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To my brothers and sisters in North Korea,

friendship and peace
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Prologue
YALU

“Oh my God,” I gasped.

I tried desperately to blink away the icy raindrops that the wind pelted against my face. An eerie fear crawled through my flesh as I stood on the Chinese side of the Yalu River, gazing across the murky water into one of the most closed-off and isolated countries in the world. I couldn’t believe it. Even as my boots sank into the doughy mud, I had trouble coming to terms with the fact that I was actually standing there. Through the heavy layer of fog, I saw North Korea’s sharp, mountainous landscape just across the watery border, which was about sixty yards wide and barely waist deep. The riverbank was strewn with rocks and stretched for about forty feet to the base of a tall stone wall. The wall didn’t have floodlights or coiled razor wire along the top. It wasn’t built to keep people from trying to get out; it was there to prevent the outside world from seeing all the decay, dirt, and disrepair just behind it. But the armed soldiers, posted every ten to fifteen yards along the rocky riverbank, would shoot down anyone who did try to escape over it and to the other side of the river.

I remained silent, terrified to speak, too scared to call out to the gnarled old man staggering toward the water. He reached the edge of the still, murky river and sagged with fatigue. Slowly he removed his droopy Lenin cap and worn tank-green Mao jacket, revealing a frame so bony I shuddered at the sight. As he washed in the freezing water, the dark, gaping holes of his eyes were fixed on me in a look of utter hopelessness: no food, no warm clothes, no future, no reason to live.

This was my uncle Lee Yong Woon.

I was torn between wanting this to be real and wanting to be somewhere else entirely. Below my feet it felt like the muddy earth was giving way. Turning away, I buried my face between my knees, put my head down on my arms, and began to cry, too. The tears came slowly at first, but they gathered fury fast and I broke down completely. My breath came in ragged gasps. At that moment, I wanted to click my heels three times and be transported back to my apartment in West Hollywood, curled close in my boyfriend’s warmth. But the wretchedness that seeped into my soul tainted the memory of my happy, comfortable life back home. I was suddenly filled with guilt for the warm clothes I was wearing, for all the food I had wasted, and for the freedom I had taken for granted. If only I could have given my uncle my protective jacket, or at the very least called out to him. He was so close. But the presence of the soldiers, poised to shoot, froze my feet and silenced the words in my mouth.

God, please, please, help him, I thought, praying for a miracle. Like Moses, who parted the Red Sea with a wave of his wooden staff and saved his people from the tyrannical pharaoh, I wanted God to perform such a miracle and unite my people in the country where I was born.

I waited and waited in agonizing silence. But nothing happened. Where are you, God? Where are you? Damn it! Why are you letting this happen? I demanded.

A coldness that was not from the rain sank into my flesh. I felt absolutely deserted, and my faith cracked.

I couldn’t stand the oppressive silence and feeling of helplessness any longer. Inside I was about to implode. I needed to pass on a message from Halmoni, my grandmother, to my uncle, her son. It was a message that we had traveled so far and waited so many years to deliver, and all at once, before I even knew what I was doing, my mouth jerked open and the words came croaking out.

“Halmoni has never stopped searching for you, Big Uncle. She’s never forgotten you!” I shouted in my American-accented Korean. I quickly clamped my lips together in anticipation of a ricochet of bullets.

That was what Halmoni wanted him to know. She had never stopped searching for him. Her aged body had held on to life in hopes of finding him someday. And that had been my promise to her—to help her find her missing son, and when we did, I would take her to him.

I cranked up my hearing to draw in my uncle’s voice, but he only wiped his eyes in acknowledgment. He wouldn’t, couldn’t, speak. Seeing him weep, his whole body quivering, I began to cry again. My tears became indistinguishable from the raindrops and flowed down my face, one after another, each leaving a burning trail on my cheeks. I was crying for him. I was also crying for Halmoni, who had mourned the absence of her son for over forty-seven years. And now that we had found him, a narrow river made so dense and impenetrable by clashing politics still separated them.
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I was not prepared for the kind of despair and insane fear I felt that day. My wizened old uncle looked nothing like the sweet-faced teenager in the faded photograph that Halmoni kept pressed between the pages of her Bible. That day at the Yalu River, staring helplessly into his terrorized face, I hadn’t fully realized what a dangerous thing I had done the year before. I had placed him and his family in danger. By including details of my uncle’s life in a book, I had alerted North Korea’s enigmatic leadership to the identity of my relatives in a nation where it was better to remain invisible.

The book began simply as a wish to discover my roots through my maternal grandmother. I was four years old and my sister, Julie, was six when we left South Korea in 1968. My parents sold everything to pay for our airfare to Montreal, Canada. I instantly liked our new home. It was the first time I had slept in a bed with legs, my own bed, and eaten sweet jelly-filled croissants. However, my parents kept gazing toward America’s promise. As a young soldier, my father had watched John Wayne and Elvis Presley movies and was determined to get to America. A year later, in 1969, after the birth of my brother, David, our family of five finally landed in sunny Los Angeles, California. My father got a job as an electrical engineer for General Telephone Electric, and my mother sewed garments in a factory. They worked long, grueling hours, six days a week, and were eventually able to afford a house in the San Fernando Valley, where there were plenty of bagel shops and only one Chinese restaurant. My parents moved us to the Valley so my siblings and I could learn and speak English like a miguk-saram—like a white American. They didn’t want us to confuse our r’s and l’s and v’s and b’s as they did, something they felt would cripple our chances of success. My father told us that in America, if we studied hard and got into a good university, then we could become a Ph.D., diplomat, or whatever else we wanted to be. In America, there were no limits, even for girls. I believed him, and in my fierce desire to fit in with the kids at school I wanted to be white. I bleached and permed and tortured my black hair, tanned my yellow skin, and Scotch-taped my eyes to crease the lids. I even taught myself how to sing “Hava Nagilah,” to ska dance to the Police, and to like cottage cheese. I was determined. I hated being labeled “Oriental.” I hated people thinking we ate dog like the ragged refugees did on the television show M*A*S*H.

My parents’ and Halmoni’s stubborn refusal to integrate annoyed and confused me. Just the mention of a Korean kid earning a perfect SAT score, learning of a Korean winning a Ping-Pong championship, or seeing a Hyundai on the road would ignite their pride. I found myself wondering what was so great about being an identifiable minority. What was so great about being Korean? Why wouldn’t they let go of the past? So at the age of twenty-four, I decided to return to my birthplace, something I had sworn up and down I’d never do. My parents were thrilled. They prayed fervently to Jesus that I’d come back triumphantly with a picture bridegroom. That was the furthest thing from my mind as I packed my Levi’s 501 jeans and a framed photo of my blond boyfriend.

The moment I cleared customs at Seoul’s Kimpo International Airport and walked through the double glass doors, I was engulfed by second, third, and fourth cousins, who eagerly welcomed me into their homes. From them, I was fed Halmoni’s legendary past, from her childhood days in her father’s house in Pyongyang to running a prosperous opium business in China, defying the communists, and surviving the Korean War. Halmoni was no longer the strange, clueless silver-haired woman who couldn’t even operate a microwave oven or remote control. Halmoni was a warrior.

When I returned to the States a year and a half later, I was filled with an overwhelming, insatiable thirst to find out more about Halmoni’s past. It was during this time that I first heard the name Lee Yong Woon. All my life I had assumed Halmoni had four children, my mother being the eldest. They never spoke about this missing family member until I started prying deeper, asking more questions. Through their choked sobs I learned that Yong Woon was the only one out of Halmoni’s five children who hadn’t made it out of North Korea during the war.

The family had just returned to Pyongyang after living in China for six years. They had retreated there in 1939 to escape Japan’s ruthless occupation of Korea. The Japanese tried to strip away everything that was Korean—the language, the culture, and even our names. With Japan’s surrender at the end of World War II, Halmoni’s family eagerly rushed back home only to discover that their newly liberated peninsula had been divided along the 38th parallel. U.S. troops marched into the area south of the arbitrary line, and Soviet troops marched into the North, where Halmoni’s family lived. To head its regime in the North, the Soviet Union appointed Kim Il Sung, a guerrilla commander who had initially fought the Japanese in China, then spent the last years of World War II in Manchurian training camps commanded by the Soviet army.

The division was only supposed to be a temporary solution for the previously Japanese-held territory, but over time the two regimes became increasingly opposed politically. On June 25, 1950, civil war erupted after long-simmering clashes and tension boiled over. The Soviet-backed Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) invaded the U.S.-backed Republic of Korea (ROK) in an attempt to reunify the country by force. As a result, the United States, South Korea, and fifteen other nations under the flag of the United Nations waged war.

North Korean forces lost ground and manpower quickly. The soldiers ripped through the countryside, abducting new recruits to replace the dead and the injured. Halmoni refused to sacrifice her husband and sixteen-year-old son Yong Woon to the communists. The communists had persecuted them for converting to Christianity and for being rich landowners. Instead she urged her men to flee to the South, while she stayed behind with her four younger children, her youngest just a newborn. When the police discovered the men had fled, they beat her brutally and threw her into prison. For several weeks Halmoni was locked up in a cold cell crammed with women before they finally released her.

When she returned home, she waited nervously for the war to end and for her husband and son to return. However, the bombs kept blasting the capital city of Pyongyang. Halmoni could wait no longer. She strapped the infant to her back, held her six- and nine-year-old boys by the hand, and had her thirteen-year-old daughter cling to her long skirt. During the height of UN air assaults in late November 1950, they joined the mass exodus of refugees shambling south. They dodged bombs and low-flying B-29 planes strafing the ground. On frostbitten feet, they walked against the icy wind, past exhaustion. Then on Christmas Eve, almost four weeks after they began their perilous journey, they finally reached the capital of South Korea, only to find out that the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army had joined the bloody battle with North Korea. Chinese troops poured across the Yalu River and slashed at UN and ROK forces, heading directly for Seoul.

Once again, Halmoni and her weary children headed farther down to the tip of the Korean peninsula, to the port city of Pusan. It was the only southern city that had not been invaded by the communists. In Pusan, Halmoni joyfully found her husband among the throng of refugees searching for separated family members. She never found her eldest son.

Dead? Alive? No one knew. The last she had heard of him was that he had been captured by North Korean troops along with two of his friends just north of the 38th parallel. One of the friends had managed to escape to the South and found Halmoni in Pusan.

When the Korean Armistice Agreement was signed on July 27, 1953, to temporarily stall the bloody three-year fighting, Halmoni tried desperately to track down her son’s whereabouts. But in the aftermath of the war, the ideological and political lines between the North and South didn’t soften. They became violently opposed, and the cold war intensified. North Korea became one of the most isolated societies in the world. Kim Il Sung created a tightly closed, centrally controlled regime in the North, while the South eventually developed into an economic powerhouse.

Still, Halmoni would not give up her search. She diligently wrote letters to ambassadors and missionaries, went on South Korean television, and repeatedly applied for a tourist visa to North Korea. When all her efforts failed, she prayed for reunification between the two Koreas. Every morning at dawn and every evening before she went to sleep, she would kneel and pray for an hour or two, sometimes longer. Reunification never came.

It wasn’t until 1991, forty-one years later, when I sat down at my computer and began writing about Halmoni’s history, that the past came crashing down on the streets of the present and a letter arrived from North Korea resurrecting my uncle’s ghost. The letter was addressed to Little Uncle, Halmoni’s youngest and third son, Kun Sam. He had taken over Halmoni’s search after she was hospitalized in 1988 for surgery to remove two golf-ball-sized kidney stones. The unexpected letter was written by Yong Woon Uncle’s eldest daughter, Ae Ran, who was just a few months older than myself. The flimsy, yellowed sheets of paper were sealed in a coarse white envelope emblazoned with the emblem of the Workers’ Party—the hammer and sickle, and the pen—in blood-red ink.


1991, June 4

DEAR LITTLE UNCLE,

How are you? On behalf of the Lee family I write this letter to an uncle whom I have never met, wondering how you are doing, what you look like, whether you are fine.

My name is Ae Ran, the oldest daughter of your big brother, Lee Yong Woon. I understand you have been searching so long for him even in your dreams. Do you remember him clearly?

Time flies as swiftly as stream water. When you and my father were separated forty-one years ago, you both were very young. Now you are in your fifties with lots of gray hair.

I am twenty-eight years old. I was not born at the time when the tragic separation took place. My parents did not know if you had survived or not. They were deeply moved with the news that you are alive and all are well. If you were not in a country far away across the Pacific Ocean, we would run to you with wide-open arms and embrace you tightly. If there were no American barbarians, there would be a chance for you brothers to meet. Thinking of all the years of missed brotherhood fills our hearts with sadness.

I have strong feelings about the nature of the war. The country was divided into South and North, but the worst thing to happen to humankind was the enforced separation of the family. Though it left our land divided into two parts, the passion to search for our family never ended.

My siblings and I grew up not knowing that we even had a grandmother, uncles, aunts, and cousins. Now we know. I am sure that you, American uncle, have a big family by now. Ours consists of six members: father, mother, two younger brothers, a younger sister, and myself. My father is a trainer in the Revolutionary Construction Unit. My mother is a cook. I work for the Department of Food Quality Control as a quality controller. My younger brother, Hak Churl, twenty-six, is a student of Bochunbo Engineering College. My youngest brother, Mun Churl, twenty-four, is completing his military service in the North Korean People’s Army. My youngest sister, Mi Ran, twenty-one, works as a volunteer for the visitors’ field trip. Thus we are serving and doing our best for the country.

You know all about us, now it is your turn to let us know all about your life in America. I count every minute waiting anxiously for your letter to arrive. I hope it will be full of exciting news about the family. Please try to visit us in North Korea. I’m sure that it will be a great experience for you to step on the soil of the forbidden fatherland.

We never imagined you were still alive, much less in a big country like America. When the time to meet arrives, I would love to embrace you. Though we have never met, I feel very close to you because we share the same flesh. Flesh is a bond of fate. They say blood is thicker than water. I now agree. A family should not be divided under any circumstances. Nor the country.

There are endless questions, worries and concerns about the family.

Whenever I think of your dear faces in America, I can hardly sleep or work. Ashes fill my heart with such pain knowing you have a difficult and hard life in a foreign country.

I cannot go on writing.

Please take care. I wish everyone a bright future! I close my letter now, with love from all of us.

Your niece,

Ae Ran in North Korea,

the nearest and the farthest

Korea remains in between war and peace. It has neither.
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I

April 18, 1997

We were on our way!

Three generations of us—my father, Halmoni, and I—were going to China to redeem the past. Soon we’d be in Yanji, a city in China’s Jilian Province. Siberia was to the north, Chinese Inner Mongolia to the west, and North Korea just to the south. Westerners rarely ventured to this remote northeastern region. It was way off the beaten track. We had to change planes twice, and at last we embarked on our third and final leg of the journey.

It was unbelievable. After forty-seven years of separation, Halmoni was on her way to reunite with her son, Yong Woon. Ever since we had discovered that he was still alive in North Korea, I had not thought that a reunion would be possible. No one did. North Korea had been one of the most impenetrable and hostile nations in the world since the collapse of the Soviet Union and since the reforms in Cuba and China. Hardly anyone went in, and rarely did they go out. We prayed for a miracle.

A month before our journey began, a Korean Chinese man named Choi Soon Man phoned my parents from China, collect. He had lifted the phone number off one of our letterheads, which Yong Woon Uncle had shown him. He offered to smuggle Yong Woon Uncle across the North Korea—China border and bring him to his home in Yanji to visit with Halmoni, then sneak him back before the authorities discovered he was missing. Apparently, this man had befriended Yong Woon Uncle several years previously during one of his business trips to North Korea. He knew intimate facts about Halmoni that only Yong Woon Uncle could have revealed to him.

My family was stunned, and for days we pondered his outrageous offer.

Then we unanimously decided it was now or never. Halmoni couldn’t wait any longer. Time was running out. Halmoni was a month shy of turning eighty-five (in Korean years she would be eighty-six, because a child was considered to be one at birth). Twice she had been hospitalized. Twice we had almost lost her. It was sheer force of will and her overwhelming desire to embrace her son one final time that made her rise from the hospital bed. And it was this same willpower and desire that was sustaining her during the long and exhausting journey from Los Angeles to Seoul to Beijing and finally to Yanji.

I had visited this remote area before during my travels through Asia to “find myself.” That had been almost ten years before. So much had happened in my life as a result. After I returned to the States, I felt myself being steered toward a future I had never imagined. I began to write. Up until that point, I hadn’t even known I could write. And as Halmoni’s powerful stories moved through me, I was able to reflect on the delusional self-image I had crafted for myself. I could feel my true self emerging, rising. I no longer wished to be what I was not—white. This ignited a newfound awareness and excitement. With the publication of my book on the odyssey of Halmoni’s life, I began to tour college campuses across the country, lecturing and promoting my heritage. My parents were very proud of me, but they worried about my untraditional lifestyle and advancing age. To them, marriage and family were everything, and they pressured me to walk down the aisle with my current boyfriend, Steven, before my thirty-third birthday. Steven was my parents’ dream come true. He wore a suit and tie to the office every day, and he was a Korean-born American. Unfortunately, he lived in Hong Kong. The distance didn’t allow Steven to be a constant presence in my life. To be totally honest, the distance and this trip to Yanji gave me time away from him to sort out my feelings.

Could I be happy living in Asia and being a banker’s wife? I asked myself for the millionth time as I sank further into the cramped economy-class seat, trying to find a comfortable position.

Halmoni was sitting next to me. She had removed her clunky gray orthopedic shoes, and her eyelids, sunken into puckered cups, were shut. Her oversized gold-rimmed glasses had slid low on her bridgeless nose. They rested mostly on her pale cheeks, and her short permed silver hair, which she never combed back or confined with pins, fanned out onto the blue fabric of the seat back. Over the last few years, Halmoni had slowed down considerably, and her body no longer functioned perfectly—the muscles on her arms and legs were more shriveled, and she couldn’t always control her bladder. However, her mind was as sharp as a knife’s edge, and she looked marvelous. For a while I watched her. She seemed to be sleeping, but I knew she wasn’t. Her mind was miles away. Ever since we had received Ae Ran’s letter, she kept plunging into that well of memory.

After that initial contact in 1991, Halmoni once again applied for a visa, inspired by the news that North Korea was permitting war-torn families to reunite. It was because North Korea was desperate. The country was in a serious state of famine, worse than the 1988 Ethiopian crisis during which a million people died. Extreme winters, massive floods, and their corrupt and dysfunctional government system plagued the nation. Almost the entire population of twenty-four million was enduring severe hunger.

As Halmoni anxiously awaited for her visa to be approved, our families were permitted to exchange a few more letters.


1991, June 20

SEEKING MY BELOVED MOTHER,

Mother!!? Is this a dream? Are you real? It seems like a dream to me!! It has been forty-one years.

Mother, I write while holding back my tears. How did you manage to raise four children in a foreign country of materialism? There the mountains and waters are different; cultures and traditions are different; and skin colors are different.

After being separated from everyone, I was well taken care of by the country. Upon serving my country, I started a family and eventually relocated to Hyesan City. All four of my children have received scholarships to attend college. Now they are working. Therefore, I am living in paradise where everybody looks at me with envy. Our family is doing very well today, but I look forward to tomorrow’s brighter days of our nation’s resurrection, its reunification.

The nation teaches that regardless of your ideology and religion, people should contribute to the nation’s reunification, each according to their means, with their minds, authority, or money. I sincerely wish that you, Mother, will also contribute to the reunification project so your name may be honored later by our children.

Mother, you are now eighty, but in my fifties I too have frost over my head. Mother, I wish to see you before I die. My wife and I wish to bow before you. You haven’t even seen my children yet. They yearn to see you and bow before you, too.

Come at least once to the homeland, Mother, and see today’s reality. Witness our family’s life as it really is.

Mother, always be safe and let us talk once we meet. I am signing off now. Be well.

From your son,

Yong Woon
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August 10, 1991

DEAREST SON,

Truly I felt the pain of my heart being torn out while reading your letters and seeing your pictures. I cannot bear to imagine how you survived all those years alone.

The last forty-one years are regretful. We did not desert you. After your father fled with the men and you went off with the students, we could not wait in our home any longer for your return. The bombs rained down on the city.

After forty-one years, I hear that you live, and it hits me like a dream. I am thankful for God’s mercy. I have lived to eighty in hopes of seeing my dearest son, daughter-in-law, and grandchildren. As soon as possible, I will go there.

Your father passed away forty-one years ago, shortly after we found each other in the South. He died when we were refugees in Yech’on on December 29 on the lunar calendar. On my own I managed to raise your two younger brothers and two younger sisters wonderfully. Thanks are due to God. Duk Hwa studied English at Korea University; Kun II majored in music composition at Suhrabul Art School and now is conducting a church choir; Kun Sam studied engineering at Hangyang University; and Duk Hae did not complete her college education, instead marrying when I left her behind in Korea with your aunts to join Duk Hwa in America.

Let us meet and talk about our forty-one years of mournful separation. Not a single day has gone by when I do not think of you with tears in my eyes.

Now I cry more imagining my little boy wandering around weeping, thinking his family had abandoned him.

This feels like a dream.

Stay well.

From,

Mother
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August 16, 1991

DEAR OLDER BROTHER WITH AFFECTION AND REVERENCE, WHOM I LONG TO SEE,

I have a lump in my throat and I am lost for words.

So much time has gone by, so many changes. They say ten years can put new faces even on mountains and rivers. We could not bring ourselves to believe the initial letter from your daughter. Then when your letter came we were convinced. We wept till dawn. The two pictures you sent propelled us back to our youth and touched us deeply.

We used to live in Pyongyang. How is it that you are in Hyesan City now? No matter, though. I am only grateful that you are all well and everyone is healthy.

Over the years, we have all emigrated to America. Our two younger brothers and younger sister have settled down quite nicely with families of their own. As for my own family, we have been here the longest, over twenty-five years. My husband, who is the same age as you, is retired from General Telephone Electric, where he worked as an electrical engineer for twenty years. Our elder daughter, ju Ri (Julie), twenty-nine, is an optometrist at a hospital. Our second daughter, Hae Ri (Helie), twenty-six, works at a television studio, and our youngest child, Dae Kun (David), twenty-two, is a third-year college student.

Our two aunts from our mother’s side are also living here with their children.

I am sending you our photographs for now until we can meet in the flesh. Though we are far apart, we are one blood, one family.

Please stay well and live a full life until our two Koreas reunite.

I wish you all peace and calmness.

I remain,

Duk Hwa,

your younger sister
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1991, November 4

TO MY RESPECTED GRANDMOTHER WHOM I MISS,

We received your letter, Grandmother, and beloved Grandfather’s picture.

Having read your sweet words, I felt as though you were somewhere near and that I could run to you whenever I desired, as if I could share all the stories of our big and small worlds. However once I returned to my senses, I saw only in front of me the vast distance of America’s continent.

Grandmother, when we didn’t know if you lived or died, the thing we desired the most was confirmation. Now that you exist, there are no words to describe my longing heart. It cannot be measured to the highest sky or the deepest ocean. The sky has its limits and the ocean has its shores, yet our longing has no end.

My younger brother, Hak Churl, is currently attending his second year in college. He was awarded padded clothes and a student’s uniform from school. Then comes Mun Churl, the youngest brother; he is in the Chos[image: ]n Army Corps. After he completes his service, we’ll send him to college. Lastly, there’s my younger sister, Mi Ran, who works as a telephone operator. And I have graduated from college.

We are living well with no worries, but thinking about our flesh and blood living in such a faraway land, we cannot sleep. Imagining you suffering in somebody’s else’s land, we are unable to eat.

Grandmother, never give up, and live strong until the day we meet. I’ll count the days until I can look upon your healthy smile. Picture a bright tomorrow and believe it is not too far off. A day may feel like a thousand years, but it will pass and the day of our dramatic reunion will happen.

Be well. Reply with pictures.

From faraway in the homeland,

your granddaughter, Ae Ran,

who loves her grandmother
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April 3, 1992

DEAR OLDER BROTHER’S COUPLE,

Owing to Mother’s sincere prayers, we recently completed the visitation applications to Pyongyang. Greatly concerned about Mother’s health due to her advanced age, our family has decided to avoid the winter and apply for a spring trip. We requested May, but we must wait to see if the papers will be approved. And as soon as they’re processed, Mother will visit you. The two other people accompanying her will be my husband and my second daughter, Hae Ri. Although we all wish to go to you, we must postpone our trips due to work and family responsibilities.

Here in America, every holiday, fifty family members gather together and, each wearing our traditional clothing, we feast on Korean food, so we won’t feel so lonely about living in a foreign country. And each year, Mother has missed your absence. But now none of us are tormented with wondering any longer. We are incredibly fortunate, though we are miles apart. At least we can communicate. Let us cling to the hope that we shall all meet one day.

Mother, in spite of her age, continues to do good deeds for strangers and our church. Every Wednesday and Sunday, she and her younger sisters prepare kimchi and home-cooked meals for the entire congregation. Because of her many efforts, she is praised and respected and was honored with the Mother of the Year Award.

Next month she will be celebrating her eightieth birthday. We are planning to throw a big party, but she might refuse due to your absence. Our hearts are heavy watching her wearing away. This is the main reason why we have delayed her visit. I hope you understand.

Knowing this first meeting with you may be her last, my heart aches with pain. All I wish is that it will be a wonderful reunion which the memories will last her for the remainder of her life.

There is a song that all Koreans sing called “Our Dream Is Reunification.” Older Brother, until that time stay in good health and live long. We here in this faraway land will also wait until the day we can all meet.

May God’s blessing be upon your household. Look forward to the day Mother will come to you.

From Duk Hwa,

who misses you



Each poetic letter received from North Korea was saturated with emotional propaganda, and they left a lingering impression of what life must have been like behind the iron curtain. It was shocking how little they knew about the outside world. Our relatives believed we lived a suffering existence in America while their country awarded them padded clothes and uniforms. They blamed the American “barbarians” for our continued separation.

Halmoni and my family always wrote back with a cautious hand. For everyone’s protection, they exposed very little of our privileged lives in America. They wrote about reunification and spring while becoming increasingly alarmed by the bittersweet testimonies from people who had made the trek inside North Korea and who told of extreme slum conditions and malnutrition. A friend of my parents returned wearing only a trench coat and shoes. Seeing his emaciated mother living in a crumbling shack infested with lice, sleeping under a threadbare blanket, he had left her his luggage, clothes, watch, and even underwear.

Halmoni became desperate to get to North Korea. The months kept passing, and another year was gone. Our entire family prepared a massive care package filled with jackets, long underwear, medicine, and dried foods. Then in 1993, the doors slammed shut. No more visas were issued. It seemed that North Korea had become upset with the stories and the bad press that were circulating at the time. They probably didn’t want the world to know about the slums and poverty. In a socialist society, they weren’t supposed to exist.

Heartbroken, Halmoni succumbed to pneumonia and had to be hospitalized. She looked so fragile and sallow with all the machines pumping her body full of fluids and oxygen. As I kept watch by her bedside, I could tell she was ready to give up. But I wasn’t ready to let go of her yet. I wanted her to hold on to life, to fight. So I did what I had to do. I coiled my right pinkie around hers and promised her the impossible.

Sometimes the impossible becomes possible.
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As soon as the plane cut through the dark clouds and dropped down over the unlit city of Yanji, Halmoni became alert. She sat right up, one knee propped up close to her chest. Her shapeless dress climbed high on her thighs, showing the hem of her long underwear, tucked securely inside thick tangerine-toned knee-high stockings.

Reaching for her hand, I wrapped mine inside her warm palm and asked in Korean, “What’s the first thing you want to say to Big Uncle when you see him?”

Halmoni’s small eyes met mine. Even though they had lost most of their lashes and brightness, they were penetrating. “My first words? My first words? I haven’t thought about it.” She paused. She was looking past me. Then, in a softer but firm voice, Halmoni said, “I want him to know that his mother has never stopped thinking about him. Tell him, tell him, ‘You were a brave boy to have survived this long alone.’ I even became an American citizen at the age of eighty, because they said it’d be easier to get a visa to go see him, but that never happened. Remember, I voted for President Bushi and you didn’t want me to.”

“I remember,” I laughed. “Does this mean you’re an American person now?”

“No. I’m Korean, but America is my home. Home is where my family lives. I’d like to be buried in America.”

“Grandfather’s buried in South Korea. Wouldn’t you want to be with him?”

“It’s only bones, and there isn’t much left of him, just a leg and a few ribs.”

“Gross.” I used the American expression.

“What ‘gro-shi’?” She giggled, her dentures clicking. “I saw it when we moved your grandfather to a better gravesite.”

“Did you ever think of remarrying?”

“One man was enough for me,” Halmoni joked, but I knew how much she had loved my grandfather. Then suddenly her mood became more solemn. “Omona,” she sighed. “Oh my.”

“Are you okay?” I asked.

Halmoni wiped her eyes with a rough cocktail napkin. “Inside I’m thinking about the recent pictures the Reds allowed Yong Woon to send me. His face is withered and troubled. He’s the same age as your father, yet he looks as old as me. He has gray hair like mine. Your father only has a few strands.”

We both stared at my father sitting across the aisle, busily double-checking our customs and immunization cards. It was hard to believe that they were born only a few months apart. They were both sixty-two in Western years. Though Yong Woon Uncle had more hair in the photographs and my father’s had thinned on top, my father’s moon-round face bore only a few laugh lines at the far edges of his eyes; his skin was well preserved and richly tanned from hours on the golf course. Also, he didn’t dress like other Korean men his age. He looked modern and stylish in his stone-washed jeans, pale blue button-down Polo shirt, and triple-striped Adidas tennis shoes—a gift I had given him years ago, which he wore loyally.

My father and I had volunteered to take Halmoni to China. We were the only ones in my family not constrained by a job or the responsibility of small children. After twenty years at GTE, my father had retired early, at the age of fifty-five, to help out my mother at her growing garment factory in downtown Los Angeles. Every day he’d drive her to and from work, do the payroll, answer the mail, unclog the toilets—whatever needed to be done so that she could manage the business. Other men ostracized him for being my mother’s glorified secretary, but he didn’t see it that way. Her success was his success. They shared everything and worked well together, and it allowed him to have more time to play golf, to travel, and to write poetry—his true passion.

Growing up, we didn’t have a lot of material things, but in each room of our house we had a television set—prizes won by my father’s poetry. He poured his feelings into poems because it was hard for him to express affection otherwise. He was trained not to show too much emotion. He never called me endearing names like “honey” or “sweetheart” or told me that he loved me. The way he did it was by changing the oil in my car, by supporting my mother’s business, and by escorting Halmoni to China.
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We braced ourselves for the cold as we stepped out of the plane. A sharp breeze whipped my long black hair. Here the plane wasn’t tethered to the gate by a jetway. Through the saffron-colored haze it was difficult to see the steep stairs descending to the tarmac below. My father went down the creaky steps first, toting Halmoni’s imitation Louis Vuitton purse. He positioned himself directly in front of Halmoni in case she fell. I was behind her, gripping her soft, pillowy waist as she went down sideways. Once we made it to the tarmac, we followed the other rushing passengers through a rusty gate that resembled prison bars. On the other side of the bars was a chaotic parking lot. Gypsy cabdrivers, standing in a cloud of cigarette smoke, vied aggressively for our attention. They surrounded us, grabbing at my platinum jacket and silver man’s watch and at Halmoni’s pink angora cardigan. I tried to shield her with my five-foot-five, 110-pound frame, but there were too many hands clawing and pulling at us.

“Let go,” I snapped, pushing them away.

When they heard my English words, they heckled them back at me. “Ret ko! Ret ko!”

Suddenly a burly, energetic woman with shoulder-length hair, hot-combed into curls, elbowed her way through. She was holding up a cardboard sign with my father’s name written in hangul, Korean script. When my father identified himself as Lee Jae Hak, the burly woman shooed the crowd away with her sign. At that moment, two more men swarmed us. They were talking so loudly in their singsong Korean, I thought their voices would knock me over.

The senior man greeted my father the Western way by offering his brown, rugged hand, palm almost up. He chattered and pumped my father’s hand with such enthusiasm, it was as if they’d been friends for many years. I wanted him to settle down and speak slower. His North Korean accent, flared with Chinese intonations, made it difficult to follow the rapid-fire words. I did manage, however, to catch the introductions. The senior man introduced himself as Choi Soon Man—the family name came first, the way it was done in Korea. Choi Soon Man was a strongly built man of about fifty-five with thick slicked-back hair, parted on the side, and a goofy, jovial expression. The burly woman with the hot-combed curls was his wife. Choi Soon Man referred to her as his “house person,” not offering her name. It took me a second to figure out that “house person” meant wife and not maid. In this part of the world women and men were identified by their roles and relationships. The younger man was their son-in-law. He was a big, broad-shouldered guy with an easy, athletic stride. He stood a head taller than my father. In fact, the people here were taller than the average South Korean, Japanese, or Pacific Islanders by three or four inches. It must have been because of the cold, rough terrain and the whole Darwinian theory—survival of the fittest.

“Where is my son?” Halmoni wanted to know, her words direct and to the point.

“My house person and I will leave first thing in the morning to fetch him,” Choi Soon Man told her.

I looked over at Halmoni’s fallen face. A frown ridged her forehead. “Why isn’t he here already? Didn’t you let him know his mother was coming?” she questioned, echoing my thoughts.

“We just wanted to make certain you were definitely coming before we sneak him out of North Chos[image: ]n.”

Disappointed, Halmoni said nothing more as the six of us and our one huge accordion suitcase squeezed into the son-in-law’s compact car, borrowed from his workplace.

Getting out of the parking lot was a safety hazard. Cars heading in different directions clogged the single exit. The son-in-law cranked the steering wheel and made a tight circle over faded white lines, and suddenly we were on the gravel road. We drove in darkness. There weren’t any street lamps nor any flashing neon lights off shops to light our path, but the son-in-law didn’t have any problems finding his way along the bumpy, potholed asphalt. Through the cracked window, a chilly breeze rushed in. I picked up the scent of rust and dirt and heard the rustle of empty tin cans banging.

The son-in-law pulled the car into what looked like a demolition site. He parked next to a seven-story matchbox-shaped concrete building surrounded by trenches and mounds of dirt. He lived in one of the apartment units on the fifth floor. No elevator. Only broken bricks and twisted steel cables.

“Dad, I think it’s better if we take Halmoni to a hotel.” I expressed myself in English so as not to offend our excited hosts.

The son-in-law, reading the concern on my face, volunteered his muscular back. “I’ll carry her,” he replied in his soft but raspy baritone.

“I’ve come this far. I can make it the rest of the way on my own feet,” Halmoni insisted, taking hold of the railing.

She moved up the stairs. The rest of the procession followed from behind, matching her pace. She was going pretty fast at first, but at the third floor she swerved around the corner drunkenly. Her body hugged the paint-chipped railing. She began to rely on her arms more to pull herself forward, her eyes glancing up to see how much farther she had to go. She tripped slightly on one step but caught herself on the next. Sweat poured off her and she was breathing hard by the time we made it to the apartment. Halmoni paused in front of the door, half upright, to pump air into her lungs.

Choi Soon Man’s daughter, Song Wol, answered the door in faded bib overalls that encased her round, pregnant belly. She couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. The skin on her face was porcelain smooth, and she wore her hair long and straight with a curtain of short bangs. But the expression on her face was that of a much older, responsible woman.

Song Wol bowed us in, then helped Halmoni take off her shoes. The apartment was a tiny whitewashed studio. It consisted of a very small bathroom with a Western toilet, a small kitchen, and small living quarters. A queen-size bed took up most of the room. The only other pieces of furniture were a thirty-six-inch Sony color television set and a lumpy mock-leather sofa. Tacked on the wall above the sofa was a large laminated map of the world, with China at the center. It was caked with dust and marked with fingerprints. On the opposite wall, there was a ten-by-fourteen framed photo of a young couple in their traditional ceremonial wedding hanboks. In the picture, Song Wol had on a red silk jeweled crown, tilted forward, and a jade married woman’s hairpin inserted through the coiled bun at the base of her head. The groom wore a stiff black cap with wings. They were an attractive couple, but their faces looked so grim. It had to do with an old wives’ tale that warned against the bride and groom from smiling on their wedding day lest their firstborn child be a girl.

Halmoni asked to lie down. The challenging feat of climbing the stairs had sapped her last bit of energy. I became instantly concerned and was ready to rush her to a hospital.

“Are you ill?” I asked.

“I’m fine. You eat something.” She yawned. It was just like her to think of me.

Song Wol kindly laid Halmoni on the bed and draped her with a large powder-blue beach towel as a blanket. Red hand towels covered the hard seed-filled pillows.

I sat on the lumpy brown sofa beside my father. Our hosts sat on square cushions on the floor, smiling up at us and talking. In no matter of time, my father was able to decipher their thick accents. He conversed freely with them, and I was able to follow along better. I learned a few basic facts about the people who lived in this region. About forty percent of the population was ethnic Korean. Choi Soon Man’s parents, like many of the Koreans, had moved here between 1910 and 1945 to escape Japanese oppression during its occupation of Korea. They called themselves Chos[image: ]n, using part of the Korean name for North Korea, Chos[image: ]n Inmin Konghwaguk. Chos[image: ]n was also the earliest name given to the Korean kingdom. We referred to ourselves as Hanguk Saram, “a Korean person,” from the name for the Republic of Korea (Taehan Min-Guk). The Western name Korea comes from the Koryo dynasty, 918-1392.

These Chos[image: ]n people spoke and wrote Chinese, but they held on to their Korean identity and traditional ways, and the Chinese government allowed them a degree of autonomy. The Chos[image: ]n, unlike the Tibetans, enjoyed the right to some political control over their own areas and were given certain concessions and exemptions.

One concession was that they were permitted to have two children per family rather than the one child per family mandatory for the Chinese. Another exemption allowed Choi Soon Man to become an entrepreneur. He smuggled Chinese-made goods—clothes, shoes, socks, dried herbs, and rice—into North Korea, where he traded them on the black market for valuable antiques. He sold the antiques for a very large profit to wealthy Chinese and Japanese buyers. Sometimes he just sold his merchandise on the black market for ten times the original price due to the desperate shortage of consumer goods. The most coveted currency and effective bribe in North Korea was the U.S. dollar.

“Does your eldest daughter, Ju Ri, have any children yet?” Song Wol’s mother inquired in her singsong voice.

“A son,” my father replied.

“Isn’t she an eye doctor?”

“Yes, she did my glasses.” My father removed his gold frames and held them out in front of his eyes.

“It’s useful to have a doctor in the family. How old is your son now? Is he still a student at a university? How are Halmoni’s second and youngest sons, Kun Il and Kun Sam, doing? It’s a shame about Kun Sam’s automobile business going bankrupt.” Choi Soon Man clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth in sympathy as he fished in his shirt pocket for a cigarette. His fingers dug deep until he pulled one out and put it to his lips. “At least Hae Ri’s mother’s garment factory is doing well.”

They knew so much about our lives and asked so many personal questions that it was discomfiting, even though I was used to it—Koreans would bluntly ask within the first few minutes after being introduced where you’d gone to college, what you did for a living, whether you went to church, how old you were, whether or not you were married, and if not, why.

Song Wol’s mother asked the dreaded question. “Is Hae Ri married?”

“We’re hoping soon,” my father answered, then turned and glared at me. His look was loaded with guilt and pleading.

At that, Choi Soon Man clucked his tongue again. “She should be married already with a house full of sons of her own.”

I was about to come to my own defense when my father steered the conversation back to the purpose of our trip. He asked if the famine in North Korea was as bad as the recent headlines and reports claimed. “Has my brother-in-law’s family been eating?” he asked more precisely.

“They only earn about twenty-thousand won [about U.S. $22] a month, which used to be enough to survive on with the help of government food rations. These days, rations don’t come for months if they come at all,” Choi Soon Man informed us, leaving the cigarette in his mouth as he spoke. The fiery tip bobbed with the words.

“Then how are they living? What are they eating?” I questioned.

They all swiveled their heads over to my father for a translation. It was incredibly frustrating. I knew the power of language. It could flirt, tango, cry, do just about anything. But while I spoke serviceable Korean, it had a Valley Girl accent and style. I counted on my listeners to adjust their ears and mentally reconjugate incorrect verb stem endings. Also, I made up words if I couldn’t recall the right ones. When I was growing up, my parents conversed in Korean and my siblings and I responded in English, so I understood more than I could speak. Halmoni was the only person I felt comfortable bringing out my Korean with, simply because I had no choice. She spoke no English.

“Hae Ri wants to know how they have managed to stay alive,” my father explained.

“They’re living merely because they’re not dead,” Choi Soon Man replied matter-of-factly, then added, “It’s the thought of their family in America that keeps them going. You’re the source of their energy. People like them, who were sent to live in the harsh countryside, are the lowest class. The privileged get to live in Pyongyang, where they have modern houses, medical facilities, and special schools.”

Song Wol’s mother continued, “We do as much as we can for them. We save food, package it in large bags, and send it over. Your two nieces and two nephews are wearing all our old clothing. There, people go without socks and underwear during the winters. I’ve seen so many homeless people, and children skinny as sticks. People are dropping dead in the streets, really. In some of the worst-stricken areas, I even heard rumors that when someone dies, the family will keep the body in the house until it begins to rot or else neighbors will dig it up and eat it. Being a Chos[image: ]n person myself, it’s devastating to see our own people suffer like that.”

“We’re very grateful for your kindness,” my father replied, and sighed heavily.

“It’s nothing. They’re just like our own family,” insisted Choi Soon Man.

I decided to try again. “How did you find our phone number in America?” I blurted out, projecting my voice as if that would help.

Choi Soon Man nodded, understanding. “Once we became friendly with your uncle, he showed us your pictures and letters. When I saw the phone number printed on top of the letterhead, I decided to call you. And now here you are.” He beamed. “We’re the only ones that know about you. If anyone reports to the authorities that they’ve contacted you without going through the proper channels, they could get into big trouble.”

Feeling a bit more confident, I asked, “What happened to Big Uncle after he was caught?”

Everyone threw me another funny look.

My father came to my assistance once more. “She’s asking what happened to him after he was captured by North Korean troops at the beginning of the war. We suspect he must have been imprisoned, since he married so late.”

“Ah, I got it,” Choi Soon Man laughed. In that bawdy, openmouthed laugh, I could hear every cigarette he had ever smoked. “When he was captured, he begged for his life, and since he was so young-looking, they let him live. He was sentenced to a juvenile detention center for several years. When he was released he joined some gangs to survive until he was drafted into the army. In North Chos[image: ]n, all men have to register for the draft at the age of fourteen. The typical draft age is seventeen, and they don’t usually get out till around twenty-six. Once you’re in you’re in. They don’t even let you out to get married or visit your family. That’s why they all marry late over there.” He paused, thought for a moment, then warned, “North Chos[image: ]n is heavily militarized. It’s dangerous to get them upset. They’re crazy people who’ve been trained to handle weapons.”

My brain wouldn’t slow down. I thought of a dozen questions at once, but I let them fall away for the night. Instead, I pooled and savored the information in my mind. A deep and almost radiant elation filled me. I couldn’t sleep. Finally, after six years of living with half answers that ate at every holiday, every celebration, every family gathering, I was now learning what had really happened to Halmoni’s son.


II

Through drowsy eyes I watched Halmoni’s silhouette as she knelt on the bed, her interlaced fingers placed on the pillow in prayer. The warm light from a small lamp fell onto her smooth-skinned hands, hands that were the source of her immense power and faith. For almost five decades, Halmoni had been healing people with an ancient bruising technique she learned in China. She called it ch’iryo, which in Korean translated as “medical treatment” or “cure.” By slapping and pinching or scraping the flesh with the edge of a spoon, ch’iryo cleansed the blood. It was a very painful treatment, but people kept bringing her their sores, swollen joints, and internal illnesses. And while her strong hands moved steadily over their bodies, bruising the flesh, her all-glowing and apparent confidence would convince them that the world had been created in six days and that Jesus Christ was the Savior. My relationship with God was more private and definitely a more pleasurable experience, and I didn’t feel compelled to convert anyone.

Once Halmoni was done praying, she jiggled me awake, then she woke my father, who was asleep on the floor covered with a giant doilylike blanket. It was only six in the morning. I never got out of bed before ten, but this morning I was willing to get up. My hipbones felt bruised and all my joints stiff from the board-hard mattress I shared with Halmoni. The simple act of getting out of bed and dressing was agony. As I was putting on some makeup, Choi Soon Man and his wife, daughter, and son-in-law arrived back at the apartment, wearing the previous day’s clothes. They had left in the middle of the night. There just wasn’t enough room to accommodate us all even if everyone slept shoulder to shoulder on the bed and floor.

Immediately Song Wol and her mother retreated into the closet-sized kitchen. I thought it was best if I didn’t offer to help. Unlike Halmoni and my mother, I was a lousy cook, and I rebelled against learning because I associated cooking with my resentment toward the mounting pressure to get married.

I watched the women through the glass window cut into the middle of the wall that separated the kitchen from the living quarters. Song Wol’s mother rinsed the vegetables in the twelve-inch sink with an old-fashioned tap, running only cold water. Then she carved out pieces of pork and fried them in a wok on the portable gas burner. As the pork sizzled and crackled, she confidently tossed in a pinch of something and a handful of something else. I could smell the food. My mouth instantly watered at the recognition of kimchi. The spicy dish is unique and essential to the Korean diet, and is served at every meal. Kimchi comes in a variety of pickled vegetables blended with garlic, red pepper, ginger, scallions, turnip, radishes, and oysters or anchovies, then fermented. Many people living in the country still fermented their kimchi by burying it in large earthen jars in the ground.

Song Wol was dishing cabbage kimchi out onto a saucer she had washed in a plastic tub with just a rag, no dish soap. Then she carried the kimchi and the rest of the dripping dishes and chopsticks out into the living area. She set them on a low yellow lacquered table that had been brought in from the kitchen and would be taken away when everyone was done.

Breakfast was served. Everything was communal eating. Plates of fried pork with jelly-like pine mushroom, eggs sautéed in leeks, raw green chili peppers and inch-thick scallions, and stew bubbling in a Crock-Pot were heaped onto the small table.

Song Wol reappeared once again from the kitchen hugging a large glass jug of colorless homemade liquor with jujubes, pine nuts, some kind of twigs I couldn’t identify, and a huge ginseng root. The ginseng root looked like a little fat headless man with its thick pinkish trunk and arms and legs. It even had a navel and penis. Ginseng is supposed to be stiff with yang (male) energy as well as an aphrodisiac.

Song Wol wobbled over to where her father sat munching on a raw scallion. Kneeling in front of him, she carefully poured him the liquor, using two hands. Koreans always use two hands when giving or receiving objects to a person of higher status or age to show respect. No two people are equal. A clear hierarchy exists in the family. Even twins are unequal; the firstborn must be addressed as “big brother” or “older sister” and the marginally younger sibling as “younger brother” or “little sister.”

Song Wol then filled my father’s glass in the same manner.

Halmoni turned from her food and glanced at my father disapprovingly.

“It’s so early,” my father said to Choi Soon Man hesitantly.

“Nonsense. This is good for your life. It’s medicinal,” Choi Soon Man declared.

I watched in amazement as he snatched up a whole toad from the pot and popped the creature into his mouth, complete with bones, eyeballs, and webbed feet, which he then chased down with a drink.

“Here’s one for Hae Ri. The belly’s full of eggs.” Song Wol’s mother plopped a large bloated toad onto my saucer. When it hit the saucer, the slimy elastic skin around the belly fell back, exposing a purple sack of eggs. I tried to convince myself it was caviar, but my eyes weren’t fooled. I couldn’t take my gaze off the dead toad. It just lay there faceup, spread-eagled.

“Yeah, that’s a good one.” My father nodded, delighted. He wasn’t squeamish at all. He copied Choi Soon Man and chased down a toad with a conservative sip from his drink. By his pinched facial expression I could tell it was potent.

“Go on.” Choi Soon Man chuckled as he picked up another one with his chopsticks and shoved it into his mouth, then threw back another shot. Sweat dripped off his brow.

Not wanting to offend our hosts, I amputated a leg and delicately placed it between my teeth, lips peeled way back. I chewed and swallowed with effort. The texture was rubbery, but it tasted better than I thought—similar to garlic chicken.

Song Wol’s mother scanned me appraisingly as I tried to eat. “Your frame is too narrow. I’m afraid if a gust of wind blows, it’ll snap you in half.”

“American women are always dieting. It’s a big business, helping people lose weight,” my father commented.

“Ayeeyah. You can make money doing anything in America, unlike here. It’s a dream of ours to go to America,” she sighed as she refilled her husband’s glass.

Choi Soon Man lifted his shot glass to his mouth and swigged down the entire shot, letting out a burp of well-being A trickle of alcohol slipped down his lips. He slurped it up and went on to explain that they would ride the public bus into Changbai, located right on the northern bank of the Yalu River. Hyesan City, where Yong Woon Uncle’s family lived, was on the other side. The ride would take approximately fifteen, maybe twenty-five hours, depending on road conditions. They would smuggle Yong Woon Uncle across the river, dress him, then take the bus back to Yanji. Mother and son could visit for one night, then they’d escort him back before his absence was noticed.

“Are you sure this is safe?” My father suddenly sounded uncertain.

“Don’t worry,” Choi Soon Man said in an amused tone. “Like I said on the phone, North Chos[image: ]n people sneak over all the time to scavenge for food. If you bribe the border guards with a cigarette, some liquor, whatever, they’ll let you go. You just can’t go with your entire family or they’ll know you’re trying to escape.”

“The drive is so long,” I commented. Impatience was one of my chief characteristics. “Isn’t there a train or plane you can take?”

“No, they don’t reach that area. It’s not a favorite tourist spot. There is a faster way, though. We could rent a private car,” Song Wol’s mother offered. “But it’s a bit expensive for people like us.”

“How much?” my father inquired.

Choi Soon Man scratched his tussled head. “About three thousand five hundred yuan, I think.”

I calculated in my head—one dollar was worth about 8.6 yuan, making the price of the private car around four hundred dollars. Switching to English, I turned to my father. “It’s worth it.”

“So much-e money,” he returned in English.

It was a lot of money for them. The son-in-law held a respectable government post inspecting identification cards but made only sixty dollars a month, which was about the average salary in China.

“This is no time to be cheap, Dad. We can afford it.” I spoke in English. “Making Halmoni wait another forty hours, maybe longer, is just too cruel.”

I could see my father’s thoughts churning. As he thought he took another swallow of liquor. He swallowed so long it surprised me. Finally he consented to the nonnegotiable price. On his go-ahead, the son-in-law made a single phone call, and a caterpillar-green Mitsubishi Jeep with tan seats turned up an hour later. There was no paperwork or other formalities. No insurance or tojang—the sticky red name seal. Nothing other than mutual trust between us and the owner of the Jeep, who would be the driver. I was informed that he was considered quite an eligible bachelor due to his yearly earnings, even though he was short and his eyes were too small.

“Since the car has so much room, it’d be nice if Hae Ri could come along. She’ll be able to take pictures of the Changbai Mountains,” Choi Soon Man said whimsically, pulling up his socks and getting ready to leave.

I definitely wanted to check out the watery border between China and North Korea for myself. I had seen the other border—the demarcation line, which sliced Korea in half near the 38th parallel. It was just north of the metropolitan city of Seoul. My fingers had gripped the high chain-link fence, topped with coils of razor wire. The demarcation line was also known as the demilitarized zone (DMZ). The name was a misnomer. The 2½-mile-wide strip of land, stretching 150 miles across the waist of the peninsula, was the most dangerous and heavily armed border in the world. Watchtowers, land mines, trip wires, searchlights, and giant loudspeakers used to shout out inflammatory propaganda were erected on both sides. But what made the DMZ so scary was that it was all that separated the 1.1 million North Korean troops from 660,000 South Korean and 37,000 American troops. At any time another bloody battle could erupt.

“I’ll go,” I answered excitedly.

My father crossed his arms, his face a sculpture of fatherly concern. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Halmoni needs you,” he said, reaching for excuses.

“No one needs to watch me.” Halmoni sat up, smoothing back her hair.

“Our daughter can keep Halmoni company,” Song Wol’s mother said, offering a simple solution.

“Hae Ri will be fine.” Choi Soon Man casually laughed off my father’s protectiveness, refilling both their glasses. “You should come, too. It’ll be fun.”

My father, fearing for my safety, joined the carpool. Counting the driver and son-in-law, six would be going. I questioned if there would be enough room to accommodate Yong Woon Uncle on the ride back. Choi Soon Man assured me it was no problem to squeeze in an additional body, but our mammoth care package would have to wait till a later trip.

I grabbed my sporty shoulder bag and shoved in some clothes, a journal
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