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To anyone walking through the dark right now: May these pages remind you that storms pass, strength can be found in the quietest places, and the boy who survived lives on inside you.

— Keep going. —
The First Memory

​The sun was bright that day—the kind of clear, unapologetic light that made everything in the yard look vivid and sharp. I was only four or five years old, still small enough that the world felt like it began and ended at my front door.

​But that day, the world I knew changed. Resting in the middle of our yard was a casket. It was my father’s.

​I remember the sound most of all—the raw, heavy crying of neighbors and relatives. To a young boy, the grief of adults was a frightening thing. They were wailing, their voices loud against the quiet grass, while I stood there trying to make sense of how such a dark thing could happen under such a perfect, sunny sky.

***
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The Silent Beginning

​Before I knew the world, the world had already tested me. My sister, Soon, told me later that my mother had passed away before I was even a year old. She died while I was a baby, still breastfeeding. I don’t have a single memory of her face; I only know that I began my life with a loss I couldn't yet understand.

​Because she was gone, my father became my entire world. I had only one living memory of him: I was high above the ground, tucked safely into the strength of his arms. He was walking and singing. I could still feel the vibration of his voice in his chest. In that memory, he was carrying the weight of everything—the loss of his wife and the future of his son—but all I felt was the music.
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The Price of a Home and a Sister's Love

​My father was a man lost in a different kind of darkness. He was an alcoholic, drunk almost every day. My sister, Soon, was the true hero. She was only fifteen or sixteen when our father died, but she had been my lifeline since the beginning. She told me how she would carry me as an infant through the neighborhood, begging mothers to breastfeed me so I wouldn't starve.

​After the funeral, we moved into the home of my father’s older brother. I eventually learned the truth: my living there wasn't a matter of mercy, but a contract. My older brother had promised my uncle my father’s land if he would take me in until I was eighteen. My uncle opened his door for the soil, not for me.
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The Forbidden Table

​In that house, my uncle’s second wife made sure I knew I didn't belong. The kitchen would fill with the scents of grilled fish and roasting meat, but those were not for me. Whenever my eyes lingered on the center of the table, my aunt’s hand would flash out, hitting my chopsticks with a sharp clack.

​She would lock her eyes onto mine, a silent warning. I was only allowed the basics: kimchi and barley. I ate the food of survival while they ate the food of the family. Every time I smelled that grilled fish while chewing on my plain barley, I was learning the value of food—a lesson that would eventually guide me into the kitchens I lead today.
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The Poisoned Harvest

Chuseok was always the hardest time. The house—a traditional hanok with an open courtyard where ingredients dried in the sun—would groan under the weight of holiday food: piles of rice cakes, fresh fruit, and roasted meat. But for me, the holiday was just another reminder of the invisible line I wasn't allowed to cross.

One year, a few days after the festivities, I was left entirely alone. The air was still, and the leftover food was scattered about the courtyard, including rice cakes drying under the half shade. I was only a child, and hunger was a constant, gnawing companion. Seeing no one around, I finally reached out. I took one, then two.

I didn't know then that food left out in the heat could spoil. I didn't know that my small rebellion would have such a cost.Suddenly, the world went dark. I fainted, collapsing in the silence of my uncle’s house. There was no one there to catch me, and no one to see me fall. I was a young boy, poisoned by the very thing I had been denied for so long, lying unconscious on the floor of a house that was supposed to be my home.
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The Hazy Awakening

When the darkness finally began to lift, my eyes flickered open, but my mind remained trapped in a heavy fog. Waking up after fainting is a slow, disorienting thing—the world felt tilted, my body felt like lead, and through the blur of my vision, I could see a figure. My uncle was there, looking down at me.

In that quiet room, my thoughts drifted sluggishly. I couldn't yet process the danger I was in; I could only wonder about the man standing over me. Was there a flicker of pity in his eyes for the hungry boy who had poisoned himself with leftovers? Or was he looking at me with the stern eyes of a man who saw a broken contract?

Through the haze, the power dynamic of the house felt suffocating. He was the guardian who was being paid in land to keep me alive, and I was the boy who had almost slipped away because of a few pieces of tteok. That semi-conscious moment of staring up at his blurry face was a reminder that even at my weakest, I was still under his watch—living within the walls of a house that felt more like a cage than a home.
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Wide Open

Then, the fog vanished. My consciousness snapped wide open, and the adrenaline hit me all at once.

My first thought wasn't about the lingering pain in my stomach or the cold sweat on my skin. It was pure, unfiltered terror. The reality of what I had done crashed through the haze like a lightning bolt: I had eaten the rice cakes.

That thought echoed in my head like a confession. I lay there, now completely paralyzed and hyper-aware, watching his face for any sign of what was coming next. To the rest of the world, I was a sick child who had just regained consciousness; to me, I was a thief caught in a house where the rules were written in stone and enforced with the strike of a chopstick.

I didn't know the outcome yet. Would he be angry? Would my aunt find out? Would this be the reason they finally sent me away, like they had sent my brother and sisters?

The silence in the room felt heavy. I was five or six years old, realizing that even my survival felt like a crime. I had tried to fill the emptiness in my stomach, and now I had to wait to see if the price of those two rice cakes would be more than I could afford to pay.
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The Echo of Silence

​I waited for the blow. I waited for the shouting, for the mention of the land, for the cold eyes of my aunt to appear in the doorway. I lay there, my heart thumping against my ribs, bracing for the consequences of those two rice cakes.

​But nothing happened.

​My uncle looked at me, and then... nothing. There was no scolding, no punishment, but there was also no hand on my forehead to check for a fever. He didn’t ask why I was so hungry that I would eat shade-dried leftovers; he didn’t offer me a glass of water or a piece of the meat I had smelled for days.

​He simply watched me wake up, and then he let the moment pass.

​In that silence, I realized a hard truth about my life in that house: I was a ghost in their home. As long as I was breathing—as long as the contract with my brother remained intact—it didn't matter if I was hungry or if I was scared. The lack of action felt like a different kind of weight. It was the realization that I was entirely on my own. I had to learn how to survive, how to heal, and how to feed myself, because no one in that house was going to do it for me.

***
[image: ]


The Weekly Storm

​As if the hunger and the silence weren't enough, my uncle’s house held another danger: my cousins.

​About once every week or two, for no reason at all, the atmosphere would shift. I would become the target. It didn't matter if I had been quiet, if I had finished my chores, or if I had stayed out of the way—they would find me. The beatings were a routine part of my life, a recurring storm I had to weather alone.

​There was no one to cry out to. If I told my aunt, she would only look at me with the same cold eyes that guarded the grilled fish. If I told my uncle, he would remain silent, his mind perhaps only on the land my brother had promised. My siblings were gone, scattered to other places, and Soon wasn't there to carry me away this time.

​I learned to make myself small. I learned to watch the shadows and listen for the sound of their footsteps. Each bruise was a hidden map of my isolation. In that house, I wasn't just working for my keep; I was surviving a war where I was the only one on my side. I was a child learning the hardest lesson of all: how to endure pain without letting it break the person I was becoming.

***
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The Taste of Deception

​The hunger in my stomach was a constant, driving force, and my cousins knew exactly how to use it against me.

​One day, one of them came to me with a secret. He told me to go into our uncle’s room, whispering that there was food hidden there, tucked away under the blanket. My heart must have raced. The hope of a secret meal, away from my aunt’s watchful eyes, was too much to resist.

​I went into the room and saw a shape—something white and solid—resting under the heavy fabric of the blanket. In the dim light, I didn't hesitate. I lifted the blanket and, driven by that deep, gnawing need, I took a bite.

​The shock was immediate. It wasn't a rice cake. It wasn't bread. It was a bar of soap.

​The chemical bitterness filled my mouth, a sickening contrast to the sweetness I had been imagining. My cousin’s laughter echoed in the hallway, satisfied with his cruel trick. I stood there with the taste of soap on my tongue, realizing that in this house, even hope was a trap. They weren't just feeding me barley and kimchi; they were feeding me humiliation.
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The Cold and the Hunger

​The cruelty in that house had many faces. While my male cousins used their fists, my female cousin used the weapons of comfort: food and warmth.

​She would sit near me, the steam from a bowl of ramyun rising into the air, filling the room with that salty, spicy aroma that a hungry boy can never forget. "You want some?" she would ask, leaning in with a mock kindness. But before I could even hope, the trap would snap shut. "No, you can't." She would eat it in front of me, making sure I watched every bite, turning a simple meal into a display of my own exclusion.

​But the nights were the hardest.

​During the harsh winters, when the snow piled high outside and the temperature dropped far below freezing, she would strip away my comfort. I was left to sleep without a blanket, exposed to the biting chill of the room. I remember the feeling of the freezing air on my skin, the way the cold seeped into my bones until I couldn't feel my toes or fingers

. I would curl into the smallest ball possible, trying to trap the only heat I had—my own breath.

​In those snowy, frozen nights, I learned that the world could be a very cold place, but I also learned that there was a fire inside me that they couldn't put out. I survived the hunger, I survived the soap, and I survived the ice.
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The Burden of Silence

​For a long time, I kept these memories locked away. Even now, when I try to speak of the cold nights or the taste of the soap, my brother and sisters turn away. "It’s too sad," they say. "We don't want to hear it."

​I understand their pain. To them, my childhood is a mirror reflecting the things they couldn't prevent. It is a story of a family scattered and a brother left behind in a house that didn't want him. So, I carry the weight for all of us.

​I am the keeper of the winter nights. I am the one who remembers the smell of the ramyun I wasn't allowed to taste. But I am also the one who survived. By not speaking of it, they try to forget the sadness, but by writing it down, I am turning that sadness into a map of my own strength. I am showing that I didn't just endure; I overcame.
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The False Confession

​There was a neighbor’s house nearby with a boy about my age. For a few brief hours, I could almost feel like a normal child, playing in a house where the air didn't feel heavy with secrets. But the moment I returned to my uncle’s house, the "debt" for that happiness was collected.

​My cousin cornered me. He held a metal ruler in his hand—cold, hard, and sharp.

​"Did you tell them?" he demanded. "Did you tell the neighbors what happens here?"

​"No," I said, my heart hammering. "I didn't say anything." It was the truth. I was too ashamed and too scared to ever let the outside world see the bruises or the empty stomach.

​He asked me again, this time with a twisted promise. "If you say yes, I won't hit you. Just tell me you told them."

​I was so small, and the fear of that metal ruler was so great, that I fell into his trap. I thought a lie would buy me mercy. "Yes," I whispered. "I told them."

​But there was no mercy. The moment the lie left my lips, the ruler came down. Crack. Crack. Crack. Each blow to my fingertips was a reminder that in this house, the truth couldn't save me, and a lie would only be used to justify the pain. I cried not just from the sting of the metal, but from the realization that I was trapped in a game I could never win.

***
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The Mark of the Ruler

​To this day, I carry the evidence of that afternoon in my right hand. My pinky nail stopped growing properly, a permanent physical echo of the metal ruler and the false confession.

​It is a strange thing to be a chef—a profession where my hands are my most important tools—and to have a hand that bears the mark of childhood cruelty. When I look at my fingertips as I work, I don't just see a missing nail. I see the boy who was forced to lie just to hope for a mercy that never came.

​That finger is a testament to my resilience. They hit me until it couldn't grow a nail, but they couldn't stop me from growing into the person I am. My hands, scarred as they are, have fed more people and created more beauty than those who tried to hurt me ever could.

***
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The Mark of the First Day

​The first day of primary school was supposed to be my escape—a doorway out of my uncle's house and into a world of books and other children. But I arrived at school carrying a secret that wasn't a secret at all.

​Before the first bell had even finished ringing, the world let me know that I was different. A boy in my own grade, a child who should have been a friend, targeted me. He didn't just pick a fight; he chose me because he knew. He knew I didn't have a mother to pack my lunch or a father to walk me home. He knew that if he hit me, there was no one coming to demand an apology.

​I stood there in the schoolyard, realizing that the "contract" of my life followed me everywhere. The loss of my parents wasn't just a hole in my heart; it was a target on my back. I learned early that day that I would have to be my own protector, because even the playground was a battlefield for a boy who stood alone.
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The Hidden Hunger

​School lunches were a daily trial, but Sports Day was the ultimate test. While the air was filled with the smell of gimbap, fried chicken, and the laughter of families gathered on colorful mats, I was looking for a way to disappear.

​Every other child had a mother there to wipe their forehead and a father to cheer from the sidelines. They had lunch boxes overflowing with food and love. I had neither.

​I became an expert at the art of hiding. I would find a thick bush or a quiet corner of the school grounds where the celebratory noise felt far away. To stop the gnawing ache in my stomach, I would go to the school tap and drink until my belly felt heavy and sloshing with water. I was trying to drown my hunger and my shame at the same time.

​I sat in the shadows of those bushes, listening to the cheers for the other children, realizing that I was running a completely different kind of race. I wasn't running for a ribbon or a prize; I was running to survive the day without letting anyone see that I was empty.
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The Overgrown Silence

​The day my sister Soon returned from Seoul was the day the silence in that house finally broke. She went to visit our parents' graves, expecting a place of memory and respect. Instead, she found a wilderness. The grass had grown so tall and thick that the mounds were nearly invisible—hidden and forgotten, as if they had never existed.

​She came back to the house, her voice thick with a grief that had turned into fury. She cried out to our uncle, her words a jagged edge: "How could you let the grass grow so long? I couldn't even recognize where my parents were!"

​My uncle didn’t offer an apology. He didn’t offer comfort. He met her tears with a snarl. "Why do I have to cut your parents' graveyard grass, you bitch!"

​In that one sentence, the mask was gone. He wasn't a surrogate father; he was a landlord who saw my parents' memory as a chore and their children as a burden. To him, the land was for profit, and the dead were better left buried under the weeds. My sister stood her ground, her voice the only thing protecting our parents' dignity in a house that had none to give.

***
[image: ]


The Girl with the Sickle

​My uncle’s insult was the final straw. Soon didn't argue further; she didn't need his words. She reached for a sickle, her hands gripping the handle with a white-knuckled intensity, and walked straight back toward the graves.

​She didn't wait for help. She didn't wait for the sun to cool. With every swing of that curved blade, she wasn't just cutting grass—she was cutting through the neglect, the silence, and the cruelty of the house we lived in. Swish. Swish. The tall, dry stalks fell before her.

​I watched her, or I imagined her there, a lone figure on the hillside, doing the work that a brother should have done for a brother. She was reclaiming our right to remember them. By the time she was finished, the mounds were visible again. Our parents were no longer lost in the weeds; they were back in the light.

​That sickle was her weapon against my uncle’s coldness. It was the moment I saw that if the world won't give you respect, you have to take it back with your own two hands.

***
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The Promise on the Road

​After she finished clearing the graves, Soon came back to the house just long enough to say goodbye. The air was still thick with the tension of her fight with our uncle, and she had to hurry. She had to get back to Seoul, back to the life that allowed her to survive.

​As she walked away, I couldn't help myself. I started to follow her. I didn't want to go back into that cold house with the metal ruler and the empty bowls. I wanted the warmth of the only person who truly loved me.

​She turned and saw me trailing behind her—a small, desperate shadow. She stopped, looked at me, and planted a seed of hope in the middle of my desolation.

​"I’ll come back in a few years," she promised. "Let’s live together later, okay?"

​With those words, she gave me a reason to endure. I wasn't just a boy waiting for a contract to end; I was a boy waiting for my sister. That "later" became my north star. Every time I drank tap water to fill my stomach, or felt the sting of the ruler, or shivered without a blanket, I told myself: Soon is coming back. We will live together later. She left for Seoul, and I stayed behind, but I wasn't entirely alone anymore. I had her promise.
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The Choice in the Shadow

​I didn't hear him. I was so focused on the retreating figure of my sister, repeating her promise of "later" in my head, that I didn't realize my uncle had been standing right behind me the whole time. He had watched the entire exchange.

​The walk back to the house was silent and heavy. Once we were inside, he sat me down before him. The air felt thin. He looked at me with those eyes that saw me as a contract, not a nephew.

​"Are you going with her to Seoul?" he asked. "Or are you staying here?"

​The fear was a cold weight in my chest. I knew that "Seoul" meant the sister who loved me, the sister who fought for our parents' grave with a sickle. But I also knew that she wasn't here now to protect me from him. I looked at the man who held the land, the house, and the ruler.

​"I'll stay here," I whispered.

​It was a lie of survival. I told him what he wanted to hear so I could live to see the day my sister came back for me. I chose the safety of known misery over the risk of his anger. As I sat there before him, I realized I had to become an actor—I had to pretend to be the obedient boy while keeping the fire of my sister's promise hidden deep inside, where he could never reach it.

***
[image: ]


The Ghost in the Orchard

​Hunger was a living thing. Some nights, it growled so loudly I couldn't hear anything else. It was on one of those nights that I remembered the tree.

​Not far from my uncle’s house, in the backyard of another relative, stood a persimmon tree. In the middle of the night, while the rest of the world was asleep and tucked under blankets, I slipped out. I was a shadow moving through the dark, driven by a gnawing in my stomach that had made me brave enough to steal.

​I found the tree. The fruit was there, hanging heavy on the branches, but they were still green—hard and unripe. I didn't care. I couldn't afford to wait for the season to change; I was hungry now.

​I reached up and picked them, my small hands trembling. I took a bite, hoping for sweetness, but the unripe fruit fought back. My mouth went dry and numb, the bitterness coating my tongue. I stood there in the dark, chewing on the cold, hard fruit of a tree that didn't belong to me, realizing that even the earth was being stingy with its gifts. I was a child trying to eat the future because the present gave me nothing.
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The Roadside Harvest

​On the long walk home from school, the road was lined with black locust trees. In the late spring, they would explode into heavy, white blossoms that hung like grapes. In Korea, we call them Akasia (아카시아) flowers. While other children hurried home to snacks and warm greetings, I lingered by the side of the road.

​I would reach up and pull the clusters down, stripping the small, white flowers from the stems and eating them right there


[image: ]










[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]







[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]








[image: ]






[image: ]







[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]






[image: ]







[image: ]









[image: ]








[image: ]








[image: ]









[image: ]








[image: ]








[image: ]










[image: ]








[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]







[image: ]










[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]









[image: ]








[image: ]








[image: ]









[image: ]








[image: ]









[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]







[image: ]






[image: ]









[image: ]








[image: ]








[image: ]










[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]













[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]








[image: ]









[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]







[image: ]









[image: ]










[image: ]








[image: ]











[image: ]








[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]










[image: ]







[image: ]








[image: ]






[image: ]








[image: ]








[image: ]







[image: ]







[image: ]











[image: ]







[image: ]









[image: ]








[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE RESILIENCE
OEABOQOY.
EUGENEN

A Memoir of Hunger,
. Survival, and

B Culinary Triumph i






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





