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Prologue

The idea came to me while I was going through my divorce.

I was forty-seven and overweight. I had no child who would occupy my lone, silent days. I wasn’t one of those independent modern women who decided not to have babies early on. I wanted to have one but my husband couldn’t – due to his oligospermia, he told me. I wanted to try IVF treatment but he refused, saying the whole process felt too demeaning to him. I was furious later when I learned that he had already signed up to a famous fertility clinic in Gangnam with that new girl, twelve years his junior, a month before our divorce was finalized. For weeks I had the occasional dream of hammering him to death. In reality, of course, I possessed neither the courage nor the penchant for violence to do it. Yet I did imagine myself bursting into his office in Gwanghwamun, like an angry ajumma in Korean Morning Drama might do to attack her cheating husband, hands busy filling the air with leaflets that detail his treacherous deeds, all the while shouting the list of his sins in front of his coworkers, who would ostracize him for what he’d done. Of course I never executed this fantasy: submitting to such a hysterical course of action would be too demeaning to my dignity. Entertaining the thought of it, though, was quite thrilling.

I was desperately seeking a change in my life. I signed up for a gym and worked out for an hour three days a week. Although I began to lose weight and feel healthier, the physical change alone wasn’t enough for me. Ever since I was little I’ve been a pensive being, fond of reading and thinking and scribbling things down in my Moleskine. I needed more than just a fitter body. I needed a change that would engage my mind as well.

I was waiting for an appointment with my therapist and flipping through a women’s magazine when I saw the article. It was the story of a hospice doctor in Singapore, who helped his dying patients organize their funerals and write their obituaries before their death. Contrary to common belief, the doctor explained, many of his terminally ill patients weren’t that afraid of death: they were more concerned about the aftermath, the posthumous grief and turmoil that their loved ones were to endure. His new program was met with a surprising degree of enthusiasm. Lots of patients reported they felt mentally and physically better after they had participated in the arrangements for their passing. It gave them a sense of control and reassurance, and an invaluable opportunity to derive their own meaning from their short journeys on earth.

I showed this article to Director Haam, my boss, and told her I wanted to launch a similar program for our patients. I couldn’t really complain about my job at the Golden Sunset: the salary was pretty decent, the company guaranteed plenty of paid holidays, and my schedule and tasks were never taxing. What I mostly did was a mild version of accounting, but my official title was personal assistant to the director. Director Haam was a nice woman in her early fifties, a double-divorcee raising her three kids with two different family names. She didn’t seem to possess much passion for her job at the Golden Sunset; she told me she’d chosen it mainly for its stability, which she needed badly as a single mother of three children.

Director Haam tapped her desk nervously with her blood-red nails before she declared the Golden Sunset had no funding for custom-made funeral preparations. I told her the obituary-writing program alone would be sufficient to make a change. Though reluctant, she gave me permission to start it after I promised her that it wouldn’t affect my performance of my primary duties, and that I would work extra hours if necessary. Before leaving the office, she threw me a worried look, as if she were thinking, I’ve been there, too. But instead she said: “Give me a call if you need a drinking buddy from time to time.” As I listened to the clicks of her heels fade away, I wondered if divorce would be any easier the second time around.

The obituary-writing program first helped me on a practical level. It diverted my attention from divorce. My thoughts, which until now had raced back to my husband and our fallen marriage again and again like a faithful dog, began to dwell on the lives of others.

“I’m here to help you write your obituary,” I told the elderly, in the most calming voice I could muster. “You can tell me a brief version of your life story, things that have made you happy, things that you’re proud of, and things you regret. How you want to be remembered by others, those who love you and care about you.” After taking a few deep breaths, most people began to open up quite naturally. Awareness of your limited time can bring a surprising degree of honesty to your speech, by shutting off the inconsequential background noises that would normally obfuscate your life. To the small number of people who had difficulty starting their stories, I offered a simple prompt that always worked: “Pick three words – noun, adjective, verb, anything – that could define you or best describe your life.” Three is the magical number that people tend to fall for. A single word seems impossibly limiting, while two may feel unpalatable, as if they imply a double life. But three suggests a perfect balance, as in triumvirate and trilogy and trinity. People feel comfortable with it – neither too little nor too much.

Looking ahead to the end of their lives, people feel the urge to leave their footprints on this world, no matter how small they may be. And writing their obituaries confirms that their lives mattered – to them, and to the people for whom they had happily sacrificed their dreams. In the minds of youth, an obituary is a sad and solemn thing, but old folks understand that it means, among other things, a privilege. Old folks, who are used to flipping through the pages of a newspaper, know that an official obituary is reserved for the deaths of household names. Even the famous ones must fight constantly for ever-so-cramped space; most should be content with just a couple of lines, while a very lucky few get an entire paragraph. A whole page is, of course, impossible, unless you’re a high-profile politician, such as an ex-president, or an internationally influential warlord. At the Golden Sunset, however, every death merits an entire page. That was the central idea of my project: Don’t we all deserve a full obituary of our lives? I wanted to believe that every death and life, even the most obscure and inconvenient ones, have important stories to tell. And I was there to lend my ears and pen to the final whistles of the tumbleweeds.

It was the second day of the Lunar New Year holiday when I met Ms Mook for the first time. I had volunteered to work since I wasn’t ready to face my first big family gathering after the divorce. I knew the kinds of questions I would get from my uncles and aunts, and especially my cousins, all of whom were still happily married with kids. I wasn’t ready for others to pick at my scabs yet.

A public nursing home might be the loneliest place on earth on a big national holiday. More than a third of the residents at Golden Sunset had no immediate families. A small number of fortunate people, those still in decent health and in touch with caring relatives, were invited out for a day or two. After the lucky few left the facility, a harrowing silence took over. The kind of quiet that put even the jumpiest dementia patients into a coma-like gloom.

That evening, in the lonely silence of my office, I received a call from the head caretaker of Section A. It houses nearly half of the senior citizens of Golden Sunset who have been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. Normally I didn’t have much business with that half of the facility because only the mentally competent and coherent can participate in the obituary-writing process. That day, however, many staff members were on leave so I was to help with whatever task was at hand.

I was asked to stand guard in front of a double room. Grandma Song Jae-soon had disappeared again, the head caretaker told me. My job was to wait and notify the other staff immediately if the runaway returned to her room while they searched every nook and cranny of Golden Sunset for her. I wedged the door open with the small folding chair I’d brought from my office and sat down on it. Walkie-talkie in hand, I looked up and down the corridor, hoping for a sign of Grandma Song Jae-soon.

Then I saw a figure standing inside the room, her back leaning against the wall. A slender woman, covered with white from head to toe. I let out a muffled cry. “Don’t worry, I’m not a ghost,” murmured the figure, and laughed off-key. “You saw me earlier, remember?”

Her name was Mook Miran and she was a roommate of Grandma Song. I had indeed seen her when I visited her room. She’d been in her bed, slowly coming around from her late nap. I didn’t recognize her: she was quite tall standing up, but lying down she was indistinguishable from other silent and small-framed elderly bodies. “You’re the obituary woman, aren’t you?” She grinned, and color rushed to her face.

Mook Miran was a strange-looking woman with an equally strange name – it was my first time meeting a Korean with the last name Mook. She had big frizzy hair, which was entirely and evenly white, and it hung around her head like a halo. Her limbs were long and thin like a snow crab’s. Under the fluorescent light I felt I could read her body like a map. Veins showed through her translucent skin, like crisscrossed mountain paths, mostly mauve and pale blue. The bleaching light also drew a pair of butterfly-like shadows under her high cheekbones.

“Yes, I’m the obituary woman,” I answered, still in awe of her.

“I’ve seen you out there in the cosmos garden, talking with the old ones,” said Ms Mook.

She called the other patients the old ones, as though she was different. And yet with her sharp eyes, and her memory of me, I wondered what she was doing in Section A.

“You should write my obituary,” she said, revealing a chipped front tooth.

I hid my bewilderment and told her we could have our talk right now if she didn’t mind, while we waited for the return of her roommate. I was surprised by the clarity of her mind, but I was still wary of her: I assumed that if the administration had decided to put her in the section for patients with Alzheimer’s, they must have had a good reason for it.

“Do you remember why you’re here in Section A?” I started, a little ruthless because I wanted to know if this was going to be worth my while. I didn’t want to come back to her the next week and be greeted with a flummoxed face shouting, Who the hell are you?

Ms Mook said she had been in the regular section at first but they’d moved her here about six months ago, for a reason she never fully understood. “I would say my mind works normally, but it’s up to them to decide, isn’t it?” she whispered. Her cheeks twitched.

Still suspicious, I asked her the big first question. “Which three words would you choose to sum up your life?”

She walked back to her bed and sat down on it. Then she turned her head slowly toward a wall and stared at it. Her face was blank – as flat and pale as the whitewashed wall behind her. Mouth slack, eyes ashen. She’s blacking out, I thought, anticipating the inevitable: soon she would bring her gaze back to me and ask me who I was, what I was doing there.

Instead I heard a snort. “You genuinely believe a person can sum up her life in just three words?” she murmured, eyes still fixed on the wall.

Her question caught me off guard but I feigned calm. After a moment of silence, I asked her how many words she would prefer.

“What would your three words be? Have you thought about that?”

Again she asked her question, ignoring mine.

I felt strangely tense. I felt as though Grandma Mook and I were suddenly engaging in a war of questions, and the one who answered first would be the loser. I summoned a wan smile, the gentle curving of eyes and lips with no teeth showing, the kind I usually wore to disarm incredulous grandpas. I was doing this partly because I couldn’t answer her last question. I had no idea what my three words would be. I’d never given it a thought, although I asked it of others all the time. And no one had asked me before.

“Ms Mook, do you want me to talk to the administration for you?” I asked her, holding on to my work smile, like a shield. I told her I could talk to the staff about her accommodation if she thought she was in the wrong place. I said all the elderly residents I had helped with their obituaries were in the regular section. I knew this wasn’t a question she could easily ignore.

“That’s not necessary,” she said casually, defying my assumption again. “I’m fine here in Section A. And there’s not much difference in the end, is there? In neither section are we allowed to walk out of the facility alone. Besides, although people in Section A get one hour less for the daily garden stroll, each room here has fewer people and thus more space. Before, in the regular section, I shared a room with three other old women. Here, only one. So, more privacy.”

“But don’t you find it difficult to room with Grandma Song?”

I’d heard this wasn’t the first time Ms Song Jae-soon had pulled off a stunt like this. The head caretaker told me her condition was getting worse rapidly – she had, on occasion, smeared feces on the wall.

I heard another snort – a gentler one this time.

“I volunteered to room with her,” said Ms Mook. Another answer I wasn’t expecting to hear.

“Why?”

“If you have some context from a person’s life, you can handle her better. Even if that person happens to be an Alzheimer’s patient.” She turned her head toward me to look me in the eye. “Did you know that both of Song’s parents were killed during the Japanese occupation?” she asked me.

I shook my head, wondering where this was leading. I clenched my jaw, the way I did unconsciously when I felt impatient.

Ms Mook said Grandma Song’s family had been rich landowners for generations. But overnight the Japanese had taken almost everything they owned – under a false pretext, for sure. “Such things happened all the time back then,” she added flatly. “Luckily her parents were warned by one of their neighbors, just a minute before the Japanese police burst in and ransacked the place. They didn’t have time to hide big objects, just small things.”

Ms Mook looked up at me, as if expecting me to take over and finish her statement. Clueless, I stared back at her.

“Grandma Song, with her little sisters, had to swallow as many jewels and rings as possible, as fast as they could. The police took all the valuables they could find and killed the parents on the spot, in front of the children. But Song had to move on, you know. No time to weep. She was the head of the family now. She had to spend the next few days rummaging through her own excrement as well as her little siblings’ to find the jewels. Their whole fortune now.”

Ms Mook sounded different. Her speech was now slow and halting. Her face was flushed, and a purple vein jumped in her thin neck.

She said Song Jae-soon at Golden Sunset, with Alzheimer’s playing her time backward, seemed stuck in this period of her childhood – the death of her parents and trying to support her little sisters. Ms Mook once noticed, when she saw Song engaging in fecal smearing again, that she mumbled names such as Jade, Pearl, and Ruby. The nursing assistants thought those were the nicknames of Song’s younger sisters. Ms Mook knew they were wrong.

“She wasn’t simply toying with her stool the way others with dementia do. She was going through her excrement to find the jewels. In her mind, in her receding memory, Grandma Song is again the thirteen-year-old girl struggling to survive.”

Ms Mook stood up and walked to the wooden dresser in the back of the room. She squatted and opened carefully the silicon child-safety lock on the bottom drawer. Then she took out a round rusty Fruity Drops can. She put it into my hand and gestured for me to open it.

Inside lay a dozen glitzy pieces of plastic jewelry.

“Those are toys for little kids. Too big to swallow,” said Ms Mook, picking up the heaviest piece that was shaped like an oval diamond. It shone gaudy pink, the image of Sailor Moon embossed on it. It was as big as an eyeball. “I put these in Grandma Song’s hands when I see her getting ready to examine her number two. I tell her we’ve already found the jewels. Then she’s happy, and stops immediately what she’s doing. No need to use force then. No needles and no drama.”

Speechless, I stared at the Sailor Moon on the jewel.

Then my eyes roamed toward the dresser behind Ms Mook, and found a stack of paper in the bottom drawer, still wide open. Next to it I saw a little mound of colorful bric-a-brac, which I couldn’t make out clearly from a distance. “What are those in the drawer?” I asked her.

For the first time Ms Mook seemed a little nervous. She walked quickly back to the drawer and closed it. “Nothing that’s forbidden,” she answered calmly, but a gleam of worry lingered in her eyes.

When I was about to repeat my question, the walkie-talkie on my lap brayed.

“Security has found Grandma Song,” the head caretaker yapped, through electric crackles, “She’s fallen asleep in the cleaning-supplies room, would you believe?”

From far away I heard hurried footsteps approaching, probably carrying Ms Song back to her room.

I looked at Ms Mook. “Can I see you again?” I asked her.

*

I liked being in the cosmos garden even when all the flowers were gone. I loved being outdoors under the sun, away from the smell of Clorox and dried urine, which permeated every corner of the residents’ rooms and the corridors in the nursing home. Besides, the sun has a magical power: sometimes the despair gaping at my feet by night appeared too puny to bother me in the light of day.

Ms Mook, too, seemed different under the sun. It was a dry, windless afternoon. The sun was an ebullient eye in the middle of the acid-blue sky. Ms Mook appeared in a wheelchair, pushed by Ms Docgo, the oldest nursing assistant in Section A. “You have one hour and a half before Grandma Mook’s bath time,” said Ms Docgo, bluntly, eyeing me and Ms Mook with muted hostility. She walked back to her building.

The sun was so piercing it made my eyes water. Ms Mook narrowed her eyes, made an arching sunshade of her hand and put it on her forehead. Squinting, her eyes covered with a rheumy film, she seemed as helpless and worn-out as most of the patients in Section A. Her hair and her bleached gown looked even whiter under the sun than under fluorescent light. Motionless, she was a plaster cast shaped like a human.

As soon as she opened her mouth and talked, however, she was a full presence.

“You can’t wait to write about me, can you?” she said, and lifted one corner of her mouth a little. Strangely, I saw a little boy in her old woman’s face.

“I couldn’t wait to hear what you have to say. I haven’t even thought about writing yet.” This was the plain truth.

Ms Mook seemed to be relishing the silence before she unspooled her story. These seconds seemed to suck all the air around her into her meager body. And as I listened to her talk, I wondered what exactly it was that lured me toward her words. It wasn’t obvious. Her talk was mostly slow and her voice always low. Still, she was the kind of person people naturally paid attention to, whose talk they rarely interrupted. The very antithesis of me. I wasn’t born with such charisma. I was a person who’s easily won over by others, according to my husband. Too easily impressed, and fooled.

And fooled was how I felt as our conversation progressed. Though fascinating, the introduction of her story was filled with elements far larger than life. When asked about her age, she said she would be “one hundred the day after tomorrow.” And yet she couldn’t have been that old. She looked at most eighty-seven. I’d seen my fair share of ancient people nearly a century old in Golden Sunset but none had ever sounded as acerbic or cheeky as she did.

I wasn’t sure what role I was supposed to play. Should I be angry at being taken for a fool who would believe such nonsense? Should I be level-headed, like an investigative journalist, trying to uncover logic in an illogical situation? Or should I be an eager spectator at this theater of the absurd? Reluctantly I opted for the latter and kept listening, fighting my urge to interrogate her for facts.

She said she had had three nationalities in her life.

“I was born Japanese, lived as North Korean, and now am dying as South Korean.”

Her generation was born under Japanese colonial rule so technically she was born Japanese. But I couldn’t grasp lived as North Korean. I asked her if she had escaped to the South during the Korean War, and she told me she’d earned South Korean citizenship only after her hair had turned gray. “I spent my youth in Pyongyang,” she added casually, as though Pyongyang was a normal part of the world anyone could visit whenever they liked.

Half of me cocked an eyebrow in doubt, but the other half nodded. The latter felt that this back story solved at least one mystery about Ms Mook: her accent. Though very faint, she had unique intonation that rose and fell in unexpected places, an accent that sounded blunt and sing-song at once. I wondered if it was a faded version of the Gangwon-do accent but I couldn’t quite place it.

“Japanese. North Korean. South Korean,” I repeated. “You already have your three key concepts for your obituary. Don’t you think they represent your dramatic life pretty succinctly?” I forged a smile on my face.

“Why are you so obsessed with three concepts?” she asked, head tilted like a crow’s. “Is there some sacred meaning behind it?”

I shrugged my shoulders awkwardly and said no. “I find it practical, that’s all. One and two are too limiting, while, let’s say, nine is too bulky and therefore a turn-off. Three is just the perfect number for everyone to fill.”

Ms Mook turned abruptly to the side, like a pigeon bobbing its head away. Ha. It was a hybrid sound between laughter and a snort. She was now directly facing the honey-gold sunlight that was hitting the cosmos garden sideways. It made her squint again. “Eight, then,” she said.

“What?”

“Eight. I will give you eight words. Our middle ground. You said nine is too many and I say three is too few. So eight. Take it as a sign that I respect your method, Ms Writer.”

She looked at me and winked. A wink that looked more like a twitch of an eyelid muscle.

“So what are your eight words, Ms Mook?” I asked her, noticing the cheeky one-sided smile return to her face.

“Slave. Escape-artist. Murderer. Terrorist. Spy. Lover. And Mother.”

I sat in silence. I saw her eyes light up like a Christmas tree – she was elated that she’d floored me and was dying to hear my words.

“Those are seven words. Not eight,” I told her.

“So you really listened,” she said. Her cheeky smile grew wider.

She asked me which story I wanted to hear most and I said: “Murderer.”

That made her laugh. It surprised her, she said. I didn’t strike her as someone who would go straight to Murderer. She’d thought I would run first to either Lover or Mother.

I told her she’d gotten me wrong. “Who did you kill?” I asked her.

She clicked her tongue. “Not so fast,” she said.




The 5th Life




Virgin Ghost on the
North Korean Border

1961

She wasn’t a real ghost, of course. We weren’t sure she was a virgin either. Yet we called her so because of her clothes: the light taupe hanbok made of thick, coarse hemp cloth, a dress worn only by funeral-mourners, or by virgin ghosts in folktales, the bewitching, ethereal beauties who met an untimely demise, and were thus forever tortured by the angst of having never possessed a husband. I enjoyed the chilling frou-frou her starchy hemp clothes made when she was cavorting like a mad puppy in the tall wild silver grass field by the Imjin River. She had an unruly thatch of hair, which was always adorned by a fresh flower of her choice. Since she made her appearance only in the fall, it was usually either a cosmos or a dandelion. On a rare occasion, she went for an overripe dandelion that had already turned into a prickly fluff of seeds. Thanks to the wind, her hair looked like somebody had vomited watery rice porridge all over it. But I loved that quirky side of her.

No one wanted to acknowledge it openly, but we all knew she was pretty. Boys were both scared of and charmed by her; they said she could see ghosts, even talk to them. I guess it was due to her slightly lazy eyes; the irises were unusually large, as if she had chewed a poppy for an hour. Her eerie gaze, often accompanied by a high-pitched, staccato laugh that made you wonder if she was choking, seemed to go right through you, as though she was gawking at some spooky creature lurking behind. So, every time we ran into her in the tall wild silver grass field by the Imjin River, our hearts started to race. There was, of course, so much mystery around her. Nobody knew her age; her overall uncanny look could put her anywhere between fifteen and thirty-five. Nobody knew her folks, where she’d come from.

But strange people drifting in and out of the region weren’t uncommon at that time. The war had produced countless orphans, whose parents were either dead or stuck in the north when the country was split into two. My best friend Yong was an unlucky example. His older brother Wan was the only family he had, and was, to Yong, a larger-than-life figure of mother, father and God combined. Yong wasn’t the type you would choose as a friend. He was the shortest, loudest boy in class, and his left ear often bled for no reason. My father referred to him as that circus-runaway punk. Yong always daubed his greasy, unkempt hair with his brother’s brilliantine made of lard, perhaps to mask the dirt, which resulted in a funky odor of sewer-met-slaughterhouse. I threw in my lot with him from the second grade, when he stood up for me against the five fifth-graders who had bullied me, calling me a Commie’s boy, because I was born in the north. We were beaten up together till one tooth of his and one of mine loosened. I learned that Yong had been a northerner at birth as well, and although neither of us had any recollection of the other side of the border, this common inglorious past had united us, turning us into blood brothers.

Our small town, called Geumpari, was located in the upper region of the Imjin River. It was so close to the 38th parallel that on a clear, windless day you could even hear the North Korean radio propaganda –Yong and I had often tried to imitate its odd, simpering, histrionic accent. Yong told me that, near Panmunjoem, Imjin River had a secret yeoulmok, the neck of the rapids, that was shallow enough even for a kid to cross. After that, there was only a couple of soldiers, and then the DMZ, the demilitarized zone, explained Yong in excitement. He was always asking me to join the secret trip he would take to North Korea one day. I always said yes, knowing full well it was one of those things we planned yet would never carry out. At any rate, Imjin River was our mother lode: we’d swum away our summers there, appeasing our hunger with its muddy fish and frogs. In the fall, we snooped around the tall silver grass that covered the riverbank and sometimes came up to our chins, in the fingertip-tingling hope that we might catch a glimpse of Virgin Ghost there. My mother told me many times to stay away from the riverbank, warning me that the Yankees’ old mines had occasionally turned up there after heavy rains, but that had never deterred me from frequenting the place. I was at the stage of life when a firm no invites a curious yes.

Yong liked pretending to know more about Virgin Ghost than anyone else. One day, flipping through his brother’s dog-eared Playboy magazine, Yong abruptly said he knew where Virgin Ghost had come from.

‘I heard the other day she’s actually from the Red House in Moonsan, the one near the Yankee military base. She was sold there when she was very young, and she escaped a few years back. Ever since, she’s been roaming around the country, pretending to be crazy and retarded, you know, so that she wouldn’t get dragged back there.’

Yong made this claim with impassioned sincerity, and I nearly bought his version of the myth.

‘Fuck, no! That bitch ain’t from the Red House!’ his own brother disagreed.

Wan said he’d already asked the old madam of the Red House, as its second most important customer after the Yankees. She told him that under her watch no girl had walked out of the Red House yet, unless she’d got lucky enough to marry an American soldier and move to the US with him. ‘Which means that pussy’s still fresh to eat!’ said Wan, smacking his lips. He and Yong laughed the crooked laugh of a small-time villain in an American comic book, which made me, for the first time, despise my best friend.

No offense to Yong, but I’d always hated his older brother. I hated his weaselly face with its pointy chin and narrow, bashed-in nose, always reeking of soju and trouble. He was every parent’s nightmare: a foul-mouthed, spine-bashing hoodlum, who idled away his days quaffing cheap rum, smoking pot, and befriending the ignoble Yankee princesses. Since I’d never seen him work during the day, I often wondered where he’d acquired all the money he squandered on alcohol and the Red House. But whenever I sounded Yong out on the subject, he closed his mouth.

Not long after, I learned the truth from my father.

It was a day of heavy rain. My father returned home late at night, exuding the sour scent of over-fermented makgeolli and vomit. Without a word, he dragged me out to the front yard, turned on the pale night-lamp under the eaves, and began to feed blunt blows to my ears, my collarbones, my sternum, my knees. My little sister, shaken from her sleep, was now hunkering down under the dim-lit eaves, anxiously clutching her cold bare feet, watching in silence. Both she and I knew what to do: we didn’t scream, we didn’t cry. I told you, you little piece of shit, I’ll break your fucking neck if I catch you one more time with that circus-runaway punk! Father yelled. Our experiences had taught us to take it, our mouths and minds muted, till his anger fizzled out. It usually stopped when I looked like a washed-up boxer, at least two different parts of my body bleeding profusely.

My father worked at the US military base. They called him a disposal manager, as his mission was to take care of their garbage. It was everyone’s dream job: you had full access to the American-made paradoxical paradise, which they called trash but was treasure to us. Anything could find its new use and purpose in our hungry hands. From their melting pot of food waste, which they called pig’s porridge, came our best protein and calcium supply: shreds of sausages; mauve, bloated lumps of Spam— Look bad but taste good, as my mom put it; and beef bones still carrying some juicy meat on their curves, with which she made thick gomtang stock to help our bones grow as steely as those of the big Yankees. Their worn-out military uniforms, dyed black, became our school uniforms, the thick wool lining blocking the blustery winter wind from the north. Their dog-eared Superman and Batman comic books became our bedtime Bibles, the indecipherable text translated into made-up stories that I imparted to my little sister, inspiring a deep sigh of contentment before she gave in to sleep. To cut a long story short, we grew up on American trash.

And Yong’s brother’s job was to steal it. He supposedly started out by breaking into the disposal yard where my father worked, pilfering some food and rags. Over time, it had spiraled into a riskier form of robbery: after gathering together a few other jobless goons, he began to plunder weapons. When a military truck stocked with supplies decelerated along steep, serpentine roads through the Geumpari mountains, Wan would slip into the back, like a ghost monkey; while his decoy lackey broke into the front to distract the driver’s attention, Wan would rapidly toss as many guns as possible to other guys waiting outside the truck. By the time the driver scented the trap and hurried to the back, all the mousy bushwhackers had already hidden in the thicket of Geumpari Valley, which they knew like the back of their hands.

Wan’s gain meant my father’s loss.

My father also got his hands on pieces of US machinery. Once every four months or so, he woke me at dead of night and ordered me to dig a hole with him behind our outhouse, where we buried bulky sacks of cold metallic clatters. A surprise visit of uniform-clad men always ensued, and they rummaged through every nook and corner of our bedraggled home. So, when my father threatened to report Wan, Wan threatened him back, with a toothy grin that hinted at the secret dirty job we’d engaged in behind our toilet shed.

I guess, by calling me a piece of shit as well as beating it out of me, my father wanted to teach me: our life, near the North Korean border, was a zero sum game – an ongoing battle in which you could either beat or be beaten, steal or be stolen.

At a certain point boys stopped referring to Virgin Ghost and switched to Yadada, as they came to realize Virgin Ghost was too common a name for someone so surreal. We desired a proper one, something of our own making, something that couldn’t be mistaken for anything else.

Yadadadada was the sound she made when the boys chased after her – or she chased after them. She’d bellow the first syllable, Ya, in a resonant baritone, then speed up, hit the treble clef with castrato precision, and finally segue into the last few das in a metallic shrill that clawed at your nerves like a lynx’s forepaw. The boys found this sound alarming yet amusing, saying she had male and female in her voice. They endeavored to find new ways to upset her, just to get more of the sound.

They said Yadada was her sole verbal expression that conveyed certain meaning because it was the only thing they had heard from her.

I laughed secretly at their simplicity.

I was often there to protect her when the others tried their usual tricks to drive her mad, one of which was stealing the flower in her hair. It was the day she was adorned with the most extraordinary bloom: a colossal cosmos, petals longer than my father’s mid-finger, their color an odd gradation from blood-purple at the center to cotton-candy pink toward the edges. The flower was of such an uncanny size and shade that it made her bouffant hair look unusually smaller, her eerie face eerier. They snatched the cosmos while she was taking a nap in the silver grass field, hoping to squeeze a Yadada out of her. They failed.

That afternoon, she had an unprecedented emptiness in her eyes: a hazy, foreign kind drenched with fatigue. I couldn’t know what had caused it, yet I hoped returning the flower would help her feel better. I waited patiently till the boys lost interest in bugging her and finally parted ways. I picked up the flower they’d tossed away on the muddy riverbank and carefully picked at the tiny earthy blotches on the petals. When it looked clean enough, I ran back to the silver grass field, to find Virgin Ghost on the same spot where she had been dozing, now staring at the gurgling Imjin River with the same void in her eyes. As soon as she saw me, her brow furrowed; when I gently handed her the cosmos, her face instantly lit up, like my three-year-old sister’s at the sight of a chocolate bar smuggled home by my father.

While I was basking in her happiness, my face catching her dazzling smile, she lurched forward, and yanked my hand toward her. My heart skipped a beat as she looked into my eyes. Hers had a ghostly glow.

In the tenderest falsetto ever conceivable in this world, she said: Yalu, Yalu.

After flashing another eerie smile only a centimeter from the tip of my nose, she gamboled farther into the tall silver grass field.

I stayed put – immobile as a dead frog, my feet glued to the earth where a patch of silver grass had been trampled down by her sleep.

My head was still gonging with the frou-frou of her hanbok, with her Yalu Yalu.

So I refused to call her Yadada. To me, she was always Yalu – my own private Yalu.

As my feelings for Yalu grew stronger, the friendship between me and Yong weakened. Maybe it was what people call part of growing up, losing, whether gradually or abruptly, your childhood friend. It wasn’t solely on my side: Yong himself began to drift away as he looked up to his brother more and more, straining to join Wan’s squad.

Yong skipped school more often. Before, it was only for Moonsan market day, the huge once-a-month congregation of merchants from all over the country, selling and buying anything they could get their hands on, from a raging bull to a toothpick. Instead of feeling lonely, however, I began to cherish my privacy, as it meant I could spend more time around Yalu.

She turned more elusive, though. I covered all of her usual spots: the silver grass field, golden rice paddies near Panmunjeom, the abandoned pig farm by Imjingak. The haunted farm purported to be Yalu’s nightly shelter. It had belonged to a family who settled down in Geumpari a few years after the truce between North and South. The father committed suicide after losing all of his pigs to foot-and-mouth disease, and the bereaved family left Geumpari for good shortly afterwards. People stayed away from the place in fear of the plague and lingering ghosts. Only a handful of windbags had supposedly visited it after nightfall, spreading the rumor that they had seen Yalu there, jabbering in an incomprehensible tongue, presumably possessed by the specter of the pig-farmer.

Despite my affection for Yalu, I never went to the farm after sundown. I’d already had harrowing nightmares about the place: bloody pigs, their limbs chopped off, darting about in the rank pen, filling its air with their thunderous grunting and needle-sharp squeals. So I went there only during the day, when the place was steeped in the crisp autumn sun. I never went inside, just left my little presents for Yalu at the entrance: gorgeous dandelions and cosmos I’d gathered from Geumpari knolls; gutted, salted catfish, and leopard frogs I’d caught in the Imjin River.

It took weeks for her to reappear.

It was a day after the belated rainy spell had finally ended. Feeling lucky, I ran toward the entrance of the abandoned pig farm, my pail full of plump catfish I’d just caught from the river, which was now turgid with flash-floodwater. It was a day of opal-blue sky, not a single patch of cloud visible. Yet the air surrounding the entrance remained chilly, nearby weeping-willows blocking the sunlight with their cascade of rifle-green branches drooping and dancing to the rhythm of gentle autumn wind.

Then I felt the sun shattering in my skull, filling my vision with neon paisleys, undulating, throbbing in time with my slowed heartbeat. At a snail’s gallop, I felt the whole world waltz clockwise, my right ear sink into the earth, its rusty tang on my tongue. A brassy, muffled shriek buzzed into my left ear, like a hungry hornet.

And the pain came – sharp like an icepick. The pain – so famished it swallowed all my senses – came back to me only in fits and starts. Through my blinking mind, I saw two small feet gliding toward me. She lifted me in her wiry arms, held me tight into her bosom, then began to run.

My side-glance perceived Geumpari pass by at the speed of light, its river, knolls, rice paddies saturated in daguerreotype foreignness. Yet my gaze stayed on Yalu: Yalu’s nostrils bulging and tightening with her breathing; her sharp collarbone brushing against my cheek; her sinewy neck tempered dark by the sun. What a speed! What a grip! I murmured in my head, marveling at the strength coming from that small frame. And her eerie gaze occasionally dropped to meet my eyes, smiling through her tears, asserting that everything would be okay, with her odd counter-tenor voice whispering: Yalu, sweetheart – Yalu, Yalu. I swear, by the sweet love of God, I heard sweetheart between Yalu, clear and sonorous like the temple bell ringing at night. Sweetheart, she murmured to me. Yes, she did; no, it wasn’t my fevered brain conjuring what I wanted to hear. It was from her own tongue, her own ethereal voice. Then I saw the two figures clad in blinding white running toward me. And – that was it.

They called me a wonder boy.

They told me I could have lost my left calf for good; they told me I could have gone entirely deaf in my left ear; they told me, in the worst-case scenario, I could have died – I could have been lolling by the pig farm, unconscious, bleeding to death.

I woke up to my mother’s tear-stained face. I told you not to go there after heavy rains, you fool, it murmured. Despite the streak of reproach in her tone, I knew she was ecstatic to have me back, fully conscious and put together. The doctor said my recovery was a near miracle. He’d expected an infection, which would have left my left foot mangled, my left ear eternally soundproof. But I kept them. Of course, my left leg still limps, my left ear has lost 70 per cent of its hearing, and they
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