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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Updated Edition


A little more courage,

a little less doubt



Back in 2017, when I was writing this book, I had a Post-it note stuck to my monitor:

How to Get Closer to Books

That’d been the working title of the book, and something that I’ve been thinking about – how do I deepen my relationship with reading? The thought set off a firework of questions in my mind: If someone hasn’t been reading for a while, should they start with a bestseller? Is it OK to put down a book midway if I’m struggling? Does reading give me answers to my worries or a boost of motivation on bad days? If I’m too busy to read, will setting a timer help me focus?

I jotted them down one by one, soaking in the quiet joy of taking the first steps towards writing my first book – on my favourite topic, no less! Eventually, my publisher and I went with the title Every Day I Read: 53 Ways to Get Closer to Books, and we bundled a free weekly planner with every purchase.

Life didn’t take a dramatic turn just because I became a published author. I still spend the bulk of my time reading and writing in the comfort of my room. But two things changed: first was my newfound identity as an author (albeit an unknown one), and second, the new experiences I gained as a result.

I was thrilled to receive emails and handwritten letters from readers. Reading their reviews filled me with gratitude. Book clubs were discussing my work, and I was torn between excitement and anxiety when invited to give talks. And for the first time, people addressed me as jakka-nim – an author. All of which I’d never have experienced had I not written a book.

But the realisation that I’m now a published author only truly hit home in an unexpected moment. One day I was writing at my desk when I happened to turn around and look at the hundreds of books on my shelves. There were life-changing books that shaped me into the person I am, books that I’d annotated in detail. I might not quite remember what some of them were about, but I’m sure somewhere, at some point, they had and will continue to exert a quiet influence on my life. Suddenly, a tingle spread in my chest.

Someone might also be reaching for my book at this very moment.

Three years have passed since this collection of essays was first published, and in between, I’ve put out two more books. But some things haven’t changed. I’m still an unknown author and still reading, of course. I can’t imagine otherwise. When I’m feeling a little down, or when I’m trying to understand something, whether it’s about the bigger world out there, everyday life, about myself, or you, I turn to my shelves.

Books may not give me answers, but they nudge me towards the right direction. I keep their words close to my heart. Knowing that I’m not navigating life alone makes me feel a little more courageous, a little less unsure.

In preparation for this new edition, I revisited the essays for the first time in a while. Three years isn’t a long time, but I found myself marvelling at how much I’d read ‘back then’. Leafing through the pages transported me back to the days when I was fresh out of school, navigating the stress of my first job, the depression that followed, and the anxiety of chasing after my dreams. Amidst it all, books were steadfast companions, supporting me through all the highs and lows in life.

I still can’t believe I wrote and published an essay collection spurred solely by my love for reading. I look up and cast a sweeping gaze at the library in my room.

What should I read today? Should I continue from where I’ve left a pencil slotted between the pages? Or the paperback that has just arrived in the post, or the book club picks on my TBR (to-be-read) stack?

I read every day. Because I’m bored, because I crave a story, because I feel a little empty. I read to understand what my friends are going through, to breathe some hope into life. But most importantly, I read because I love it. Every day I read, and I’ll keep reading.

Hwang Bo-reum




INTRODUCTION


Take a break,

the world of books is waiting



Back in middle school, I used to walk to school with my friends. We were a bunch of noisy teenage girls, chatting away non-stop. Sometimes I’d tell them about a book I had read the night before, and on those days, the walk to school felt even shorter than usual. As I changed into my indoor slippers, I was already counting down to the last bell so that I could go home and pick up where I’d left off.

I loved thinking about books. I’d rest my chin on the table and let my thoughts drift to a different world. Those were my favourite moments of the day. I couldn’t help it. The world of books was far more interesting than being glued to a hard plastic chair all day long.

I’ve always found it hard to conform to the so-called standards. Each time a teacher or an adult told me I shouldn’t do this or that, I’d nod but let their words breeze past me. I refused to believe there was only one path in life. But contemplating the future was scary, and when my thoughts threatened to overwhelm me, I’d seek refuge for a couple of hours in the sanctuary of books.

When I think about books, I think about the cylindrical water cask in Edgar Allan Poe’s short story ‘A Descent into the Maelström’. In the story, a seaman recounts his experience of being caught in the treacherous whirlpool in the seas off Lofoten, Norway. With a diameter of more than two kilometres, the whirlpool swallowed everything in its vicinity and as the seaman was falling into the abyss, he recalled how he had seen at the shore objects that the whirlpool had sucked in and spat out. Everything was broken and splintered, save for the bobbing water barrels. That’s when he realised that cylindrical objects were the hardest to suck into the vortex and he quickly clung on to one.

I haven’t encountered an actual whirlpool, but I’ve had many small ones disrupt the peace in my heart. Questions with no answers that ran circles in my mind, tormenting me. Just as the seaman finds a barrel to save himself in the rough seas, I keep myself afloat with stories. Books may not solve all my problems, but at least they prevent me from sinking into the abyss.

Some things never change. I’ve grown out of my school days, but I still love thinking about books and stories, hugging them close, especially on a bad day. You may wonder if I would’ve become indifferent to most stories by now, but no way. I love reading more than ever, and I can already see myself spending my twilight years surrounded by books.

I hope this book will help you discover the joy of reading, the thrill of coming across a quote that resonates, the satisfaction of having found ten minutes in a busy day to sit down and read, the fun bookish discussions with friends, the excitement of finding a fictional soulmate, the reflective moments of introspection … I’m glad to have experienced them all. Dear reader, may this book journey onward with you.

Writing from my room, Winter 2017

Hwang Bo-reum
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Read Bestsellers

Whenever someone approaches me for a book recommendation, I’ll start by asking them several questions: What’s your favourite book? What was the last book you read? Did you like it? How many books do you read a month? Do you prefer novels or essays? Who is your favourite author?

Without any idea of the individual’s tastes, it’s hard to offer them a good recommendation. I’m happy to share a title I’ve enjoyed, but all too often, my friends will buy a book I’ve gushed about only to never read it. These days, I no longer default to my personal favourites. But if someone struggles to answer my questions, I ask them: How about a bestseller?

Bestsellers, of course, have popular appeal. They may differ in their themes, depth, mood, or even strength of the writing, but what they have in common is how they resonate with the masses. That makes them an excellent place to start. (Of course, some bestsellers aren’t the easiest reads – think Michael J. Sandel’s Justice: What’s the Right Thing to Do? – but these are exceptions.)

In 2015 and 2016, one of the top-selling books in South Korea was The Courage to Be Disliked by Ichiro Kishimi and Fumitake Koga, which follows the conversations between a philosopher and a young man frustrated with life.

The book, a blend of psychology and philosophy, references the theories of world-renowned psychiatrist Alfred Adler, but the dialogue format makes it easy to follow. I felt as if the book was telling me: Be independent, free, and live a happy life. All you need is a little courage.

We spend so much of our lives regretting the past and worrying about the future. One of my favourite quotes in the book is a timely reminder to live in the present moment:


Then, let’s dance in earnest the moments of the here and now … one has no use for destinations. As long as you are dancing, you will get somewhere.1



Sometimes I like to imagine what it’d be like to gather all those who’ve read the same book. For The Courage to Be Disliked, I see a vivid image of everyone dancing freely, enjoying life to the fullest.

If you want to get back into reading but don’t know where to start, why not pick up a bestseller? Choose something that resonates with you, or one that is about a topic you’re interested in. It makes you extra motivated to read whenever you have some free time. As your reading preferences start to take shape, that’s when you’ll go beyond bestsellers and start exploring the other shelves in the bookshop.
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