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            Prologue

         

         There are times when you crash into a dead end. That happened to me the day I left Wamba Camp. It was the day I was due to return to Korea after completing a month’s training with my teacher, Professor Jang. It was also the day I promised to the bonobos of Wampa that I would return soon. I had decided that next time, I would go there for research, not for training. It meant changing the subject of my doctoral research after just one month in Africa.

         I’d gotten my master’s degree with a thesis on “How Chimpanzees Approach One Another in Social Grooming.” In addition, I was a keeper at the Primate Research Center and had lived with chimpanzees for a long time. Even that was not enough to make me reconsider my decision. It was an emotional decision, the kind unique to those who live without considering efficiency or desirability. To embellish a bit, I had fallen into a fateful love.

         They had a deep sensitivity, high intellectual ability, lively gestures, and rich expressions, but above all the bonobos’ timid personality was the most impressive thing about them. As they approached and stared searchingly at me, their dark eyes, which had penetrated into me at some point, made me forget that I was a human being and made me act like them: opening my 6mouth while observing them with a relaxed air, sticking my lips out like a duck’s beak when asking for contact, or gasping in a hoarse voice as we laughed together.

         If it could be condensed into one sentence, my sentiment was something like, It’s amazing that such fascinating creatures exist on this earth. I felt as if I had suddenly been enlightened. Could there be a better reason for changing my life’s work?

         After we arrived at Kinshasa Airport, our return schedule began to go wrong. We were told that the flight to Paris, our transit point, had been canceled for some unknown reason. The next available flight would be in twenty-two hours. We were obliged to spend the night in downtown Kinshasa. The professor stayed in his hotel room with a sudden migraine. I left the hotel to buy some gifts for my co-workers and ran into an unexpected, violent storm.

         It was still the dry season in early October. A cool breeze had been blowing that afternoon. The sky had been clear and the streets crowded with people. That is, until the moment I left the hotel. I was so vexed with Google Maps for leading me to the wrong place that I didn’t notice the change in the atmosphere. It was only when I arrived at an intersection that I realized everything was growing dark. Thick black clouds filled the sky. Rough gusts of wind were driving pillars of dust down the street.

         I turned around and looked back in the direction I’d come from. Where was I? Google Maps instructed me to cross the road and keep going. Across the street, it claimed, was the souvenir shop I was looking for. I felt very doubtful, but decided to cross anyway. If Google dragged me to another snake merchant’s tent, I decided I was going to kill Google. I thought it was not too late to go back to the hotel. Just because there were dark clouds, didn’t mean the world was about to end. 7

         I must have been underestimating the dark clouds. The moment I took the first step, a heavy rumble shook the air. At the next step, thunder roared and lightning flashed. Halfway across, rain began to fall like bamboo spears. As I set foot on the sidewalk on the other side, a utility pole was struck by lightning and fell, blocking the road. On the pavement covered with sheets of water, broken wires flew wildly, scattering flames. It felt like Mother Nature was throwing an angry fit for some reason.

         The street was already empty. Within my sightline, pedestrians, street vendors, and vehicles had all disappeared. Not a single bird was flying across the dark sky. I was standing alone on an unfamiliar road, looking around. It was a dreamlike and sudden change. It was like crossing a dimension rather than a road. I was stunned and even embarrassed. I didn’t have an umbrella or raincoat.

         My old baseball cap had been blown away by the wind. The rest of my clothes weren’t much use in warding off the rain, the gusts of wind, and the lightning. A skewer of pineapple from a street vendor, my cell phone, and a wallet with my passport and some cash hung around my neck. The only thing that could help was a single-story concrete building about twenty meters to my left. Judging by the large sign hung on it, it was not a family house.

         I put my phone in the back pocket of my jeans and ran toward the store like a runner on third trying to steal home. Arriving in front of the sign, I shouted “I’m safe” without thinking. I really thought I was saved. It was a natural thing to say, but I was a mess, dripping with rain, my windblown hair sticking to my face, my shirt flopping over my belt.

         I decided not to bother reading the signboard. It didn’t matter what they were selling. All that mattered was that the door wasn’t locked. I also ignored the information sign written in 8French hanging on the doorknob. I didn’t know French, and if it was a sign saying that they were closed, I preferred not to read it, just in case I needed to answer “I didn’t see it.”

         I pushed the door open and went inside. The room was dark because of the power outage. I waited at the door for a while, hoping that someone would speak to me. I counted to ten, rubbing the water running down my face, twisting and squeezing my wet hair. In the meantime, my eyes were growing accustomed to the darkness. It was a space the size of a local convenience store, and there were thousands of different items piled up in it.

         A large cuckoo clock hung by the door, a long log table cut through the middle of the room, animal sculptures were on display, marble crafts, lamps, masks, and ornaments. Three of the walls were covered with all sizes of oil paintings, and small jars were stacked on top of each other at the foot of the walls. I thought it must be the souvenir shop that Google had been showing me. The owner was nowhere to be seen.

         I called to the owner in a polite voice, “Excuse me,” and politely waited for an answer. I was thinking of picking up a few accessories, such as ornaments, buying gifts as an excuse for sheltering from the storm. If I was lucky and he could speak English, I might be able to borrow an umbrella or raincoat. If there was one minor problem, it was that the owner might never show up. Perhaps he would only come back when it was time for the cuckoo in the clock to lay an egg?

         “Hello,” I called less politely than before. Instead of an answer, a screeching noise rang out from somewhere inside the store. It was a small, short sound. It sounded like a mouse squeaking, it sounded like a dog grunting, and it sounded like a door rattling in the wind. I looked around at the door to check. It was firmly closed. 9

         I took one more step into the store. A desk placed at the far side of the central table caught my eye belatedly. I also saw a small door behind the desk. Then I noticed a box sitting beside the desk, maybe half it’s size. Like a magician’s box, it was covered with a black plastic cover, so I couldn’t see inside.

         For the third time I called to the owner, “Anybody there?” I was loud enough to wake up even my great-great-great-grandfather. I hoped that someone would come running out, startled by my bellow, because I didn’t want to arouse unreasonable suspicions by standing around in a store without an owner.

         The reply was still not the owner, but the same strange sound from before. A thin, sharp, high-pitched squeak that soared above the audible range, a rhythm sliding as fast as a skater circling on an ice rink. I used my fingertips to clear away the rain-water that had pooled in my ears and asked a question to check if I had misheard. “Who’s there?”

         This time a proper answer came. It was a loud, clear, continuous sound like a song. A sound designed to reveal position and identity. It was even more difficult for me to misinterpret the sound since I had only left Wamba half a day ago. Then I realized there was a particular smell floating in the room. It was not particular because it was strong, it was particular because it was something I was used to. Like that sound, which seemed about to cease at any moment. I looked across at the magician’s box. Anxiety began to stir in my stomach. A bad feeling ran through my mind. Outside the building, thunder was starting to roll again. White flashes of lightning shone in the dimly lit room.

         Whenever light slashed through the darkness, a scream rose, breaking through the cover of the magician’s box like a blade. The store’s owner still hadn’t appeared, even though the lengthy thunder and lightning seemed to have stopped. A deafening 10silence fell. The darkness grew stronger than before. The screams had turned into breathless sobs. I took a step toward the magician’s box, taking care as I advanced not to touch any of the items on display. If I hadn’t known what the sound was, I might have held back, but I knew, so I could not help but go there. As I reached the desk, the cuckoo in the clock behind my back called five times. The sobbing in the magician’s box stopped abruptly. I listened. A sound of ragged breathing could be heard from beneath the black cover. Everything was quiet. No human voice, no sound of movement came from the back door. I pulled my phone out of the back pocket of my stiff, wet jeans. I pressed the flashlight button and lifted the cover, overcome with the feeling I was committing a crime.

         It was as I had thought. What I had taken for a box was a cage. Behind the iron grating, something raised one hand and covered its eyes. It had its knees raised and its body was hunched over, but that didn’t prevent me from recognizing what it was. Black hair with a bright central parting, a black face, small round ears, a forehead wider than a chimpanzee’s, large nostrils like those of a gorilla but a lighter skin tone and chin, and crimson lips pulled back in fear, revealing all its teeth.

         It was a bonobo. Judging by the lack of large fangs, it must have been a female. With her slender shoulders and small stature, she was, presumably, still young. The chain around her neck and the padlock on the cage door indicated she wasn’t a pet. I suddenly remembered what had happened four days ago. At dawn, a baby had been found stabbed to death on a track in the forest (the path used by the bonobo group) that a Japanese zoologist used to observe. The rest of the bonobos had disappeared, all six of them, including the mother of the baby. Stunned, the zoologist muttered, “Someone must be counting their money happily 11by now.” Bonobos were an endangered species, already at the pre-extinction stage. Poaching and indiscriminate hunting by natives wanting to eat ape meat were the causes.

         “It’s a poacher’s doing. He must have killed her while catching the mother. Babies don’t bring in any money, they just get in the way.”

         Despite international protection policies and crackdowns, poaching persisted. In downtown Kinshasa, there were middlemen who bought and smuggled various poached animals. There were also people who carried the “goods” to the shipping yard. Professional couriers on bicycles, motorcycles, or tricycles. This bonobo must have come here through such a process. The second job for the owner of this shop was probably as an animal trafficker.

         I lifted my eyes and looked toward the back door. I wondered what was beyond that door. Was it a warehouse for storing “goods”? Was the owner not showing up because he was happily counting the money, or was he “packaging” other objects for delivery? What did it mean that this one animal was left alone in the store? Did that mean that sooner or later a courier would come along to pick it up? If so, what should I do now?

         The answer was already clear. I couldn’t do anything. This bonobo was not a stray cat. It was an expensive “product” to be delivered somewhere. Whatever my feelings toward this ape, it was time to put my personal views on hold. I had heard that there were rescue experts and that there were great risks involved in rescue operations.

         There was the story of a rescue expert named Riki, who was killed after posting a picture of a baby gorilla rescued from poachers on his social media account. It was said that he was found in his dormitory with his head, hands, and feet cut off 12with a hatchet. It was supposedly done by a gang of poachers in retaliation for stealing their property and as a warning to others to not interfere with their business.

         Of course, I wasn’t a rescue expert. This wasn’t even a poaching site. Even so, it was a perfect place to receive a less than warm welcome. I was both a civilian and a foreigner. I was also an eyewitness. If there is anyone more dangerous than the victim at a crime scene, it is a witness. All I could do was report it to an appropriate place after leaving here. Somewhere like the police or a Congolese NGO. It was unclear whether they would be able to weather the storm and arrive before they finished “shipping the goods.”

         I turned around and got up. I looked out into the dark street through the window next to the door. If I wanted to go, I would have to go now, while the thunder and lightning that had been running wild were taking a breather, while the store was still without an owner. The escape route was not difficult—just walk straight, open the door, and exit. Even a four-year-old could do it. However, if you are a thirty-four-year-old woman who pledged her love to this species only half a day ago, things are a little different.

         Just before I reached the door, I committed the most traditionally foolish thing that humankind has ever done, the act of looking back at things that shouldn’t be looked back at. It was the moment when I was caught in the curse that is commonly called meddling.

         The young bonobo was staring at me with her chin pushed into a gap between the bars. Big, bright, black eyes reached out to me. I felt my eyelids twitch and the veins under my eyelids race. Its gaze moved slowly along the edges of my pupils. It was a watchful eye, a cautiously questioning eye. 13

         Who are you?

         My teacher often told me that I had to be careful not to humanize the signals animals made. It was not the right attitude for a scientist. I would reply “Of course,” but in fact, I never took his advice, because from my point of view, personification was limited to a wolf in a nightcap lying in bed waiting for a little girl. That’s probably why my mouth opened as smoothly as an automatic door. “I’m Jini, Lee Jini.” I crouched down in front of the cage, one knee on the ground. The little bonobo pushed her behind backward, wrapped her arms around her knees, and tucked her neck into her shoulders. All over her body, the hairs were bristling. With ears outstretched, her troubled gaze kept studying my expression. If I’d tried to translate her gaze and the reactions of her body, it would give this dialogue: Are you on my side or that of the bad guys?

         “I’m a friend. Jini, your friend.”

         Friend?

         A voice in my head warned me: Now is not the time to talk like that, shut your irresponsible mouth and get out of there, quickly.

         That voice was right. It would have been a perfectly rational decision. However, some humans fail to act rationally, even in situations where they need to be rational. I was a textbook case. I couldn’t close my mouth or leave, for I had understood what that gaze wandering over my face meant, and I knew what my left hand was holding.

         “You want to eat this?” I asked, holding out my pineapple skewer.

         She reacted violently. She wrinkled her large nostrils, craned her neck, and lifted her chin before smacking her lips loudly. She stuck a pink tongue out between her teeth and licked the air hastily. Now her gaze left my eyes and stared at the 14pineapple chunks. She looked hungry. If she had been captured by a poacher, she must have been shot with a hypodermic rifle and locked in there before she woke up, so the odds were that she hadn’t drunk even a sip of water in a long time.

         Come on!

         I held out the skewer with three slices of pineapple still remaining. She reached out and pulled one off with a quick gesture, then examined it cautiously. She took a while, sniffing it loudly and inspecting it from every angle, though her expression showed that she was very eager to devour it and that she would have even eaten my fingers that had been holding it.

         To my knowledge, pineapples are more ape-friendly fruits than bananas, and bonobos love their bittersweet taste. I told myself that she would end up eating it. To save time, I encouraged her, “It’s okay, you can eat.”

         She glanced at me, then turned her gaze back to the pineapple, as if asking Really? before licking with the tip of her tongue the juice that ran down her fingers. In a flash, her eyes widened and grew lively. I read there: I like the taste. Clearly, she wanted to believe that she could eat it without any risk of dying. I nodded. “I won’t hurt you.”

         Yes, I won’t hurt you. At least I won’t hurt you …

         She stretched out her hand again between the bars, a clean, empty hand, the juice cleanly licked from the skin. I pulled the second piece up to the end of the stick and put it up to her. She could have snatched the entire skewer from me, but she didn’t. She just removed the second piece using her fingers and then did the same for the third. After a moment, she held out her hand again.

         “Nothing left.”

         Her face pressed against the bars, she stared down at the 15skewer, her eyes lowered. I shook it in front of her like a wind-shield wiper. “You can’t eat this.”

         Like a master of imitation, she raised her long index finger and moved it in the same way. No doubt finding this gesture amusing, she pulled her upper lip back, revealing bright teeth and gums. A gasp emerged from her throat. “Ha ha ha!”

         I gasped in the same way, opening my mouth so wide that a cat could have entered it. “Ha ha ha!”

         Our eyes met, we nodded and opened our mouths even wider until our jaws cracked. It was a moment of mutual understanding. The tightened muscles around my navel relaxed slowly. With my index finger and thumb, I conjured up a pistol, which I pointed at her. It was the usual gesture I made every morning and evening to greet the chimpanzees at the Primate Research Center, meaning either “Okay?” or “Bye!”

         I got up, determined to leave this time, but didn’t. I wasn’t even fully upright when a thunderous sound hit my head. The building shook and all the items in the store rattled. With each flash of lightning, my eyes were dazzled. Her face appeared and disappeared. Unlike with the previous thunder, she no longer cried out. Behind the veil of light, I could hear her breath trembling.

         I closed my eyes. Holding my breath, I strained my ears. In the midst of this irritating cacophony, I distinguished a particular sound. It was coming from the direction of the back door. A dull sound and a little distant. It sounded like music, or a man’s voice, or the rolling of wheels, maybe all three, or maybe none of them. The noise soon vanished again, like a flash of lightning, before I could verify it.

         For a moment I doubted my ears. Had they overreacted? But as the historian Yuval Noah Harari said, it is safer to mistake 16a branch for a snake than a snake for a branch. The thunder ceased, the lightning was gone, silence returned. I pulled myself together too. The first thing I noticed when I came to my senses was myself, sitting in front of the cage, my nose almost against hers, my index finger in her hand. I couldn’t remember when that had happened. I only recalled my upper body being drawn forward by a force pulling at my finger.

         I felt pathetic. What had I been thinking, pointing my finger like a pistol? Approaching an animal is dangerous if you have not established mutual trust. The strength of a bonobo may be less than that of a chimpanzee, but it is incomparably greater than a human’s. Although she was young, she would have been able to break my index finger as easily as a stick of chalk if she had decided to.

         “It’s okay, dear, it’s all over now.”

         While trying to remove my index finger from her hand, very slowly so that she would not notice it, I let myself slide back, pushing onto my heels. I mustn’t surprise her if I wanted to keep the appendage that allowed me to take notes, make up my eyebrows, and scratch my back …

         “It’s okay, now everything’s okay.”

         I had managed to pull my finger out as far as the second knuckle when I heard the sound from the far side of the back door again. It was not an illusion, it really was the sound of wheels, surely a pushcart judging by the hollow sound. The sound approached the door, together with the sound of a man’s voice. It didn’t matter what he was saying, what mattered was that the owner was coming, pulling his cart while talking on the phone.

         I felt my field of vision darken. My chest tightened, my skin tingled, my limbs went numb, and I was struggling to breathe. I 17was falling into the “kind of biochemical frenzy that the body experiences when it is suffocating,” to borrow the words of my teacher. In my head, a myriad of strange thoughts gathered and dispersed like a school of minnows.

         Why didn’t she let go of my finger? Did she want me to take her with me? I was not able to. How long did I have left before the man came in through the back door? How many steps would it take to reach the exit? Five? Six?

         The sound of wheels stopped. I pulled out my index finger and jumped to my feet. I ignored her bewildered gaze and mercilessly turned my back on her. The instant the back door handle turned with a click, I started to run. I thought I heard something behind my back, but I didn’t turn around. I didn’t have the time or the will to do it. I was only concerned with the idea of escaping before I was caught.

         I looked behind me only after crossing the street. No one was chasing me. In the meantime, a scooter had come and was parked in front of the store. 18
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            Part I: Dance Music
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            Chapter 1

         

         Minjoo

         I sat down on a bench in front of the chimpanzee’s outdoor park. I put my backpack down at my feet, took off my sweat-soaked cap, and the spring breeze brushed through my hair, short like a soldier’s. As I rested my shoulders against the back of the bench, the late afternoon sun dazzled my eyes. Clasping my hands to support the back of my neck, I looked in front of me, narrowing my eyes, and discovered a scene of chimpanzees at home.

         The ground covered with bushes and vines, the trees with ropes hanging from them, rock structures, a climbing frame and swings … The space, resembling a miniature jungle, was surrounded by a barbed wire fence and a moat. Right in the middle, five chimpanzees were each busy with their own occupations. One, absorbed in meditation, was seated on a bridge made of tree trunks, his whole body exuding the authority of the chief, while another burly one, probably number two, groomed his back with respectful gestures; another, the local good-for-nothing, was putting on airs while dragging a long branch around; there were also two little ones playing on the swings, chirping like sparrows. 22

         Over near the barbed wire, a loner was playing with a transparent plastic box installed at the foot of the fence. It was divided into four compartments, each with a hole, and inside the holes were a stone, a stick, and something brown that looked like a walnut. It seemed to be an experimental game designed so that the animal would push the tools and the nut into the holes, then take them out of the box so that they could crack the nut and eat it.

         The loner, while trying to get at the objects in the box with a long, thin stick, was constantly distracted by something else. He watched a bird crossing the sky, turned to observe his fellows, inspected the surveillance camera installed in the fence, and glanced at me too.

         According to the sign, seven chimpanzees were living in this park. I wanted to find the seventh. I didn’t really have any particular reason for wanting to find it, but since I didn’t have much else to do, I played hide-and-seek. Starting with the wire mesh booth at the back as my center, I shifted my gaze clockwise. At two o’clock, I saw a small bamboo pipe from which water was dripping into a bucket; at four o’clock, a large boulder; then at six o’clock, I found the loner again. Having inserted his long stick into the box, he was eyeing me as I sat on the bench opposite him.

         When his gaze met mine, he began to hurriedly poke at the box, but his eyes were still on me. His pupils and the rest of his eyes were all black, but I could easily guess the direction of his gaze and the underlying meaning. He was looking very curious. What is that poor creature sitting over there doing? And I, too, wondered what I was doing there.

         One day, someone had told me about a “mountaintop monkey zoo.” He was my neighbor, the only person I spoke to when 23I was living in a goshiwon study room. He knew so much that it was enough to click on the question button and the answer would pop out. The other people in the goshiwon called him the Vending Machine Guy. The “monkey zoo” was his answer to someone’s question: “If you get kicked out of this goshiwon, where will you go next?”

         The Vending Machine Guy kindly explained how to get there: “Take the bus for Jeongju at Seoul East Bus Station, then once you arrive at Jeongju terminal, look for someone who looks as nice as me and ask him the way to Mugok Village.” I had taken the bus in Wonju, not in Seoul. Then in Jeongju, one very kind gentleman explained that I should take the 101 bus in front of the hospital and alight at the last stop. When I got off, I found I had reached Mugok Village. After which, I walked along briskly with the backpack containing all my belongings on my back. It took me fifty minutes from the village to the entrance to the Mugok Trail, also known as the Manga Valley, and another hour to get to the “monkey zoo” on top of Manga Mountain.

         It was a valley road linking two peaks. As it was not a tourist spot and only served the zoo, there was no public transport. I had no money to take a taxi, and I was the only one climbing this path. Really! Only someone crazy would go walking to a mountaintop on such a hot day in May just to go see monkeys. There are zoos everywhere after all, and monkeys are not as beautiful as butterflies.

         If someone had asked me, “Then why are you going?” I would have said, “Because I have nowhere else to go.” And because the Vending Machine Guy had told me about the place. He hadn’t explained why he would go there, and actually I wasn’t even curious. In fact, at the time, I had only listened to him with half an ear, simply wondering if I might go there one day. If I had 24known that I would be traveling there just a few months later, I would have asked: “Is there a monkey who tells fortunes there?”

          It was around noon when I arrived. Contrary to my expectations, it was not a commercial zoo. Contrary to what he had said, it was not even a monkey zoo. The official name I read on the sign at the entrance to the site was Primate Research Center, Korea University of Science and Technology. There was no ticket office and no one to control entry. There was nobody asking for your ID card or the reason for your visit. The guard was absent. There was just an A4 sheet of paper stuck to the guard room window:

         The public is only admitted to view the outdoor parks for Old World monkeys, New World monkeys, and large apes. These are open from ten a.m. to six p.m. Please refrain from disturbing the animals, attempting to enter the parks, feeding the animals, cooking, playing games, or leaving garbage. Access to the indoor enclosures, research buildings, and staff quarters is prohibited.

         According to the signs, it would take about an hour to see everything. But I ignored that and spent six hours there. I explored everywhere, even the off-limits areas. When I saw someone who looked like an employee, I would go and sit on a bench in front of an enclosure and pretend to rest. When I was thirsty or hungry, I went to drink from a drinking fountain. When my legs hurt, I lay down in the grove of trees near the visitors’ path and inhaled the scent of the flowers like a bear with nothing better to do. By dint of walking, I got to know the topography of the research center and a bird’s-eye plan of its installations automatically formed in to mind. I even memorized the number of windows in each building and where all the doors were located.

         The two, two-story buildings located between the two peaks 25served as staff housing and research labs. The single-story concrete building next to the research labs was an indoor shelter for the primates; from there, three outdoor parks extended, arranged in a fan shape. Between the research labs and the two parks, large pipes allowed the animals to move around.

         Paths for visitors were laid out around the outdoor parks, starting with the Old World monkeys, then the New World monkeys, and the great apes last, each park being surrounded on three sides by a deep moat, so that they looked like three separate islands. Inside each island, barbed wire enclosures separated the species. The park for the great apes, which I visited last, was divided into three sections: one enclosure for orangutans, a second for gorillas, and the third for chimpanzees.

         This last enclosure, at the far end of the park, was the farthest from the main entrance. By the time I got there it was 5:45 p.m., and there were only fifteen minutes left before closing time. I thought that if I was to leave before closing, I would have to get up now. But I didn’t move. Instead, I craned my neck and looked straight ahead. A woman who seemed to be a keeper had entered a wire mesh booth, carrying a basket the size of a soccer ball. She put the basket on a shelf and shouted: “Thunder!”

         Her voice was like thunder. She must be calling someone. Not difficult to guess which it was. Among the chimpanzees, only one deserved to be called Thunder. As I had guessed, the leader installed on the log bridge looked toward the booth. The keeper lifted one arm and moved her fingertips a couple of times. “Come quickly!”

         Thunder quickly descended from the bridge and stood on the ground. He was tall and strongly built. His face was so rough that I felt he looked like a gorilla that resembled a chimpanzee. The gray hairs at the top of his head suggested he must be quite 26old. His movements were slow but agile. He made his way with short steps between the rocks and puddles of water, reaching the booth in no time. I watched them meet, my heart pounding.

         As soon as she opened the door to the booth, Thunder went in without hesitation. She was taller than him, but he had a bigger build. She fondly stroked his back, then pulled something out of the basket and handed it to him. Then she made a pistol with her fingers and pretended to shoot twice toward the back of the booth. Thunder disappeared. It seemed to be the entrance to the indoor area.

         “Lightning!”

         Number Two, who was waiting his turn under the bridge, came flying. “Arch!”

         The local good-for-nothing threw down his branch and went running. The two little ones followed in turn. All followed the same ritual as Thunder and then disappeared. The woman was kind to each of them in a truly fair way.

         “Jane!”

         The loner did not go running right away. She lifted her butt halfway, then looked at me awkwardly. I thought she might not have heard the call, so I called out, “Jane.” Immediately she jumped up, her mouth wide open, and rushed toward the booth, as if I had kicked her in the ass. She seemed to be a young, introverted female, and given the way she had been playing alone, apparently both curious and shy. She was the smallest in the group.

         In the booth, the scene was a little different this time. Jane leaped at the kind-hearted keeper and embraced her neck and waist as if she were climbing a tree. They brought their faces close, mouths wide open, and gasped, “Ah, ha, ha, ha.”

         I tend to read the world by sounds. I cannot express things 27with my mouth, but I can perceive exactly the emotion hidden behind a sound. For me, sight is less important. It is not a choice, it is an innate ability, just as bees detect ultraviolet light, vipers see infrared, and moths distinguish colors at night.

         That is not to say that I can hear sounds from a thousand miles away. I’m just good at picking up and remembering sounds within the normal hearing range. According to my mother—if she is not exaggerating—when I was in kindergarten, I made the principal almost faint when I managed to distinguish F from F-sharp, and the sound of boiling water from that of boiling soup. She supposedly said to my mother:

         “Madam, I think Mozart has entered our kindergarten!”

         To produce the kind of laughter that the kindhearted-looking keeper and Jane had just emitted in a duet together, the breath must be exhaled hard. It’s not a way of laughing found in humans, at least not since the Holocene. The Mozart that I am immediately interpreted this laughter: God! How happy we are!

         Jane disappeared down the tunnel. The chimpanzee show was over. My watch showed six o’clock. I picked up my cap and got up. As I raised my head and straightened my back, my head began to spin. A cold sweat broke out and everything went blurry. I hastily grabbed the back of the bench. The wind blew my cap out of my hands. I started to collapse. As my field of vision darkened, I heard the woman’s voice:

         “Hey!”

         I realized she must be calling me, but I couldn’t answer her. I was obliged to sit down on the bench and wait for the vertigo to dissipate so that I could see the kindhearted keeper again.

         “What’s wrong?” The keeper was standing in front of the fence, her basket in her hand. Her hair was cropped at the ears, her eyes black like those of a chimpanzee, and her gaze as direct as 28a flashlight. She had broad shoulders and was wearing a brown working shirt with rolled-up sleeves and jeans. She was much taller than I thought when I had viewed her from a distance. I straightened my back and stood up. Despite the moat that lay between us, there was a clear difference in height between us. Suddenly I felt like a Smurf.

         “Are you all right?”

         There was something intimidating about her intonation and her gaze. She didn’t just speak but seemed to be ramming every syllable into my ears. She wasn’t really asking if I was all right, her eyes were saying, Why don’t you leave? Apparently, she was only kindhearted with chimpanzees. I picked up my cap and glanced discreetly into her basket. There were a dozen or so pieces of fruit the size of a baby’s fist still left there: oranges, bananas, green apples, etc.

         “I’ll be fine, thank you,” I said, while the fruit made me salivate. A mirage of multicolored slices of fruit came flying toward me. I closed my eyes, for fear I might reach out and try to grab some. While I tried to recall when I had last eaten anything, a burning hunger rose from my stomach. The cup of ramen I’d eaten that morning had been my last meal.

         “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked again.

         I grabbed my backpack and turned to the left. If she was so worried about me, she could just give me a piece of banana.

         “The exit is that way.” The keeper pointed to the right with her fingers in a pistol shape. When I stood, looking at her without moving, she jerked her hand up and down twice, imitating the act of pulling the trigger. I thought I heard “Off you go!” instead of gunshots.

         I turned right as ordered and started walking away, feeling her gaze with my whole body. The backs of my ears were 29burning. I felt as if I had become an idiot with no sense of direction. Meanwhile, inside my belly hunger rumbled.

         A guard who hadn’t been there when I went in was standing near the entrance now. Hands resting on his hips, seemingly about to explode, he watched as the visitor with no notion of time shuffled forward. As soon as I had crossed the threshold, he hurriedly slammed the door shut, as if giving me a slap on the back. I looked back, and a belated glimmer of anxiety seized me. When the keeper had asked me, “Are you sure you’re okay?” I might have said something I shouldn’t have said, for example: “Banana.”

         I start to walk down the slope. I headed for the guardrail overlooking the valley below. I was still feeling a bit dizzy, but it was nice to be able to see the magnificent landscape below my feet, a V-shaped valley, its slopes covered with hackberry groves. A blue stream ran along the valley floor. It was a deep valley, and more than one hundred meters wide.

         The curves in the road were close to ninety degrees, repeating again and again. As the road had kept rising on the way up, the descent was constantly downward. Fortunately, thanks to that, I was saving my strength. Although I was on the verge of collapsing from fatigue and starvation, my steps were twice as fast as on the climb up, but an unavoidable moment was approaching quickly.

         Once I returned to the village of Mugok, the starting point of my excursion, I would have to make a decision: Where would I go next?

         I checked my watch every five minutes, and every time I felt even more curious as to why the Vending Machine Guy had said that this place was the “place to go when you have nowhere to go.” If that really was the case, shouldn’t he have given the 30answer as to where to go next? Or at least a clue of where to go when there’s again nowhere to go? Maybe he had and I had missed it?

         I opened the plan of the Primate Research Center in my head. I slowed down and, at a walking pace, I visualized the places I had seen. Alas, not the slightest clue as to where to go with my life; I just saw different faces, from Old World monkeys with nostrils as close together as quotation marks to Jane, who laughed out loud with the kindhearted keeper, uncovering apricot-colored gums. My memory reached the end of its journey at the fruit basket.

         In the end, I didn’t find any guidance. But I had remembered not asking for fruit, the best thing I’d done all day. I hadn’t coveted the fruit that much, after all. I might be a wanderer with nowhere to go, but I was not a beggar. So I started to count all my wealth.

         Twelve thousand won in cash, two vouchers for agricultural products that I had received instead of money after working on a strawberry farm a few months before, an old sleeping bag, a bottle of water filled from the center’s drinking fountain, a mobile phone for which the subscription had expired, some winter clothes and underwear, several T-shirts, a Swiss army knife, a felt pen picked up somewhere, toiletries including a razor and hair clippers, an empty stomach and a skull that resonated with every step … I stopped counting. The more I counted, the weaker I felt.

         At 6:55 p.m. I reached the last corner. I could see below me the start of the Mugok Trail. When I looked up to the right, I could see the Primate Research Center at the top of the mountain. The glowing evening sun appeared to be hanging between its two buildings. The sky, which had been blue earlier, was 31crisscrossed with dark-red cirrus clouds. Purple shadows were spreading across the green of the forest.

         I looked downward. The hackberry forests on the slopes were already being obscured by the rapidly fading twilight. The stream at the bottom of the valley had taken on a dark-blue hue. It was the same on the other side; the shadows of twilight were gradually spreading over bushy trees that looked rather like broccoli. In one place, a red object the size of a fingernail embedded among the trees caught my attention.

         At first, I took it for a big rock. But by dint of opening my eyes wide and looking closely, it looked like something artificial. I soon concluded that it was a roof. Considering the topography and its position, it seemed very likely that it was a hermitage or a hut built by the owner of the mountain. Relieved, I finally felt like I could breathe freely.

         I dropped to one knee and carefully tied the loosened laces of my sneakers. Although they looked more like worn pieces of rubber than shoes, those precious objects would lead me to “somewhere to go” and “a place to sleep.” Soon I was reading a signboard at the entrance to the Mugok Trail. It said:

         Temporary closure of the trail due to serious deterioration of the valley’s topography and the hackberry forest. Anyone found guilty of entering and camping faces a fine of up to three million won.

         The entrance to the trail was barricaded with two stakes and a rope. There, too, a large sign prohibited access: The Mugok Trail is closed, and The building with the red roof is uninhabited. So I wouldn’t need to beg for a place to sleep, which made me happy. The fine was three million won, but it was unlikely that I would be caught because no public official ever has enough energy to come and search the valley to catch intruders after sunset.

         I climbed over the rope and set out along the trail, which 32was overgrown with weeds among the tall trees. About twenty meters along, I came across a fairly wide stream, beyond which the forest began and the trail turned upward. The trail followed the stream up the valley. It was rough, with tree roots sticking out of the ground and rocks large and small ready to trip me up.

         At first, I walked very carefully, looking in all directions, but once my feet were used to the rough ground, I started to run. I had to reach my destination while I could still see things. Past experience as a vagrant had taught me that in valleys, night falls like a sudden downpour. I didn’t necessarily have a reason to live, but neither did I want to wander about in the dark and drown in the stream.

         Ten minutes later, I arrived at the place where I’d seen the red roof. The building lurking in the middle of the pine forest was not a hermitage or a hut, but merely a pavilion with a roof resting on four pillars. I felt weak for a moment, but it was too late to turn around. Besides, I had no other place to go. I crossed the stream, using three rocks emerging from the water as stepping stones. The moment I entered the pavilion, what I had expected happened; darkness descended and engulfed the valley.

         I sat there quietly for a while. It was so dark that I dared not move. I even forgot to put my backpack down. I felt as if I were in a mine shaft. In the distance, at the top of the mountain, white lights were twinkling like a mirage. I couldn’t see the ridge, but given the direction, they must be lights from the windows of the Primate Research Center.

         Suddenly, unexpected questions came flooding over me. What kind of people lived behind those windows? Or rather what kind of work did they do? Were they passionate about what they did? Were they happy to live like that? As if to answer me, the face of the kindhearted keeper came to mind. I thought 33I heard her thunderous voice calling Thunder and also her laughter with Jane. Ah, ha, ha, ha …

         A strange feeling chilled my spine. It had nothing to do with feeling envious or lonely. It was also different from the eerie feeling I got when looking at the light from a stranger’s window in an unfamiliar city. If I had to try to define this feeling, it would be close to “Ah ha!” The next place to go that the Vending Machine Guy had omitted to mention after “the place to go when you have nowhere to go” was right here.

         It was only a guess on my part, but I reckoned he had followed the same route as I had and ended up here. Like him, I had reached the spot where those with nowhere to go inevitably arrive. I was currently sitting not at the bottom of the valley but at the bottom of life. This was where I had to decide if I stepped forward or gave up.

         I took off my backpack, pulled out my sleeping bag, and spread it on the pavilion floor. I took off my cap, my windbreaker, and my shoes and lay down. It had never happened before. No matter where I was, and no matter how tired I was, I never went to bed covered in dirt. I would somehow manage to find water to wash, brush my teeth, and shave. I also never forgot to keep my hair neat with the trimmer. Those were principles that I had followed since the beginning of my life as a vagrant, as if it was my last human dignity.

         For today, I just let it go. I felt quite lighthearted. Since I had hit rock bottom, I no longer had to worry about people’s reactions or even basic needs. But it looked as though my body hadn’t figured that out yet. A wolf was howling in my stomach and my bladder was screaming at me to open the tap. To satisfy this latter request, I left the pavilion.

         Was it because of the cold night air, or the gloomy energy 34emanating from the valley, extending in all directions, or the faint sound of the stream flowing in front of the pavilion? Anyway, when I got back into my sleeping bag and closed my eyes, I couldn’t get to sleep. The round pot at the back of my face, the dwelling place of the soul who had just before declared “my life has reached its terminus” was living, that part was hot with bubbling thoughts.

         I also had a family. The five of us lived crammed together in an old three-room villa in a corner of Seoul’s Hwagok-dong District: father and mother, my little sister, Minji, my little brother, Eunho, and I, Kim Minjoo, the elder son. My father often called me “that kid who just eats and plays like a dog, living at his parents’ expense.” When he was in a bad mood, he abbreviated that and called me “son of a bitch.”

         It was harsh, but not unfair. Since childhood, I’d never done anything of my own will. Told “Come here,” I came, told “Go there,” I went. I was enrolled at primary school, then at the middle school as designated by the local Office of Education, then the high school based on my middle school grades, and for university, I entered a college that was only “in Seoul” according to its administrative location, based on my grades in the entrance exam.

         I never cared about making any money. Once, harassed by my father to go out into the wide world and improve myself, I almost went to Australia for a “working holiday.” It was the winter of my first year of college. A few days before my departure, I was hit by a car. The driver didn’t stop, so I didn’t even get compensation. To top it off, I had a ruptured cruciate ligament and instead of military service, I had to perform public service.

         After I graduated from university, my life was dominated by employment exams. I began with a newspaper company, that 35was my father’s wish, then a large corporation, to please my mother, then a public enterprise, an alternative agreed upon by my two parents as the next best … After failing all of those, I started preparing for the civil service exam, the most popular job in the twenty-first century. I failed three years in a row. My father told me to give up studying. The reason he gave was that “You can’t cook ramen in a little dish of soy sauce.”

         I rebelled for the first time in my life. “I’ll look after myself.”

         I was not angry at being called a little dish of soy sauce. I had no strong determination to do better next time. To be frank, there was nothing else for me to do, and I felt quite sure that as long as I was studying, I would continue to be fed and boarded for free. I saw no reason for them to be so petty about feeding and housing the child they had enjoyed bringing into the world.

         “You mean we have to look at your face for another year?” Father said that just seeing the back of my head made him angry, that “even if my head was only filled with anchovy shit, I shouldn’t spend my time doing nothing.” Failing an exam is just an outcome, but I was not doing nothing. I was doing the right things even though it looked like I was idle. Although thinking about what to do took up most of my time.

         The real problem was that there was nothing I wanted to do. There was nothing I wanted to be. There was nothing I was mad about. On the other hand, I knew what would have made my father happy: the little dish of soy sauce getting a decent job and earn a living. Seeing him becoming a night watchman in a warehouse after retirement from an import-export company the size of a small dish of soy sauce didn’t make me want to imitate him. Just thinking of him working like an ox in his youth and like an old cow after retirement terrified me.

         As for my mother, it was even worse. She wanted me to 36become a diligent soy sauce dish, not just a regular soy sauce dish. If I came home late after having had a few drinks with a friend, she would sing the same old song: “I’ve never seen someone succeed in life who accepts every opportunity to drink and says yes to every invitation. You have to be serious and hard-working to succeed.” Mother was diligent, and she was known for it all over the neighborhood, but at almost sixty, she was still working at a local supermarket.

         My sister Minji advised me to make use of my university major and become a pastor. I replied that I had not studied Theology but Religious Studies. The one who had great potential to become a son of God was perhaps Eunho, the youngest, who shared a room with me. He was a lamb who prayed devoutly to God every night. Of course, his prayers had a lot of rhetoric—that being the nature of prayer—but they all had one goal: Please let me have this room for myself as quickly as possible.

         My unnecessarily sensitive Mozart ears could hear very well what he meant: Please get my big brother out of the house as soon as possible.

         As I turned down his demands, my father cut off my pocket money. If I wanted to continue studying, he said, I would just have to earn my own money. I didn’t want to. I wanted the old cow to earn all the money. It’s wrong to mention it, but my mom started changing the arrangement of the dishes on the table. All the best side dishes were now placed in front of my sister Minji, who was working, and in front of Eunho, brought in as a reliever as in baseball. A few years before, those dishes were all on my side of the table. It seemed that both my parents had rolled up their sleeves, determined to dethrone me from my place as eldest son.

         I didn’t like it either. Being born as the eldest son of such a 37petty couple among all the couples in the world. I had never asked them to bring me into the world. I was just the chance fruit they had made while biting and sucking each other. In that case, surely it would be normal to consider my little flaws as simply a tiny worm in a peach?

         It was a January morning a year before, the day before my thirtieth birthday. I couldn’t open my eyes even though it was ten a.m. because I had been drinking with a college buddy until late the night before. My alarm went off, but I threw it aside, still dreaming. Those who have had the experience of drinking heavily know well how the next day at dawn, still drunk but asleep, you feel utterly invincible. Neither the fact that my father would soon be home from his night shift nor the warning that echoed in my head urging me to run off and take refuge in the library before his arrival succeeded in tearing me from my sleep and my eager snoring. The result was that my father, in the midst of the stench of alcohol and the mess of my cast-off clothes strewn all over the place and water bottle I had drunk then thrown aside, called me by my full name:

         “Kim Minjoo!”

         He had that cold kind of voice that he used when trying to suppress his anger. Even though I was awake, I hesitated to open my eyes.

         “Open your eyes, or I’ll open them for you!”

         Now was not the time for further hesitation. Given the context, his “I’ll open them for you” meant ENT damage. With a little luck, it would be a simple nosebleed, at worst, I could expect two punctured eardrums, a big disaster. So I immediately settled the conflict and opened my eyes.

         “Are you still not thinking of acting like a grownup?” he asked, standing by my bed. In his staring eyes, blood vessels were 38throbbing. His sharply protruding Adam’s apple twitched nervously. It was a sign that the pressure in the carotid artery was dangerously high. I sat up.

         “I’m trying to,” I replied as confidently as I could, even though I had nothing to show for it.

         “Okay, so what are you going to do then?” he replied, barely moving his lips. His voice expressed no expectation, he was just asking for the sake of asking.

         I quietly lowered my eyes and desperately tried to find words that would allow me to avoid the inevitable.

         “Kim Minjoo!” he repeated, urging me to answer.

         Hurriedly, I gave him what I knew was an unsatisfactory answer: “I’m thinking about it.”

         My father didn’t say another word or let the anger that was bubbling inside him explode. He simply turned and walked out of my room. That evening, the five of us gathered around the table. To my surprise, my favorite dishes were laid out in front of me: glass noodles with red peppers, fried lotus roots, braised cutlassfish …

         An oppressive feeling replaced my appetite. It was surely not to celebrate my birthday in advance. Nor had I deserved any special expressions of affection. My father’s silence added anxiety to my oppression. Minji and Eunho exchanged glances while picking at their food. The burning anxiety made my throat sore. There must be something going on that I alone didn’t know about.

         Finally, I put my chopsticks down. My father pushed his chair back and got up. “Kim Minjoo, once you’re done eating, come to see me.”

         With that, he left the room, then Eunho got up and disappeared into our room. My mother started clearing the table 39while Minji took some fruit out of the fridge and began to peel it. No one so much as glanced at me. It smacked of conspiracy; it was obvious. Their actions were unanimous. Whatever Father says, we agree, unconditionally.

         “Aren’t you coming?”

         At his urging, I jumped up. The moment I entered the living room, he spoke before I could sit down. “You’re to leave the house tomorrow morning.”

         I froze. I felt as if I had been hit in the throat. Two questions popped into my mind: Was this a punishment for this morning? Or had he decided it a while ago and been waiting for a pretext? In the first case, he might still change his mind. I could swallow my pride and beg. I might express a determination to improve my way of living. But in the second case, I had no hope.

         “You’re turning thirty. The time for you to be independent has already passed. If you had an ounce of shame, you would have left before I needed to tell you.”

         So it was the second case. He had waited for my thirtieth birthday. Still, I was reluctant to go. I couldn’t answer yes. Even if the house had been on fire, I wouldn’t have wanted to leave it. It might have been different if he had offered to provide me with a studio.

         “I’m not your cash cow.” He was telling me not to suck on his udders anymore. No matter how hard I sucked, no more milk would come out. By that he meant that he had no intention of funding my independence. Instead, he offered to give me a backpack to celebrate my independence.

         No need to see the backpack to know what it was. My father brought
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