emo said.

“I should have left days ago myself but couldn’t leave without knowing exactly what happen to her.  She always kept her words.  If she didn’t tell you or me, I’m very worried if . . . . .  That’s why I had to come here.  I’m sorry if I disturbed you or made you worry,” he went on.  

“Jeeni told me and her sister Soni about you but Jeeni’s mother has no knowledge of you.”  Emo told him.  It was a news to me, though.  I guess my sisters must have confided with Emo with some of their own personal things.  Maybe, being younger than my mother, Emo must have had better understanding of my sisters than my mother.  

“I was aware of that but I was running out of time and had to try before I left.  Maybe, Jeeni has left also.  What about Soni?  Do you know anything about her?”
“She left way before Jeeni.  I don’t know where, though.”  Emo said.

“Sorry but I must be going.  If Jeeni ever comes home, please, let her know I’ve left and I’ll be looking for her and find her wherever she might be, and how long it might take.  Please, be sure to tell her, will you?”  Mr. Choi got up to leave.

“I sure will do that.”  Emo assured him.

We walked to the gate in silence and Emo unlocked the door carefully watching outside.  Mr. Choi said.

“Well, I have to bid you goodbye here.”
“We won’t be going out the door to send you off but wish you all the best.”  Emo said and as soon as he stepped out the door, she closed and locked it.  But she lingered there watching him through the open cracks of the thick wooden gate fading away into the darkness.  

I remembered this young man and his visit as a small happening during those chaotic and dangerous times.  Since who he was and why he came to see my oldest sister, were beyond my interests and world and the time, I soon forgot about it.  And yet, he left such a good impression in my memory that I was able to retrieve that picture from my memory bank, (much of it lost and faded, unfortunately) years later in 1985.  Emo, after the young man left, wanted me to swear not to tell anyone, even to my mother.  She sounded so serious about it I kept that promise for a long, long time.  My sisters must have told Emo many of their secrets, and she must have kept them to herself.  If my mother had known what went on, it would only upset her terribly and made our lives that much more unbearable.  In a sense, we’d have a war in our own household divided between north and south.  That would have been terrible.  I think what she did was wise.  She kept the balance of peace within our household.  I never, ever doubted Emo’s political preferences.  She was maybe the only person who understood my sisters and their grievances at the time.  And she kept them to herself.  

“Mimi, if you ever told anyone about Mr. Choi, you might put not only your oldest sister in danger, all of us might end up in jail like your father.  Do you understand?”  

Keeping the promise wasn’t difficult at all.  I knew full well what might happen to any of us if we said any wrong stuff.  Emo was right and we’ve heard so many stories of numerous people dead or disappeared because someone said just one tiny  wrong thing.  My father was one of those.  I sure wasn’t planning to be one of them.

“But, Emo, is he a good person to be trusted?  Is he a good person to oldest sister?”  I suppose I needed to put him in a compartment of my mind where good guys were.  Bad guys should be in another place.  At the time, I wanted things to be either black or white so I could see where I should be.  I needed Emo’s help.

“I hope he is.  I think he is.”  That’s all Emo said.

At the time I was too young to understand what was going on in the war front but it sounded like the American and UN forces were making their way up north again. Which meant that we were back under President Seung Man Rhee’ government not of the Kim Il Sung’s North.  Emo told me and my brother not to sing Kim Il Sung’s songs any more since all or most of the Reds have fled to north.  That certainly was no problem.  No one had to tell us twice about it.  Even my baby brother understood it very well.  If we didn’t obey our elders, one would never know what might happen to us.  Every time the uniforms of the soldiers changed, they taught us new songs and we were to forget the old ones.  Like alive living computers, we did exactly what were told us to do and there was no mistake about it.  We must have those survival skills encoded in our genes when we were born.  Most of the time, or in most of the cases, if one was lucky, he or she didn’t have to know they ever existed.  But in times such as wars, we use everything we can to live.  All the survival genes surface up to help us live.  Yet, too many of us, end up losing the battle.  I was determined to live through.  If the changing of songs would do the trick, that was no problem at all.

The longest, hardest and the bitterest winter finally was loosing some of its grip and the air was getting much more bearable.  And yet, my two older sisters didn’t return.  Whenever I saw someone who looked like my older sisters, I’d run to glance at them wondering.  I was wrong every single time.  Each time I had to convince myself they must be not in Seoul.  If my sisters were not to be around, I felt, I should take more responsibilities.  My sisters often brought food or clothing but without them, the burden was on me.  Not because anyone told me so, but that’s what you felt as the oldest child in the family.  Of course, they expect more from the boys but after all, Hankook was still a young child.  I should’ve been studying hard to prepare to go to middle school if not for the war.  

Due to bitter cold and my frost bitten fingers and toes, I had stopped selling candy and gum.  I thought about going out to sell them again but not being able to get much of a profit last time, I wondered about shoe shining job.  I’ve seen many boys, almost everywhere, shining shoes.  After the winter freeze, ground started to thaw and there seemed to be endless opportunities for shoes to be cleaned and shined.  Besides, if I moved my hands constantly shining and buffing, they might be able to stand the cold better and maybe less frost bites, as well.  I asked Emo what she thought about it.

“Don’t you think it’s a boy’s job?  I’ve never heard a shoe shine girl, before.”
“But, Emo.  No one would ask me whether I was a boy or a girl as long as their shoes get cleaned and shined, wouldn’t they?  Besides, with all the winter clothes and the hat you made for me, no one can tell.  There’s no such law that it has to be only for the boys.”  I said.

“Well, you certainly make sense, Mimi.  Why not?”  We laughed our hearts out and Emo lifted me from the ground and swirled me around.  

“I love you, Emo.”
“I love you, Mimi.”  Emo thought for a second and added.  “In that case, we are going to need a wooden box for your brand new business, right?  Where can we get that?”
“Emo, remember the wooden planks under the bomb shelter?  Could we use those?”  Throughout the winter, no matter how cold it got, we saved them just in case we might have to run inside it again.  One of my job over the winter was going through the bombed and flattened houses and bring anything that could be burned so we could use them for our cooking and heating the house.  Since there were many such ruined and abandoned homes, finding such pieces weren’t too bad.  The trick was you should get there before others.  By the end of the winter, most pieces even the smallest ones were completely cleaned out.  Lucky we didn’t use the wooden planks for heating.  

“That’s a great idea, Mimi.  Then, let’s do it.”  

Emo and I went out to the street for a field study.  All it needed was a box big enough to put a man’s foot on and small enough to put the shoe shine stuff in with a handle to open and close.  

“Mimi, if that’s all there is to it, I can help you make it.  Let’s go home and start.”  

As we got home, we hunted every corner of the house and found a saw, hammer, some nails and things and worked on it the whole day.  After tons of trial and error, we finally got the finished product.  I was so proud of it that I didn’t even want my little brother to touch it fearing he’d make it all dirty .  Hankook was envious of me, I could tell.  

“Mimi, dirtier the better.  Have your brother play with it as much as he wants.  You don’t want to go out with the cleanest shoe shine box, do you?”  I suppose she was right.  I handed Hankook the box and told him he could have it until I went for work.  

Holding Emo’s hand, we went to a small neighborhood market.

“I knitted these hats and gloves for your older sisters but since we don’t need them anymore, maybe we can change them with what you need.”  The owner of the little store complained that the winter is practically gone but with Emo’s sweet smiles and realizing how pretty the hats and gloves were he gave us what we needed.  When we got home, I practiced with Emo’s shoes first and then got the neighbor’s shoes cleaned for free as well.  Finally, I was ready for the business.  I slung the box over my shoulder singing and waved bye to Emo.

“Mimi, come here a sec.”  She called me back.

“What is it, Emo?”  I asked.

Emo opened the shoe box and got out the polish and put it all over my face.  

“Clean face doesn’t match with a shoe shine boy.  You are one of them, aren’t you?”  She pulled my hat down further and shoved me off to the street.  “Good luck!”
I turned around and put my right hand over my right temple as I’ve seen so many times with the soldiers on the street.  And shouted back, “Yes, Ma’am.”  She smiled back.

“By the way, where are you heading to?” she asked.

“Maybe to the West Gate area or to A-hyon Dong, perhaps.  I’m still thinking.”  

Last night lying in bed, I thought a lot about where to go for my new job.  No brilliant idea came up.   Maybe, one of the bus stations like the one in A-hyon Dong.  In the morning, I headed toward the nearest bus stop in A-hyon Dong.  That bus stop was at the bottom of the hill and collected all of the melted, thawed black dirty mud of the area.  I figured everyone there would need their shoes cleaned once they get off the bus or street cars and put their feet onto the ground.  My estimation was correct except for one thing.  If I could think that all of the other shoe shine boys could think the same thing.  There were many of them all lined up without much space in between or around.  Right next to the bank, there was one of the best spot left.  Counting my luck of the first day, I went there and put my box down.  Some of the boys were watching me with strange smiles on their faces and I tried to ignore them.  They couldn’t possibly tell I was a girl-boy just like that, I thought to myself.  We haven’t even had a chance to utter a sound, yet.  I bent down to get my stuff ready and saw two big feet stomping right in front of me.  I stood up to look at the owner of those two hard. At the same moment, my shoe box was kicked against the concrete bank wall, hard.  A big, tall and much older boy was towering over me with a mean grin on his face.

“Who told you could stay here?  This is my place.  Either pay for the spot or get out of here before I shove you into that mud, this second.”  He bellowed.

If I were taller, stronger or at least, older than him, I could try to stand up against him but I knew better.  I could’ve yelled at him like ‘is this your place and you paid for it?’ or something like that.  I was no match for him.  It was humiliating but I picked up my things and left.  I heard the boys laughing and screaming behind me.

“Look at him.  He behaves like a whimpy little girl.”
“What he needs is more of omma’s milk.”  Another boy said.  

When I got far enough away, I turned around to see their faces one more time and accidentally banged into a person and fell to the dirty ground.  My bottom got all muddy and I had to swallow more of the boys’ jeers. 

Maybe, I should change my strategy.  If all the bus stops and street car stops were taken by the old timers, I might as well try at the bottom of the big place like Seoul Railway Station.  It was a huge open place and there were literally over a hundred boys all lined up maybe, according to seniority.  I went to the bottom of the bottom line and tried to settle myself there.  This time, I knew better so I asked the boy next to me whether that place was taken.

“No, not at all.  You’re welcome there.  That way, I won’t be the last.  I’ll have someone after me and you’ll be the last, now.”  He smiled at me.  “I started just two days ago, myself.”  He whispered into my ear.  That was a relief.  He was much taller than me but not much older.  His clothes were tattered badly and I could see his slender naked neck for all the wind of Seoul Station to pass by.  Only thing that was covering his neck was the thin film of dirt and grime marking drawings around.  

“What’s your name?  My name is Moon-soo.”
That really got me surprised.  I was busy looking at him and wasn’t prepared for that answer.

“Uh, . . . My name is . .”  I had to think fast.  “is Hankook”, I gave my little brother’s name in a hurry.

“That’s a funny name, isn’t it?  Why not China or America?”  He laughed but there was no malicious tone in there.  Hankook in Korean means Korea.  My father named my brother that because he was born in the year when Korea was emancipated from Japan and he wanted to celebrate it with his new born son.  I couldn’t say that to Moon-soo.

“I think my father liked that name.”
“Maybe your father wanted you to be a patriotic person.”
“I think so, too.”  I said that not knowing what else to say.

“What does your father do?”  Moon-soo asked.

“He died during the war.”  I said.  “How about your father?”  I wanted to change the subject from myself to him.

“He died, too.  No one would be out here if his father were still living.  I bet every single one of these boys lost his father.  All my family is dead.”  

“Then are you all alone?”  I knew lots of children lost their parents during the war but I was just too busy with my own problems and never thought or talked to anyone who lost everyone in the family.  I’ve heard many such stories but never met one.

“I have an older brother and we live together.”
“That’s good.  Then you are not all alone.”  I said.

“No, except my older brother became my older brother when he found out that I was left all alone.  You see, he was left all alone.  We sort of adopted each other as brothers.”  He made an awkward smile on his face and at the same time, he seemed to be proud of what he has done.  “My older brother is very nice.  He works hard and tries to save money so he can go back to school.  He tells me the same thing but I can’t save much working as a shoe shine boy.  How about you?  Who do you live with?”
“My mother, little brother and my aunt.”
“Well, then, you are very lucky.”  Moon-soo looked at me with his eyes full of wishful thoughts.  Somehow, I didn’t feel all that proud.  I didn’t know what I should be feeling in such times but being proud was not one of it.  Looking at Moon-soo’s skinny bare neck, I should thank God that I was lucky to have my mother and Emo.  That still couldn’t explain the lumpy feeling I was having in my throat.  

“Come here, Mr. Uncle!”  Moon-soo shouted to a gentleman passing by.  “Won’t you have your shoes cleaned before your meeting?”  Mr. Uncle, that’s what Koreans call for any middle aged men.  For the ladies, they call Ajumoni which means something like Ms. Aunt.  Anyway, Moon-soo got his attention and a client.  I watched him carefully.  He said he started working two days ago, but in two days, he definitely learned the trade.  He was quite good.  With a jet black soiled dirty rag, he’d scrub, polish and then spit on the toe of the shoe and polish again.  He did the same thing over and over.  In my head, I followed all the steps he was taking in the hopes of learning.  All of a sudden, he stopped and shouted for another Mr. Uncle.

“Mr. Uncle, Mr. Uncle, my little brother here.  It’s his first day and he’ll shine your shoes for half the price.  Won’t you give him the chance?”  The man looked at me and then Moon-soo.  

“Maybe next time.”  Saying, he walked away.

I was both surprised and embarrassed at the same time. That way, I became Moon-soo’s little brother and he became my older brother.  In Korea, it is a customary thing that boys who are older always get the honor of being called as an older brother to a younger one.  Of course, for me, it was the first time I ever called anyone as an older brother.

“If your brother can do it half the price, you should do it half the price, too.”  Moon-soo’s customer said.  

“No, sir.  It’s only because today is his first day.  He hasn’t mastered the skill yet like I did.  I am so good actually, that I should be asking for more.”  Moon-soo said laughing.  “Mr. Uncle, they are done now.  Look, how shiny they are?  You can see yourself in there. Right?”  Mr. Uncle seemed satisfied .   

“Well, Mr. Uncle, be sure come to see us again next time, please.”  Moon-soo didn’t forget to say that, either.  He was a good sales person,or a good sales boy.

“Only if your little brother will promise me to cut the price in half, I will.”
“Only for you, he’ll do that.  Just make sure to come soon so we won’t forget the promise.”  Mr. Uncle left with a smile. 

After Moon-soo’s client left, he gave me some tips of the trade.

“Hankook, if you see a man passing by with unclean shoes, you should call him.  If you stand still, no one will come to you.  Never.  Look how many shoe shine boys there are.  They’ll go to the person who’s calling for them with nice words.  They will never come to you because you have a cute, pretty face.”  He made plenty of sense.  

I tried everything he taught me and finally I got a client of my own.  Since I was so new and so bad, I almost lost him but Moon-soo pitched in and helped.  At the end of the day, I was able to have a bit of experience and little bit of money.  I was very happy about it.  When it became too dark to work, only the ones near the station entrance were left and most others were gone.  

“Maybe, I should be going home, now.” I told him.

“Why don’t you go home and come here tomorrow.”
“Aren’t you going home?”  

“I have to work until my brother finishes his work.  And then, I’ll go with him.”
“Where is your home?”  I asked him without much thinking.

“Well, sorry to disappoint you but most of us here, have no homes to go to.  That’s why I said you are lucky.”
I felt bad about it but had to ask him.
“Where do you sleep, then?”
“My brother will let me know when I see him tonight.  He finds and decides on those things.”  Moon-soo became much more quiet than during the daytime.  I felt I should say something to him but didn’t know what.  I became quiet, too.  “Well, you go ahead and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
The walk home took over twenty minutes and I thought about lots of things that happened today.  The big, tall, and mean guy at the bus station.  Someday, when I make a lot of money with shining shoes, I’d love to wave the money in front of his eyes for today’s revenge.  Then, I thought about Moon-soo.  He told me how lucky I was.  Most of the boys there lost their family, altogether.  How about that mean big guy who chased me off?  Did he loose his family, too?  He might have.  Otherwise, why would he be there shining shoes?  Maybe, he wasn’t all that lucky even if he owns that precious spot right next to the bank door.  I might be far luckier than him, I thought.  All those boys, where are they sleeping tonight if they have no home to go.  The whole thing gave me lots of things to think about.  

When I got home, I gave my mother and Emo what I made today.  I was happy about it but they seemed more delighted than I was.

“Omma, can you make some buns for me, tomorrow morning?  I need something to eat for lunch.”
“Certainly, Mimi.  I’ll put some in the rice pot and you can have it.”
“Omma, can you make two, please?”
“All right. I’ll make two of them.”
That night I told Emo what happened today.  I told her how embarrassed I was when Moon-soo asked me my name.

“That’s right, Mimi.  We completely forgot about that.  We didn’t think that far ahead.  So, what did you say?”  Emo was curious.  I told her ‘Hankook’ and she couldn’t stop laughing.  “Now, we have two Hankooks in our house.  One boy and one girl!  Isn’t that something?”  She kept on laughing clapping her hands like a little girl.

I shared the two buns with Moon-soo and he couldn’t be happier.  Every penny he made, he told me, his older brother was keeping them in the bank so they can go back to school.  They weren’t sure when that day will be, but he wasn’t allowed to spend any money except for breakfast and late dinner.  It was hardly enough for their hungry stomachs but they had to endure if they wanted to go back to school.

“My older brother says when we don’t have parents to take care of us, the next best thing is education.  Without it we’ll be stuck here forever shining shoes.  I certainly don’t want to stay here that long.  Aren’t you going back to school, Hankook?”  Whenever he called me Hankook, I flinched.

“I guess.”  I said.  Actually, with the war and everything, I almost forgot about school.  I didn’t even know that there were schools open during the time of war.  “Are there schools open?”  I asked him.

“Some of them are open, I know.  My older brother said in Pusan since all of the schools moved there, they have all kinds of schools open.”  Moon-soo was only two years older than me but he certainly knew far much more than I did.  I was learning a lot from him in many ways.  

After about one week on the job, I became almost as good as Moon-soo.  He often teased me that I became better than him at work except for spitting.  Moon-soo spat more than ten times while shining one shoe but I did it may be only half the time.

“You have to spit more if you’re going to save some of that expensive shoe shine medicine.”  We called the round black or brown polishing thing inside the small can with camel’s hump was pictured on, medicine, since it was the most expensive item.  

“Just put a little bit of that medicine, then spread all over thin.  Put tiny bit more on the toe area.  Just like this.  Then go over with the rag thirty two times then spit. Go over another thirty two times and spit.  Brush over thirty two times and spit.  If your customer complains, then try to put as little as possible of that medicine on the rag.  No one would know how much you put that thing on if you do that fast but lightly, you see. Then buff and polish again thirty two times.  Don’t forget spitting again.  The spit has this magic formula to make the medicine work twice as well.  You got that, Hankook?”
“Why thirty two times?”  I asked.

“I don’t know myself.  It just feels like the right amount.  Feeling is important, you know.  They all come with the experience.  Just do what I tell you and you’ll do fine.”  For someone who has been on the job only for a couple more days, he certainly knew better.

“How old are you?”  One of my Mr. Uncle customer asked me while I was busy counting thirty two times.  I couldn’t answer him fast enough.

“I asked how old you are, little boy.”  He asked again.

“Oh, yes, Mr. Uncle, I’m eleven years old, sir.”  I kept on working.

“Is that right?  You still have hands and fingers like a little child.  Can you work with them fine?”  He asked.

“Of course, Mr. Uncle.  They tell me I am a very seasoned shoe shiner.”  I tried to use a sophisticated word Emo told me.  She said that about my work.

My Mr. Uncle laughed for a while and he even gave me a little tip as well.  I thought he was worried about my small skinny hands might not be able to do the job right.  Small or not, when you work hard at it with the right guidance like what I got from Moon-soo, they did just fine.  Big hands not necessarily mean a better shoe shiner.  I can vouch for that from my experience.  Never the less, it seemed like my hands give away more about myself than my face.  If you think, however, one doesn’t look at the shoe shiner’s face while your shoes are shined.  You’re more likely to look at the back of the shoe shiner’s head or hands.  Maybe that brought the comments of my hands.  Anyway, I thanked all my customers and told them to come again as Moon-soo taught me.

As the weather getting warmer, I began to worry about my hat and hair.  After all, I was known as Hankook which definitely was a boy’s name no matter how you look at it and if any one  found out I was a girl, I’d become a laughing stock in the whole place.  And what about Moon-soo?  He’d feel betrayed.  I was sure of that.  Emo understood me and cropped my hair short like boys and bought me a baseball cap.  Most of the boys at the work came with a bit of cleaner face than the evening before but I always went to work after dirtying it as much as I could.  It wasn’t all that easy since as soon as I came home, I cleaned myself thoroughly with soap and water.  That made me feel great.  But, before I went out to work, instead lotions or face powder, I had to put some of the kitchen soot mixed with shoe shine medicine.  I didn’t want look too  dirty, though.  That would scare the customers away.  Just enough to look good enough as a hard working shoe shine boy.

After I became seasoned and all in my brand new profession, I sort of enjoyed working as a shoe shine boy.  Thanks to Moon-soo who helped me to become one.  Whenever I went to work, the first thing I did was looking for him.  After about a month and a half together, he didn’t come to work one morning.  I was concerned and worried about him.  Did he get sick or what, I wondered.  He didn’t show up for three days and I became very anxious but had no way of knowing where to look for him.  I didn’t even know his last name.  Finally on the fourth day, he came to work.  He came much later than usual and looked very worried and distraught.  I was very happy to see him even though he didn’t look good at all.

“Moon-soo, what’s the matter?  Why didn’t you come to work for three days?  Were you sick?  You don’t look well.”  Normally, the one who talked was Moon-soo and I used to be the silent one.  Even after all my questions, he wasn’t talking.

“Are you all right?”  I asked.

“I am fine.  It’s my older brother.”  He had this real worried look on him.

“What’s the matter with him?”
After a long pause, he made a big sigh.  Then said.

“You know we’ve been saving like mad for our schooling?  Well, someone at his work whom my brother really trusted promised to give him ten times more interest than the bank so he gave him all the money and the guy ran away with it.  We lost all the money we saved so far and my older brother became so sick over it he has been crying like a mad dog.  I had to stay with him.  I was afraid he might kill himself or something.  He cried and said if that money was going to be lost like that, at least, we could have gotten one decent meal of soup and rice until our stomachs were full.  I told him not to worry over the lost money.  We are young and we can make it again.  I told him that over a hundred times.  After three full days of crying and sobbing, finally, he pulled himself together and went to work.”  Moon-soo’s eyes were welling up.  “Now, we have to work even harder and starve even more to make the loss.  It’s like a shit, you know.”
I didn’t know what to tell him.  What kind of a person would take money from the orphaned children?  What can I say?  What can anyone say?

We hardly said much all day.  I gave him both of my buns and told him to give one to his older brother but he declined saying that I needed it, too.  I wanted to do something for him but couldn’t think of any.  At the end of the day, I gave him all the money I made that day.  

“You earned it and it’s yours to keep.”  None of us were here for charitable causes and everyone watched and guarded their money real tight. 

“Brother Moon-soo, maybe your older brother might feel a little better if you bought him some soup and rice tonight.  Why don’t you keep the money you made for your schooling and use this money for soup and rice.  My mother gives me soup and rice so I don’t need as much as you do.  Go ahead.  Take it.”
“Are you sure, Hankook?”  He looked into my eyes, wondering.

“One hundred percent.”  I used the word he taught me.  He smiled and took the money but behind the smile, I saw his lips bending downward and his eyes getting wet.

Some of the people in the neighborhood, started to come back to their places.  Families with the houses burnt or flattened by the bombing, put up temporary quarters.  The once empty place started to fill up gradually.  In one of those days, I was coming home early that day.  Emo told me to come home early since it was my mother’s birthday and we were going to have sea weed soup and rice for her.  In Korea, many families celebrate birthdays with sea weed soup and rice.  I don’t know why but it has been that way as long as I remember.  They also give this soup to a mother after delivering a baby.  They say it helps to build up good milk.

I finished earlier than usual and stopped at a small store and  bought a pretty hair pin for my mother.  I wrapped it with a piece of paper and put it inside the shoe box.  I felt good and happy.  It’s been a while I got anything for anyone.  And we are going to have sea weed soup.  Each of us may get a bowl of rice, a bowl of soup with little pieces of sea weed without any meat, and maybe a little piece of kimchee.  That would be it.  And yet, I knew my mother would be crying with happiness when she gets that hair pin I got for her.  Just the thoughts alone, made me drool with happiness.  No matter how scantily and sparsely prepared, it was going to be the first time we celebrate since the war started.  And, omma didn’t even know about it.  It was going to be a surprise.  That’s what Emo said this morning.  Really we were lucky to have this little celebration and I was very lucky to have Omma and Emo.        

As I turned into our street, I saw many people gathered around our gate talking and whispering.  Then I heard a man’s voice shouting all sorts of bad words.  Why were they all in front of our gate, I wondered and ran toward my house.

“You, thankless bitch! Red communists!  How dare you steal our food?  How dare?”  No one had to tell me who he was.  It was that Old Stingee!  I saw a big bat like stick raised above the heads of the gathered people and heard the noise of that bat  thumping down at someone, with a crushing sound.  It must be my mother.  I ran into the crowd and got to my mother, crying out Omma, and tried to cover her with my body before that OS hit her with another blow.  I thought she’d be dead if I didn’t.  Mother pushed me away and ordered me to stay out and she meant it.  I knew the signs because we learned them with our survival instincts along the way these last several months.  

“Oh, this is the little thief!  The little Red!  Very good!  I’ll show you what it feels like when you get your food stolen,” he was coming at me with his teeth grinding like a wolf and the bat swaying in the air.  Mother got hold of one of the Old Stingee’s  leg and hung on to it as tight as she could.  She wouldn’t let go of it.  

“Please, have mercy.  I did it all and she has nothing to do with it.  How would she know where you live?  It was all my fault.  Please, forgive me.  Just kill me and that would do it, please.”  Mother’s word about kill scared me more than anything else.  If she died, I’d be an orphan, too.  She shouldn’t die.  She couldn’t.

“I did it.  I found the open door.  There was another man, too.”  I said.

“Keep quiet and go away.”  Mother blurted at me between her teeth.  I don’t know how much beating she took but she looked horrible.  Hair all turned loose, lips bleeding and swollen and her clothes were all disheveled and covered with blood and mud.  I moved back horrified.  Still, she was holding that man’s leg as if her life depended on it.  The old man tried to loose himself from my mother but couldn’t.  To loosen up, he began hitting her shoulders, arms and head.  Mother fell to the ground.  Old Stingee watched her for a while and kicked her couple more times on the side.  Mother didn’t move.  

“Bitches!  Red bitches!”  Then he spat on her.  “She’s a bad luck!”  He spat on her couple more times and waving his bat, went toward his house.  Half the way he turned around and yelled at me.  “You Reds!  Don’t you ever come near me, you hear!”  He howled into our small street where everyone was watching.  

After he was gone, the crowd started to thin little by little each saying or whispering something among themselves.  Pretty soon, my mother and I were the only ones left there.  I ran to her crying out “Omma”.  I wanted to make sure she wasn’t dead.  She was still breathing and her body was still warm.  I clung onto her and cried and wailed as loud as I could.  I couldn’t help myself.  I wanted the whole world to hear my screams and cries.  I was mad and angry at the world.  I felt like as if the whole world has abandoned us.  I felt like we were the orphans of the world.  No body seemed to care.  Not a single soul among the whole crowd said a single word of kindness or tried to help us.   If we were taken and beaten by the police, I wouldn’t have felt that bitter.  My helpless mother was beaten like an animal and people just stood and watched.  I held my mother’s bloody, torn face in my arms and wailed.

Emo and Hankook were home at the time, but mother ordered them to stay put and took all the blame to herself.  She wanted safety for Hankook more than anything and if that Old Stingee put a hand on Hankook, I knew my mother would kill him or at least try to kill him.  She could take almost anything so long as her son was safe.    For everyone’s sake mother took all the beating.  After that, mother was unconscious and delirious for three days.  Emo nursed her day and night.  I was terribly worried whether she was going to die.  If not for my mother, I’d be like those shoe shine boys at the Seoul Station.  I wanted to do something for my mother but didn’t know what.    On the third day, however, she gained consciousness and began to drink some watery porridge.

Ever since that humiliating beating and clobbering incident, I often felt the neighbors talking about us from behind our backs, pointing us out as the Reds or the family of the Reds.  Once you were labeled as the Reds, you were total social outcasts.  You might as well be dogs or pigs people can laugh at, spit at, or kick at.  They were the ones who were responsible for all the troubles and crimes of the war.  If any of us were stoned, nobody would lift a finger for us. 

At the end of the summer, I went back to school as a sixth grader and finished elementary school.  Luckily, I was accepted at the middle school called Sadai Puchoong.  This school was established as a part of educational program for Teacher’s College and had a reputation as one of the best middle schools, if not the best.  Probably, the only reason I got in was because of the war.  The war has taken most of the good students away from Seoul.  If it were normal times, I might not have been accepted with my poor educational background.  Perhaps, I should have been thankful for the chance of becoming a student there.  Nevertheless, I couldn’t concentrate on study.  Ever since we were known as Reds, mother and Emo lost most of their work and I had stopped working as a shoe shine boy, too.  The hunger once again became our enemy number one.  The blackboard, the books, the desk, anything I lay my eyes on, were turning into steamy rice bowls.  There was hardly any space in my head for study.  I’m sure I was one of the poorest student in the whole class both in study as well as wealth.  

My classroom teacher, Miss Kang, was one of the prettiest ladies I’ve ever seen in my life but she was also the meanest.  To Miss Kang, I might have been the least desirable student.  I was from a hopelessly and desperately poor family, and my class standing was at the bottom.  Besides, I suspected she knew I was one of the Red families.  I might be wrong but I somehow felt she knew that.  Every single day, she singled me out from the whole class of sixty some students and announce, “Kim Mimi, if you are such a poor student, can’t you at least do one thing right and bring the tuition on time for a change?”  She hardly forgot to say that before she dismissed us at the end of the day.  If there was a hole I could hide myself, even a small one like a rat’s hole, I’d be happy to crawl into it and never come out again to the class.  I resented and hated going school.  I didn’t want to look at Miss Kang’s face ever again.  Moon-soo envied me a great deal when I told him about my school and said he’d give anything if he could do the same.  I suppose I was lucky in that sense, but that didn’t help me to change my feelings toward Miss Kang or the hunger.  I was totally miserable.

One evening while I was brooding over my unhappy situation, my mother and Emo’s talk got my attention.  They have been complaining for months about the lack of work ever since we became the Reds.

“Not only that, all the people with any kind of money are still staying in Pusan.  They are the ones who can give us some work, don’t you think?  The weather has been changing and people need new clothes and new blankets with thinner cotton linings but no one is looking for us.  I just don’t know what else to do.”  Mother said with a deep sigh.

“You’re right, older sister.  If we don’t work and save now, we won’t be able to stand the next winter.  Seems like people with any money, all fled to Pusan.  Only poor ones like us are staying here.”  Emo answered.

I sat right up and looked at them both into their eyes.

“Omma, why don’t we move to where people are with money and work there?  Why should we stay here where everyone’s finger is pointing at us as the Reds?”  I asked them both.  It looked like a very natural thing to do.  Both Omma and Emo looked at each other and then me.  I knew they were thinking.  

“Well, Pusan is very far away and . . . .”  Omma said still thinking.

“That’s a thought.”  Emo said.  “Actually, it’s not a bad thought at all.”
“Mimi has a point, don’t you think?  What do you think?”  Mother was asking Emo.

“I agree there, but how about the customers we’ve built up so far, older sister?”  Emo was thinking hard, too.  

“What customers?  Ever since we were called the Reds, we lost them all.  Maybe one or two who live so far away to know what happened to us might be left.    That is if we’re lucky.  Besides, one customer with money is better than one hundred without any money.  The more I think about it, the more attractive it looks.  What do you say?”
“Older sister, then we have to start all over again building up the business and all.”  Emo was hesitating.

“We don’t have much give up here.  What is there to give up?  Besides, we don’t have much to move either.  If we want to, I think earlier the better.  We’ll get a room and start all over.  We don’t have anything to lose.”
“Older sister, why don’t you go and get settle first.  If things work out good, I’ll join you.  If not, you can come back.  Meantime, I’ll keep working here.”  Emo’s idea wasn’t bad at all either.  Besides, even though no one said anything about it, but we all knew just in case any of our sisters or anyone else returned, we didn’t want them to be lost, even if they were the Reds.  

“That makes a very good sense.  Let’s do it, then.”
Orphaned by Choice


That way, we moved to Pusan.  Mother rented a room in an area called Dong Nae and started working as a seamstress.  Compare to Seoul, Pusan was very crowded with all the refugees streaming in from all over Korea, even from the North.  All sorts of people with all sorts of dialects were mingled in with the strange sounding Pusan dialect.  In the new place, I started out as a gum and candy girl again since it was easiest thing.  I noticed there was something different in the air in Pusan which was not present in Seoul.  In Seoul, tons of kids my age were on the street trying to make money by selling something or shining shoes but in Pusan, hardly anyone was on the road like I was.  Everyone seemed to be in school.  I felt like I was the only one missing something very important.  Left alone and abandoned.  The whole world was going around merrily without me.  Older sister Soni told me to study hard and even Moon-soo said how important school was.  I should be in school just like everyone else, I thought.  It was also embarrassing that I was the only girl on the road selling gum and candy.         
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