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Praise for Exhibit


“In prose at once sharp and lush, Kwon crafts a gripping tale of a woman wrestling with the past, while boldly making her own future. A haunting and powerful exploration of art, racism, feminism, and desire, this novel will stay with me a long time.”

—Madeline Miller, New York Times bestselling author of Circe and The Song of Achilles




“Exhibit is sensational—a novel that’s both intimate and operatic, singular and world-encompassing. Kwon’s prose is soulful and piercing, chronicling the many ways we lose and find ourselves, blending love and sex and fables between the infinite folds that encompass desire. Exhibit is entirely captivating, and Kwon is truly masterful; it’s a book for the mind and the heart and the body, an actual tour de force.”

—Bryan Washington, bestselling author of Family Meal and Memorial




“Exhibit is extraordinary: brisk, jolting, brilliant, beautiful, true. A ghost story, a tale of passion, a captivating portrait of how art is made, it turns myths upside down, assumptions inside out, all in the most exquisite prose in the bookstore. Kwon is one of the finest American writers, and her latest is a must for all readers.”

—Andrew Sean Greer, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Less Is Lost




“I tore through this. Exhibit explores how obliteration can be a kind of rebirth, how the nuances of that are complicated by the constraints of chosen and socially imposed identities. Kwon writes about art and ardor with urgency.”

—Raven Leilani, New York Times bestselling author of Luster




“A rare jewel of a book, at once forceful and unrepentant, delicate and shimmering. R. O. Kwon carves language into a wondrous, jagged thing, revealing facets of desire usually hidden. To read Exhibit is to feel time slow down.”

—C Pam Zhang, bestselling author of How Much of These Hills Is Gold and Land of Milk and Honey
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To people kept out of the record
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Am I a monster or is this

what it means to be human?

•

Clarice Lispector, The Hour of the Star




1.

She’d go up the tall pine first. He flung his leg on a bough, close behind. She didn’t slip, her leaps agile. Hanbok silk, bright, swift, flared with each jump. If cloth tangled with a sprig, he lunged to help. In the fresh light, they kept going, as high as possible.

His parents, upset, hadn’t slept. He’d spoken, the past night, of his plan to wed a kisaeng. Startled, his parents said he must be joking. No kisaeng, paid to sing, jig, and flirt in public, had the right to wed a Han. Not just a Han, the prized first son, obliged to pass along his line. He’d beg pardon, then forget this whore of a girl.

Instead, as I told Lidija, he replied that he loved this kisaeng. She’d be his wife. If you don’t stop talking, his father said, I’ll kill you. Lips tight, the son left. Night lifted. Oil-polished hanji doors slid open; a maid wailed. Paired bodies hung from the pine, hanboks rippling. Necks breaking, they’d died.

In my [image: ]’s telling, this old tale proved lasting, trailing bodies, spoiled lives, and evil I’d also, perhaps, inherit. People said the kisaeng’s spirit, abiding, hostile to all Hans, kept us cursed. It might be nothing. But spite held a ghost close to the living. It was best, though, not to talk of this spirit. I ought to tell future offspring, a husband. “No one else, darling,” [image: ] said. Just by talking, I’d rustle up the kisaeng’s ghost.

Still, it might find me, this birthright evil. I’d flag it through a wild urge: to risk, for a futile, single love, all the ties I rated high. I had to kill this longing. If I didn’t, I’d light my life on fire.

•

I said I’d listen. For a while, I did. But that June night in Marin, with Lidija, I felt this pledge’s hold, like hexed rope, shred, rip, then fall. Philip, you’ll ask how I told this person I’d just met what I kept from you. I’ve tried figuring it out, sifting the burnt pile of all that I ignited. It’s true that, with Lidija, I let go of rules by which I’d lived. Not long after the night in Marin, she fixed a gag to my face. It was big. Spit-wet, the globe fell out. Lidija, impatient, applied foil tape. It stayed on, but left the skin she’d taped shining red. I had a rash, allergic.

I told Philip I’d reacted to a lip balm. But if not for the lying, I’d have loved this rash; I forgot to be vain. It was put up like a sign, as though I might be hers.

•

I’d refused, at first, to go to Marin for the night. It was a shindig hosted by Irving Noth, a friend of Philip. Irving was sitting a friend’s place.

“He invited you,” I said, to Philip.

“But you’re also Irving’s friend,” he said.

“Irving isn’t a friend.”

“His rival, then.”

“Oh, no,” I said, jolted. It was a fresh shock, the earth tilting again. Until this past month, I didn’t think Philip, of all people, might be capable of knowing me so little. But his smile, furling, let slip the joke. I laughed, then Philip did, too, relieved. I’d avoided Irving since graduate school. I’d judged him to be a child, his art slapdash. None of this made Irving a rival. For him to be eligible, I had to respect his work.

Philip might spend the night, in Marin. But, I said: the 8 a.m. flight. St. Paul, a friend’s wedding. Of course, Philip said. He’d pack all the bags. If we spent the night, we’d go right from Marin to the airport.

“Jin, I want you with me,” he said. Philip insisted; fine, I said, I’d go. His face broke open, jubilant. In the car, we kept quiet. Dazed, I thought, still new to this upturn in fighting. I’d argued with Philip for hours. He parked along a hilltop incline; the wind gusting, I held Philip’s hand. On the bridge’s far side, haze ringed pale buildings. But here, I didn’t taste ash from the fires up north. I asked if Philip noticed the shift. He nodded, pulling in a long, full breath before he rang the bell.

Irving flung the door open. “Philip! Jin, hello! You’re the first people here.” In the kitchen, he filled highballs as he spoke of friends he expected. Sculptors, artists: who else? I forget; the spotlight circling Lidija unrolls, this large halo, glaring like a path to the sun. I’ve lost what else he said until I heard of Lidija.

“Not Lydia,” he said, sliding us drinks. “L-i-d-i-j-a, Lidija Jung. It’s a spelling she picked, at the ripe age of five, after she began taking ballet lessons. With the hope of being a little more Slavic, like the dancers Lidija idolized. Five. Isn’t that wild?”

“Is that what she does?” I asked. “She dances?”

“She’s injured, but yes.”

“Did she quit?”

“No, but she can’t perform again until her leg’s fixed.” Lidija lived in New York, he said. Did Philip and I often go to the ballet? Oh, well, if we had a chance to watch Lidija’s dancing, we should. “Lidija’s rising so fast that she skipped the corps to be a soloist. She’s a principal, at ballet’s height. She has this fabled jump, light, floating, as though she’s levitating. Ballet legend has it that, in class, while she leapt, Lidija was told, ‘Stay up high.’ For an instant, she did.”

I glanced at Irving. Not taking pride, as I’d expect, in this guest. No, I thought, elated, like a herald with glad tidings: lo, the miracle is nigh. I, too, hoped to see this Lidija dancing. I asked how they’d met.

“Last July, at a ballet festival.”

Irving spoke about the festival; I put a hand on Philip’s back. I thought of the day’s fight. It wasn’t long ago that, while agitated, I’d lie on top of Philip. If I’d ride the lifting, falling of his chest, I might find calm. But, at last, not even Philip could help.

•

“Both of you don’t want children?” friends used to ask.

“No,” Philip and I said.

“If one of you changes your mind, though—”

“Oh, but we won’t.”

•

The bell rang. Irving’s guests jostled through. People dived in the pool. No sign of Lidija. Philip changed into trefoil-printed shorts I’d bought with him in Seoul. He’d joined me at the end of a six-week post-college teaching job. It was hot; Philip hadn’t packed a bathing suit. In Seoul, clothing ran small. “Pick those,” I told him, while he tried on ill-fitting shorts in blithe, parading colors, the tight fabric vivid with jade, topaz, fire opal, brushed gold. I said to get them all; I loved the sight of him. For all I’d travel, since then, working, I hadn’t left Philip behind that long again.

“No, wait,” I told Philip. He’d shed his shirt; I had sun lotion in a handbag. I applied it to Philip’s back, milk fluid spilling to his hips. “Here you go,” I said, with a final pat. “You’re safe.”

In the shade of a large hat, I sat on the pool’s lip. Philip held my legs. “I burn fast,” I said, to people asking when I’d get in. Moving the hat’s angle, I shaded Philip, too. Strips of light rippled then slashed open, limbs flailing through bright ribbons. Partiers floated up to us, a couple of Irving’s friends.

“You’re Jin Han, right?” One was Quin; one, Elijah. Both sculpted, and loved the photo triptychs I’d shown last June, in New York. Quin still had the catalog. She did, Elijah said. Quin kept the catalog out, flat, open, on a side table. I asked if they’d tell me about their work; after a while, I had the sculptors laughing. I hosted an ongoing pub gathering for local artists, I said. Drinks, informal, just for talking. Did the sculptors wish to come? Oh, yes.

Quin and Elijah left. Philip said he’d take part in a game of Marco Polo; I went inside.

•

Philip, a month ago, had woken up desiring a child. I still didn’t, as I’d told Philip, often, from the time we’d started dating. Philip had felt as I did. But this novel urge kept him in its grip. Holding a friend’s infant, he’d put his face to the child’s head, inhaling. “It’s the scent,” Philip said, baffled. His friend, chortling, had replied, Oh, so it begins. Philip lusted to clasp his own child. He pined for the infant’s weight in his arms. Not a scrap of me did. Philip, I hadn’t said it out loud, but for the first time, it felt possible this split, a single rip, might pull us apart.

•

It was quiet in the Marin house. I didn’t let a night end until I’d taken photos. It was the fiat ruling my life, a ritual I’d upheld since college. But I also, since last June, hadn’t shot a picture worth saving. I taught a class; I had a reviewing gig. With no photos to sell, I’d be obliged to go back to the bar job I’d held until last June. It paid well enough, in tips; I’d quit the instant I could. Plus, six months ago, invited to join a high-profile group exhibition, I’d said yes. I had to finish the images by this fall. But I’d get a drink, I thought. One julep, then I’d take pictures.

I got out the gin julep supplies Philip and I had brought. I put ice in a dishrag; glass panels slid wide.

“You’re Lidija,” I said. Shining from a dip in the pool: Lidija, martial. She had long, taut posture, a neck rising tall. Upon its height, she lifted her head like a flag. I knew, at first sight, who she had to be.

“I am,” she said, turning. It didn’t surprise Lidija, being noticed.

“Irving talked about a dancer named Lidija Jung,” I said. “I’m Jin.”

Lidija eyed the julep supplies I’d set out. “Not going in the pool?”

“Maybe later,” I said.

With a one-sided shrug, she picked up sun lotion. She bent her head; dyed pale, Lidija’s crown radiated light. Would Lidija’s birth name be Lydia, or Lidia? Jung might be Korean; I hadn’t met a lot of Korean people named Lydia. Lisa, perhaps. Elise. Lillian. “The last time I was in a pool, I burned,” Lidija said. “I flaked skin. I had fish scales in my clothing.”

“Can I fix you a drink?”

“No, thank you.”

I had nothing else to ask. She applied lotion in thick piles. Lidija had ink, a line of script, coiling up from the striped wrap she’d slung on her hips. It was illegible, veiled in white liquid. I had to figure out what it said. She tipped lotion down the slope of a ridged leg. I rinsed a highball, trying not to watch. Lidija’s film of lotion hid while inviting, flashing what it kept back. Injured, Lidija moved as if foreign to pain.

I was used to this pull, though, Philip. It was a lifelong allure, the gloss of a bold, strong girl. I hit the ice with a rolling pin, to crack it. She’d baptized herself, at five, with a ballet stage name. It was striking, a thrill, Lidija’s brio as she applied lotion, not caring if I’d watch. But I just, I thought, studied to learn.

“Still no pool?” Lidija asked.

“In a minute.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said. With a laugh, she glided out.

•

I filled a pitcher with juleps; Irving’s friends swept in. People lingered, talking, then left, juleps in hand. Silence rang, abrupt. I had time alone, but not for long. Irving had spoken of a turret I might like. On the third level, he’d said. I hoisted my bag.

Julep finished, I began to go up the stairs. I’d spent half a decade on the images I’d shown last June. It was a solo exhibition of large-scale triptychs. For a while, I’d lived in fanatic pursuit of relics. Mirific pilgrim sites. Signs of the alleged divine. I applied for stipends that paid for trips to Lourdes, to Spain, fresh Christ sightings in El Paso, Irvine, and Philadelphia. In situ, I shot faded twists of cloth, ash-pile Marian leavings. Bits of antique flesh. Reputed marvels.

I’d plotted, as a child, to give my life to the Lord. In college, I’d lost this faith. Isolated, grief-wild, I’d picked through ruins He’d left behind. If I could still love this orphan world, deprived of His salvific light, which parts of it might even I, broken as I came, find worth prizing?

In this exile, I’d relied on photos, image. I shot in full-frame digital; I aspired to rich, opulent hues. I required solid detail. But chasing fabled signs of Christ, I shot pale wisps, the objects insipid. Images proved dull, harsh. I had nothing until, in line at a Michigan church, salt ice hissing with pilgrims’ steps, plumes rising through vivid lips, I noticed the living bodies. People, not relics, I thought, at which point the images began rioting to life.

•

Faint, shifting colors led to Irving’s turret. It was a high-walled hexagon. Prism light fell through oriel glass. Its ceiling arched. I heard partiers’ talk flitting in; I added a telephoto lens to the camera I’d brought. Nudging open an oriel, I rested on its sill.

Outside, Philip lined up with five people, holding the tile edge, then exploded forward, racing. Lidija had gone in. Philip fell behind; laughing, he stopped. He flipped down. I slowed my breath, taking a shot of him. His legs kicked, Icarian; I shot again. Foliage stirred, rustling. One shot, then I changed the lens. In public, if asked, I said I’d depend on habit, on pattern. I didn’t skip a day’s work, I told people. Not for anything. I tried a wide-angled fourth shot. I still didn’t, taking short-lived images as though I put hope in the act. Fifth picture; the sixth. I adjusted the focus. One final shot of Philip. I staged the ritual, like a doubt-riddled priest clad in his slipping faith. If, for Philip’s sake, I gave in to a milk-bathed life I didn’t want—

But I’m not giving in, I thought. I flicked through shots. Nothing, again. I had a friend, Elise Liu, who kept all photos intact, filed. But I’d kill a bad image, each inept shot the sign of a one-hit fraud. Not the kind of work I did, images of people racing. In the past, I’d started with a guiding plan. Of late, though, I flailed. I tried anything, with no idea of what I was doing. I got rid of the images; I left the turret. Hurtling down the stairs, I heard rattling, then a door opened. Quin stepped out.

I began saying hello; I faltered. Quin was crying.

“Can you tell Irving I had to go?” she asked.

I’d tell Irving, I said. “Did you drive? If not, can I help call you a car, or—”

“No, Elijah’s driving. Is Ralph Hill a friend of yours?”

“Who?”

“He’s tall, white,” Quin said. “He just arrived. Jin, I’m urging you to avoid Ralph. Don’t tell Irving. It’s not that, he isn’t, Irving didn’t do anything. But I just met Irving a night ago. You can tell Lidija, though. Lidija Jung. It’s up to you.”

•

I noted, outside, a tall person who had to be this Ralph. Still clothed, a late arrival, in Madras plaid. Quin had told me to avoid Ralph since, like Quin, I was Asian. She’d made this plain, isolating Lidija, the third Asian person at Irving’s. It leapt past tallying, the life total of alerts from girls, women, advising, Listen, be careful. Lidija reclined in a patio chair, legs tucked. “Jin,” Philip called. I’d tell Lidija when I could.

Irving’s friends traipsed in, flushed. He passed along a dish of pills, the sun rolling out of sight. I idled with a group in the living room, skittish, unsure of the pills. But then, I let in a breath to open wide, unfurling large, full. Music whirled its spun gold, a radiant spiral. Eluding its coil, I slid out, alone.

I bathed my legs in vast liquid. Its surface flexed, a live jewel, lit a vital, elating blue. Images refused the will. But if I pled, if I kept calling, they’d listen, perhaps. What did I do to fail you? I asked. I stirred pale fingers through lapis-blue, trailing stars. It was quiet; after a while, I went in, to Philip.

He sat on kitchen tiles with Irving. Philip asked how I was doing; I rested a palm on top of his head. Philip’s soft, fine strands. If I told him I’d like to talk, he’d jump up. He’d run to help. Philip and I, we had to end this fight dividing us.

“Will you come find me?” I asked. Philip said he would.

I walked in the living room. Lidija sprawled
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