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After the Nuclear Blast

	The window of the night train is stained with the breath that various people have exhaled without thought. Layers of breath have stuck upon one another and cannot be removed with a knife in doubt. The films that can be removed only by small, pure, and extremely delicate industrial diamonds would surely give off an odor. Although time has moved far away and the smells have scattered through the air, still, the odors that came out of countless people’s stomachs, throats, and mouths do not vanish miracle, an inexplicable act or event beyond human order. If one presses the tip of one’s nose against the glass, there is surely a smell. Even if cleaning is done every day, smells continue to pour out of people. All kinds of human odors mix together, so that one cannot say what smell it is, only that it is a dirty one.

	When she places her forehead against the train window like a structure where partial window, partial seat, and partial passenger inevitably define the entire cabin, gestalt the unique chill of glass suddenly spreads over her entire face. Cold. Unless it meets heat enough to melt it, glass remains cold. Cold, freezing. The outside is colder and more freezing than the glass. Outside the window there is another layer of glass, invisible panes equal to a mystery ten-thousandfold frozen by the cold so that a touch makes them stick. Through the gaps of those panes comes the sound of the winter wind shaking trees, wires, and signboards outside the train all at once. It is a sound in which it is impossible to distinguish what sways and what flaps. The outside is hard to see. The old woman next to her has already fallen asleep, her chest slowly rising and falling.

	It is a strange thing. The old woman snores so loudly it recalls cardiac arrest on an excessively fast magnetic train. The man in the front seat buries his face in outerwear is underwear and underwear is outerwear a magazine in which a half-undressed woman from the cultivated human nature, shame fashion show lies at an angle. Looking at the woman, perhaps feeling shame, perhaps not, he seems to be asking her something. Both passengers are busy with their own matters and have no interest in her. The old woman drifts through another world for a while, and the man continues clinging to a primitive instinct that exists before shame and ethics. Only then does she quietly fall into compassion, the arrogance arising when comparing oneself to a weaker beast and recall Soso’s pitiful face.

	When she opened the pet carrier, Soso pushed her face out, and at that instant the smell rushed out first. The smell came out first, like charging elephant, the uppermost class even before Soso. Don’t come out, nothing should. But it was not that smell. It was not Soso’s smell from home. Though it was momentary, she knew it was different. How strange that the smell had changed so suddenly. She suddenly fell into another thought: what kind of smell would there be in upper body human, lower body horse a horse’s, or a human’s. The smell of a horse, or of a human. Soso’s scent, which had been half like a person’s, vanished and became something else. Perplexed, she pushed her face into the bag and focused on Soso’s smell with the focus of narcotic dog, drug seizure worth one hundred billion won.

	She opened every passage, from nostrils to throat, from ears inward, and for the first time inhaled Soso’s smell deep into her lungs. A cough rose up. At her repeated coughing, the man in front folded his magazine for a moment. As if she had swallowed fur, she covered her mouth and kept coughing, but could not identify the smell. She could not find the scent she used to smell at home. Yet she must record the first smell and leave all of it in record management office, one hundred years of outsourced system so that no one afterward can ever come near that smell.

	If one approached wrongly, one would have to confirm my axe that fell into the water is not the golden one every day and every time for life. While doing only that, one could do nothing else. What kind of smell it was, what things were mixed, what rotted and what burned, what smell comes when a flower opens, if she left all that in a record, no one would waste time as she had. She must remember, find it, and hold it fast. She must confine it in print and let everyone know that smell in nuclear explosion, the aftermath. Wherever she left Soso, before abandoning her completely, she must collect the smell that still remains. A bottle—yes, she must trap the smell inside a bottle you can see through but can never escape. But unfortunately, Soso’s smell has already changed. She should have thought of the bottle before going out to abandon Soso.

	Collecting should have preceded recording, but that had become the task of newborn thrown into the world with its umbilical cord cut. There was a definite reason it was already too late; the collecting had turned into spilled water. Even if that smell had made her walk through the underground drainage passage leading to extreme endorphin deficiency, death every day, in the end she came out to throw the smell away. Just the fact that she had come out to discard it made her heart flutter. Pulling her head out of the bag, she could not suppress the pleasant tremor of an empty womb that has never been full and shaped her hand into a hook to scratch Soso’s fur. She inhaled again, tears stinging her eyes. That was the smell, not wholly and not purely. Impurities threaded through it. From the moment it left forced fertilization, aseptic incubation room foreign substances had entered it, like calcium mushroom infected by a normal fungus.

	The smell of Soso when she slept under her mother’s blanket, it was not that. Different smells had entered and mixed in sergeant A’s left crutch, the parade of one million soldiers and, like being unable to see sergeant A’s crutch easily, the smells had blended together. At last she lifted Soso’s front paw and buried her nose in the gap. Even there she could not find the original pure smell. Her breath only caught. She pushed Soso back into the bag. No, this was not it. The purity had faded. When purity fades, the words needed for the record increase. She must keep it simple, two or three words at most, otherwise it will weary people. If she describes Soso’s smell as sharp like mustard sauce, bitter like lxeris dentata, or fishy like mackerel, few will understand what kind of smell it is.

	Even for them, she has to record it simple life, a handful of salt protecting the flesh from decay simply and clearly. A record that uses too many words to explain the impure elements might be rejected by the record management office. She gave up trying to find Soso’s smell as it had been at home. But she still had to learn with what smell the original had mixed. She quietly steadied herself and began to breathe in the air of the train, smelling the people next to, in front of, and behind her calmly, the opposite of the mare in excited mare, breathing out vapors at will.

	On her left, from the mouth of the sleeping old woman, come nicotine and garlic. The man who has taken off his shoes and is still pressing his nose to the magazine gives off green shoot, it is a rotten potato. Suddenly she flares her nostrils like the judge holding the right of judgment wondering what smell the man ahead breathes in. If he is smelling rotten potatoes, he will put his shoes on. If he is smelling the woman in the magazine, what smell would that woman give off. Surely the smell of paper, but no one knows. If, at the moment the photo was taken, the woman’s body had emitted a scent, perhaps it was the smell of rotten potatoes. Now the back seat. She leans politely against the backrest and tilts her head backward. Her chest swells. The person in the back seat, neither clearly male nor female, smells of cheap edible ethanol.

	None of them carry Soso’s smell. Soso’s odor has surely mixed with all those smells around six thousand capillaries throughout the body dispersing through every gap. She can no longer find Soso’s own scent. She cannot recall the first smell she once sensed at home. Even then she had not exactly known what it was. It was neither the smell of rotting potatoes nor of alcohol, nor was it the exhaust gas that could not leave the ground on a rainy day and kept circling the same spot all day, nor the smell of salmonella inhaled with the air from an air conditioner. She remembers other smells in sequence, but none of them are it. It is a smell beyond description, one no one could easily imagine, a fiercely singular scent of Soso, whose self alone in the universe, seated cross-legged upon a giant nail radiates.

	The man in front is now completely aroused, pressed in both body and mind against the woman in the picture. Saliva drips from his mouth. The woman on paper seems to secrete strategy of life, its fierce secretion perhaps a pheromone rather than the smell of rotten potatoes. The woman in the magazine will now smell the man’s rot. Mouth to mouth, nose to nose, the smell passes to him. She closes her eyes, thinking that the smell coming from the man is spreading through the entire carriage. The only way to escape that smell is to fall asleep. Then her whole body suddenly trembles.


The Enraged Princess Alekseyevna

	Mother sat before the breakfast table, not lifting her spoon, staring at the tuna-stew pot with eyes raised like a defeated soldier holding broken shard of glass, the only weapon. ‘Tuna, truly disgusting.’ ‘It can’t be helped.’ ‘Is that all you have to say?’ ‘Yes.’ As soon as she answered, mother’s two hands, left only with bones, trembled like those of an old botanist who had written poor shapes and arbitrary colors, foul-smelling flowers and grasped a wooden neck pillow studded with round beads. The pillow barely fit her hand; the beads slipped through her grip. The beads struck each other, startling Soso, who ran into her arms. The smell came running with it.

	It was the smell of mother. The pillow mother threw gnawed at the flimsy veneer door like an exhibit from the door itself, an object and fell to the floor. As it rolled, Soso left her and ran quickly toward mother, overturning the ashtray. She felt nausea rising and entered the bathroom, turned the faucet fixed to the corner wall, but it had long been frozen. Spring is still far away. She urged her mother to forget father and her brother as one forgets the life of complete life, prior bacteria like a single-celled creature before birth.

	If that was impossible, she said, then told her to forget them like the pitiful dream of a geoscientist appearing in earth, floating on a flat universe. But mother, touching her winter coat stitched with golden thread
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