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The Holiday Is Almost Over

The cobalt-blue sea stretched out from the sandy beach and fluffy clouds hung high in the sky. Under the midday sun, the water sparkled.

‘I don’t want to go home.’ Jebi sighed, her mood as heavy as the backpack pressing on her shoulders. All around her tourists were posing for photos in colourful beachwear. The air hummed with their happiness. Jebi thought back to when she’d first arrived at Jeju Island: she’d enjoyed herself just the same, then.

Has it been a month already? It feels like yesterday. A surge of sadness welled up in her chest at the thought of bidding goodbye to the summer.

‘Come on, hurry up!’ a woman carrying a neon-yellow surfboard shouted, as she brushed past Jebi.

‘Hold on!’ her companion yelled back.

Grinning, the first woman, kitted out in a black wetsuit, headed towards the sea. Dropping the board flat on the water, she positioned herself stomach-down on it, beginning to paddle out over the swell.

Jebi shaded her eyes. As a wave approached, the woman stood up, spreading her arms and crouching a little to lower her centre of gravity.

Those swimming nearby turned to watch her. Someone whistled and, as if on cue, the water surged. The woman rode the curve gracefully and then, before Jebi could blink, she had twisted her body so that she was doing a handstand on the board.

As the wave broke, she fell and its white crest washed over her.

Loud cheers from the watchers on the beach echoed in Jebi’s ears.

‘So cool. I wish I could do that.’

Jebi looked down at her bare feet. They made a light depression in the wet sand as the clear water sloshed gently around her ankles.

The trainers dangling from her hand felt extra cumbersome that morning. Just then her phone buzzed. Who’s texting me? she wondered, fishing out the phone from her pocket with difficulty.

It was Bora, her colleague from the photo studio in Seoul.

— About staying at my place . . . I don’t think I can put you up anymore :( Sorry, Eonnie!

Like an anemone in shock, Jebi felt her insides shrivel. Wait, what? At least tell me why. Flustered by this sudden change in her plans, she felt heat rising to her face.

Her phone buzzed again.

— My boyfriend hates it when he can’t come over anytime he wants >_<

‘Since when did she have a boyfriend?’ Jebi murmured under her breath. Ah . . . The arrogant prick.

Right before the trip, she’d noticed something going on between Bora and the new photographer at their studio. Sensing that he was pretty full of himself, Jebi had warned her friend not to get too close to him, but it looked like she’d gone ahead anyway.

‘As usual, falling way too hard, way too fast.’ Jebi chuckled drily.

She was about to start grilling Bora about it by text when something hard slammed into her suddenly, hitting her right in the eye. ‘Ow!’ she cried out as, knocked off balance, the weight of her bag pulled her backwards in the shallow water.

Gasping with shock, Jebi half rolled, half crawled back onto the sand. She’d once almost drowned in kindergarten while playing in water. The incident left her traumatised and she had not swum in the sea since then. While she loved the beach, it had taken her a good few days on this trip even to work up the courage to paddle.

‘What the—!’ A man in swimming trunks was massaging his forehead angrily as he glared down at Jebi.

Dazed, she blinked. What was happening? The man, and everything else around her, was black and white. ‘Oh my god, my eyes!’ Slumped on the sand, Jebi pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. ‘What were you doing?’ she yelled at him.

‘Aren’t you going to apologise?’ snarled the man.

‘Me, apologise! What about you?’ Her vision was still monochrome. Beginning to panic now, Jebi continued rubbing her eyes with one hand as she felt for her phone in her pocket and pulled it out.

It wouldn’t switch on.

‘My cards! My plane ticket!’ She shook the phone desperately, praying that it would come back to life.

The black screen stared back at her.

‘Oh no, no, no. This can’t be happening!’

The man continued to stare down at her. ‘How about looking where you’re going? Bloody backpackers!’

‘Hey, your forehead’s all red!’ The man’s companion said to him. She looked to be the same age as him – in her mid-twenties – her pink ponytail swishing around her shoulders. She turned to Jebi: ‘We should sue you!’

Pink?

Phew, she could see colours again.

‘You should look where you’re going!’ Jebi retorted as she tried to stand up, the soaking-wet weight of her backpack making it nearly impossible.

‘It’s not like you did.’

Jebi couldn’t think of a retort.

The pink-haired woman tugged on the man’s arm. ‘Come on, babe. Let’s not spoil our day.’

‘You’re right.’ Turning angrily on his heel, the man stalked away, his girlfriend stumbling after him.

Jebi could feel several pairs of eyes watching her from under beach umbrellas. Mortified, she scrambled up. Seawater streamed from her backpack down her legs.

Keeping her head down, she walked a few paces before breaking into a run, her uneven breathing and pounding heart loud in her ears.

Wanting to put as much distance as she could between herself and the humiliating scene, she turned a corner flanked by tangled weeds, not looking back until she reached a deserted spot. She’d left the sand behind entirely.

After making sure no one was around, she slumped down on some large basalt rocks. Her waterlogged backpack was heavier than ever. She set it down, and finally let the tears burst out of her.
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The Haughty Geologist

As October came to an end, fluff-headed silver grass was blooming everywhere in the village, heralding a change of season.

It was a Wednesday, and the photo studio was closed as usual. Jebi, dressed in a wetsuit with an octopus design on the chest, held out an arm and let the grasses tickle her palm as she headed down to the coast. Sunlight bounced off the glistening water and onto her face

Jebi had been training hard, reminding herself of what might happen should she fail to learn to swim, disappointing the octopus god. Two or three times a week, she learnt diving from Yanghee, and on days the haenyeos didn’t go out to sea, Seokyeong took over. In the evenings, Mokpo Granny would always have a table of food ready, and because she ate well every day, sleep came to her easily at night.

The first time Jebi managed to submerge herself fully using her flippers, Yanghee had let out a high-pitched whistle, a sumbisori, as she surfaced again. Jebi had never seen her teacher smile so brightly. She had panted hard, trying to catch her breath, and when she’d turned around in the water, she noticed a few haenyeos had also returned to the surface, making their own sumbisori to catch their breath. Seeing Jebi’s, they had waved. And even though the autumn waters were cold, Jebi had felt a warmth course through her. Even without taking a photo, Jebi was sure she’d remember this moment for the rest of her life.

All the villagers seemed to have embraced them at last, and Jebi and Seokyeong were grateful. They’d fallen into the habit of staying after the Wednesday training sessions to help with the haenyeos’ heavy nets and to clean and prepare the seafood they’d harvested.

Today was the first Wednesday in November. Amid a light drizzle, the haenyeos were sitting under a faded tent set up on the beach, preparing the freshly caught sea urchins. Jebi’s job was to halve them with a knife before passing them to Yanghee, who would scoop out the innards into a bowl. Dongwon, who’d come with his grandma to wait for Yanghee, was having fun with Seokyeong, taking photos of the haenyeos at work.

Jebi scooted closer to Yanghee and whispered in her ear. ‘So why don’t you like our sajangnim?’

‘What?’ With half a sea urchin in one hand and a teaspoon in the other, Yanghee quickly looked around. The rest of the haenyeos were chatting among themselves and none of them seemed to be looking their way.

‘You heard me. Why do you dislike him? Where else will you find a man like that?’

‘He’s only interested in me because he wants to put roots down in this village. Not because he likes me,’ Yanghee said, as she went back to scooping out entrails with a practised hand.

‘What makes you think so?’

Yanghee snorted. ‘I can tell. He wants to be accepted here, to be koendang.’

If you want to be koendang, best to marry a local. She remembered Seokyeong telling her that. Or rather, he had been quoting Mokpo Granny. In any case, perhaps there was some truth in Yanghee’s words.

‘But you’re letting him bond with Dongwon—?’

Yanghee glanced towards the pair. Dongwon had climbed onto Seokyeong’s back, as if he was still a toddler.

‘We don’t have many younger men here, and Dongwon seems to like him very much. What can I do?’ Yanghee let out a sigh and elbowed Jebi. ‘Girl, you’d better hurry up. We’re losing speed.’

‘Oh.’ Turning her attention back to her task, Jebi grabbed a sea urchin that was attempting to escape and sliced it open.

When they were finished, Seokyeong insisted on giving Yanghee and her family a lift home, overriding her protests by pointing out that it wouldn’t do to make the elderly woman and the young child walk in the rain. Because Dongwon wanted to ride in the front passenger seat, Jebi sat behind with Yanghee and her mother in the SUV; Seokyeong had rented it for the long term in light of their increased bookings.

Yanghee’s home, a five-minute drive away, was a traditional stone house with a grey slanted roof. There, Dongwon’s grandmother insisted that their guests should be invited in.

After renovations, the interior didn’t look too different from a modern apartment. The living room, with traditional maru flooring, was small but neat. Wildflower-patterned curtains hung on the window overlooking the garden. And two walls of bookshelves were crammed with books.

As they sipped tangerine peel tea, Jebi felt a little embarrassed thinking back to Yanghee’s surprise when she saw that Jebi’s room had not contained a single book.

Who reads to study? You should read to feel. Yanghee’s voice rang in her ears.

Jebi was curious. What had all these books made her feel? What made her keep reaching for a new one? Had she found the feeling she was looking for, or was she still searching?

‘You have lots of books.’ Seokyeong voiced Jebi’s thoughts, ruffling Dongwon’s hair affectionately as he looked around the room.

Yanghee had disappeared into her room after serving them the tea, and Dongwon was fiddling with Seokyeong’s film camera.

Reminded of the last negative she had seen, tucked into an envelope at the photo studio, Jebi glanced at her boss. He hadn’t brought that up in a while. She’d have to ask him about it tomorrow. It’s high time he makes a decision, she thought.

‘Yeah. My mum does English translations,’ Dongwon said, puffing up in pride.

‘Translations?’ Seokyeong and Jebi spoke at the same time.

Jebi remembered that Yanghee had mentioned a side job. Was this it?

 

The next morning, the sky had cleared to a brilliant blue again. Strong winds had swept the clouds into a distinctive formation resembling a camera lens high above.

As usual, Jebi and Seokyeong began their Thursday morning cleaning. To get rid of the stale air in the gallery, they opened the windows and door. Today, they were unusually quiet as they went about their tasks, and Bell’s ears twitched as she cocked her head in confusion.

After wiping the tables, Jebi put the dishcloth to soak in boiling water before removing her apron. Then she went to a drawer and took out a neatly ironed one and put it on.

Seokyeong wrung the dishcloth dry and hung it on the clothes line behind the palm trees.

‘You’ve got to send that negative!’ Jebi blurted out, as he came back in from the garden.

‘I know, but . . .’ Seokyeong went to wash his hands before removing his apron. Once again, Stephen Gertz was grinning on his T-shirt.

Jebi held out a new apron to him when he returned to the counter. ‘I don’t get it. Why are you dragging this out? Imagine if you were the father of that missing girl!’

‘But . . . what about the detective’s family?’ Seokyeong unfolded the apron, shook it out with a snap and tied it around his waist.

‘Well, they’ve been living a great life.’ Jebi huffed.

‘So what? Must we punish people for being happy, send misfortune their way to make them pay their dues? I don’t think so.’

‘The misfortune was brought about by their father, not by you!’ Jebi shook her head in frustration.

Bell watched them bicker and licked her lips anxiously.

‘You can’t exactly say that either.’ Seokyeong scooped Bell up into his arms. ‘Do you think that old man has it easy? He’s probably living each day in uncertainty and fear, not knowing if or when I might expose what he did. That kind of suspense is worse than going on trial, or even prison.’

‘That’s just your guess!’ Jebi shook her head. ‘Fine. We’ll toss a coin.’ She fished out a coin from her pocket: a hundred won coin so shiny it looked newly minted.

‘What?’

‘That’s what he wrote in his letter, didn’t he? That giving you the negative was like a coin toss. So let’s do it for real. Heads, mail it. Tails, forget about it. Sound good?’

Seokyeong didn’t answer.

Jebi faced the entrance to the studio and flipped the coin. Thinking that they were playing fetch, Bell tried to wriggle out of Seokyeong’s arms but he held on tight to her in case she pounced on it and swallowed it accidentally.

The coin rolled noisily across the polished floor, out into the garden, hitting a rock – before dropping into the drain.

Jebi and Seokyeong ran out and peered down the hole. All they could hear was the sound of flowing water; there was no sign of the gleaming coin.

‘Ah.’ Their shoulders drooped at the same time.

At that moment, Seokyeong’s phone buzzed. He hauled it out of his pocket and answered the call. ‘Hajun Hyung, what’s up?’

Because the volume was on high, Jebi could hear Yoona’s dad’s voice filtering out.

‘I’ve sent a customer your way. She’s been taking photos at the sand dunes for the past two days and stopping by the bakery for some lunch. Oh, she told me something important—’

‘Sweetheart, that’s not why you’re calling,’ a gentle voice admonished. Jebi could hear Yoona’s mum, and a baby cooing, in the background.

‘Er, right. That’s not what’s important. The camera . . .’

‘What camera?’ Seokyeong frowned.

‘Well, I don’t know if you can do it, but I told her to look for you all the same.’

‘Wait, what is this about?’

Just then, they heard the crunch of tyres as a black compact car pulled up outside. With the phone still clasped to his ear, Seokyeong dipped his head towards the car. Jebi quickly smoothed the creases in her apron and straightened her shoulders.

‘I think she’s here.’

‘A black Chevrolet Spark? That’s the one. Okay, I hope you can help!’ With that, Yoona’s dad hung up.

A woman got out of the car. Unlike most of their customers, she wasn’t dressed for a beach holiday, having opted instead for a wide-brimmed hat, sunglasses, checked shirt, outdoor trousers and hiking boots. She moved with a tired gait, as if she’d just climbed a mountain.

She leant into the front passenger seat and picked something up, waving it in their direction as she approached. ‘Can you do something about this?’

Seokyeong looked at the object in her hands. It was a camera. Or rather, what used to be a camera. The body was smashed so badly that he could even see inside.

‘The mirror is broken. This is beyond my abilities. You’ll have to go to a professional. I’m afraid. Or . . . it might be easier to just replace it.’

The customer lowered her head and cursed under her breath.

Seokyeong and Jebi exchanged a glance.

‘In that case, can I rent a camera? I don’t have time to get it repaired.’ She took off her sunglasses, and now Jebi could see that she was a young woman, in her late twenties.

‘I’m sorry but we don’t offer rentals. If you’d like some photos, we can take them for you,’ Seokyeong said.

The customer placed a hand on her hips and let out a bark of scornful laughter. ‘No. You won’t be up to it,’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’

The woman jutted out her chin haughtily. ‘The kind of photos I want. Not just anyone can take them.’

Jebi raised her voice slightly. ‘My boss isn’t just anyone! He’s a great photographer!’

Before Seokyeong could stop her, Jebi took the woman’s arm and propelled her into the studio. The woman tried to reclaim her arm but to no avail. Bell crouched low and wagged her tail enthusiastically.

‘Look!’ Glaring at the customer, Jebi jabbed a finger at the wall behind the counter where the prize certificate and the award-winning photo were hanging in frames. Caught in the sunlight, the glass gleamed.

Seokyeong turned away, embarrassed. Bell followed him to the gallery and lay at his feet, rolling over for a tummy scratch.

Rubbing her elbow, the woman looked at the certificate. Her eyes widened and her lips moved slightly as she read the details. ‘I see. So he’s a certified photographer?’ The woman nodded. ‘As someone in research, I respect that. And his name . . . Does it mean “quartz”?

She walked briskly over to Seokyeong. Stopping in front of him, she held out her hand. ‘I’m Choi Songhwa. I’m doing my PhD at Jeju National University. My main research focus is on Jeju’s coastal sediments.’

Seokyeong, who was still giving Bell a tummy rub, stood up. He quickly wiped his hand on his apron and held it out tentatively.

The woman shook his hand firmly. ‘As you may have guessed, I don’t take photos of people, but of rocks.’

Seokyeong didn’t respond.

‘It doesn’t matter how great a photographer you are, you won’t know what I’m looking for. Your studio sits on a columnar joint – those prism-shaped stacks of basalt you see at the base of the cliff. You must have noticed them—? But as to which aspects of the rocks I’m interested in, and what angle to shoot them from, you would be clueless. That’s what I meant. That you don’t know how to take photos for academic fieldwork.’

‘It’s still photography. There are no photos our sajangnim can’t take!’ Jebi insisted.

‘Jebi, enough.’ Seokyeong shook his head discreetly at her.

The woman fixed Jebi with an amused stare. It wasn’t dismissive or angry; she was simply observing her.

Seokyeong grabbed Jebi’s hand and pulled her out into the garden, so that they were standing under the palm trees. Through the window, they could see the woman looking at the photos in the gallery.

‘Jebi-ya, what’s got into you?’

Jebi pointed to his T-shirt. ‘You can simply study his photos and learn, right?’

Seokyeong looked down at the grinning Stephen Gertz on his chest and shook his head. ‘I can’t.’

‘What?’

‘None of his photography was ever used for research papers, nor has he ever photographed a rock.’

Jebi’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘Really?’ She pondered this for a moment, and then flashed a grin. ‘Okay, then learn it now.’

‘Huh?’

‘You can’t let a customer go like this!’ Jebi rubbed her index finger and thumb together, indicating that there was money to be made. ‘Get her to teach you. And tell her you’ll offer her a discount. It’s no loss to us: we don’t have any shoots planned today.’

‘What am I supposed to ask her to teach me? How to take photos?’

‘Fine. If you can’t work out what to say to her, I’ll do it myself.’ Jebi grabbed his arm and looked into his eyes. ‘Don’t forget that the first floor still belongs to the bank.’

While this whispered conservation was going on, the woman had sat down and begun playing with Bell. The puppy pressed her paws on the woman’s shoes and wagged her tail vigorously.

‘What’s her name?’ Stroking Bell’s head, the woman looked up as the two of them returned.

‘Bell,’ Jebi answered.

‘As in jingle bells?’

‘Nope. It’s Jeju dialect for “byeol” – star,’ Seokyeong explained.

It was the first time Jebi had heard this and she felt a stab of jealousy. The woman had only been here five minutes and already she was hearing important secrets.

Seokyeong had seemed to relax a little with the small talk. He walked over to the woman, shooing Bell away. ‘I’m sorry, but we just don’t loan equipment here. It’s a matter of principle,’ he said.

‘I see.’ The woman stood up to take her leave when Seokyeong, smiling shyly, stepped in front of her.

‘But I can offer you a discount . . . if you teach me how to take the photos you need.’

‘I don’t understand. Why would you . . . when you’re already a professional . . .?’ The woman looked in turn at Seokyeong and then his certificate on the wall, clearly surprised by his request.

‘Professional or not, I need to make a livelihood too.’ He rubbed his neck in embarrassment.

‘I can’t give you much. I’m still a graduate student . . . and my area of research isn’t well-funded.’

Jebi quickly brought out their price list.

The woman nodded. ‘An outdoor shoot, with a fifty per cent discount. Okay?’

‘Thirty per cent,’ Jebi interjected.

The woman jutted out her chin and looked at Jebi. ‘Forty.’

‘Thirty-five.’

The customer sighed and glanced at her watch. ‘Fine. But I’ll need you to carry my equipment.’

 

Stowed in the boot of the woman’s car was a large plastic container, the kind used for moving house. Inside was an assortment of tools including a hammer, various electronic devices, and a helmet. The geologist transferred everything into a backpack and stuffed it into Seokyeong’s arms.

‘I’m studying the formation of sand dunes and columnar jointing, specifically on this side of Jeju Island. I’d just finished taking photos of the dunes when I slipped and dropped my camera. All I need now are photos of the columnar joint below your studio. I also want to get a panoramic view of the landscape, so let’s head to the breakwater first.’

Seokyeong put the backpack in the SUV before returning to the photo studio for his own gear. Though they weren’t doing an underwater shoot, he packed his GoPro too, along with its waterproof housing.

As the white SUV cruised down the hill, Jebi lowered her window slightly, allowing the dry autumn air to seep into the car. Pretending to look at the scenery, she stole a quick glance at Seokyeong.

Since the freediving shoot, something had changed between them. Her feelings for him had begun to evaporate. Her encounter with her ex may have had something to do with it. But that wasn’t the entire reason. Seokyeong was different somehow. Jebi suspected the old man who had visited later that night was responsible. Every time she looked at the portrait of the ex-detective hanging on the wall, she was more convinced.

His visit had shifted something in the photo studio.

 

At the breakwater, the geologist climbed out of the car and stretched. From where they stood, across the bay they could clearly make out the photo studio and the columnar jointing it sat on.

It was the first time Jebi had looked at the little building from this vantage point, and her heartbeat quickened. She felt as if she was about to witness something wondrous.

‘I need you to take photos of everything.’ The geologist raised her finger, swiping it from left to right, indicating the entire length of the cliff, which stretched for at least two hundred metres along the coast.

From here, the cliff looked somewhat like the cross-section of a cake. A blueberry cheesecake with green tea powder sprinkled on top, Jebi thought.

‘Evidence of basaltic lava flows has been found over there.’

‘Basalt . . . what?’ Seokyeong and Jebi looked blankly at the geologist.

‘Basaltic lava. Basically, there are signs that lava once flowed in that area, and formed the basalt you see right now,’ she explained. ‘Take a few panoramic shots here, please,’ she instructed, waving her arms. ‘Then we’ll head back over there to take close-ups and collect samples. That’s pretty much all there is to geology fieldwork – we walk, observe, then we gather rocks to take back for analysis.’ The woman was sounding increasingly excited. ‘After this, I’ll have to return to my lab to investigate the composition of the rock, starting with cutting out a thin cross-section.’

‘A cross-section?’

‘Yes. I’ll carve out a nought-point-nought-three-of-a-millimetre slice of the rock, so that I can mount it on a glass slide and view it under the microscope. That work will be the basis of the paper.’

‘A research paper?’ Jebi jumped in to ask. ‘So will my boss’s name also be mentioned? Like a photo credit?’

Seokyeong’s face reddened. ‘Jebi, hush!’

‘Of course you’ll be credited. Especially as you’ve given me such a generous discount,’ the geologist promised.

Following her instructions, Seokyeong took one shot after another. Even through the viewfinder, it was a breathtaking landscape.

The geologist peered over his shoulder to look at the LCD screen. Her eyes widened. ‘Wow. I didn’t think photos for fieldwork could look like this. The composition, the lighting. Amazing.’ Seokyeong’s ears and neck flushed and he hurried to change the topic. ‘But . . . what’s the purpose of these photos? Where are the signs of lava you were talking about?’

‘Right here.’ She pressed the button to zoom in on the photo. ‘Look at these beautiful patterns. Lava flows created the intersecting shapes. Look at this reddish layer at the bottom. The gently undulating surface suggests a smooth lava flow. Above it, the lava must’ve flowed more rapidly. Weathering by the winds over a long period of time, also helps form the patterns. Imagine! Once upon a time, red hot lava flowed all the way from there’ – the geologist turned to indicate the wide stretch of coastline – ‘to way over there!’

‘It’s so odd to think of it flowing through our village,’ Jebi murmured. ‘I knew that Jeju is a volcanic island, but still . . .’

‘The land the village sits on probably came into existence around 530,000 years ago,’ the geologist added. ‘After the fiery lava from a volcanic eruption cooled to form the rocks.’

‘Woah, I’m glad I wasn’t around back then.’ Jebi laughed.

‘For sure. But the same thing could happen again, at any time. It’s entirely possible.’

At her firm tone, the two of them looked at each other in alarm.

‘Technically, Hallasan is an active volcano. It’s been quiet for the past one thousand years, but from the earth’s perspective that’s the blink of an eye.’ She chuckled.’

The three of them walked shoulder to shoulder along the breakwater back to the car.

In the backseat, the geologist leant comfortably against the headrest and looked out of the window. The seaside village rolled past. In the fields, an old man was using a sickle to cut back silver grass that was encroaching on his crop of carrots.

‘Volcanic eruptions don’t only bring disaster,’ she said. ‘They create life too, giving the fields their fertile soil. Without them, this village wouldn’t exist, and neither would our paths have crossed today.’

 

They parked the car and walked the remaining way to the base of the cliff. Seokyeong and Jebi trudged heavily across the rocks with the equipment on their backs, while the geologist moved ahead with light steps. But as they got closer to the columnar joints, she slowed down, hunching over to observe every nook and cranny, to the point where Seokyeong and Jebi began to get frustrated. To their eyes, the rocks were all the same, but she didn’t seem to think so.

After a while, the woman straightened her back and turned towards them. ‘I need some photos of this section here.’

‘You found something?’ Jebi stifled a yawn.

Seokyeong, who had the camera to his eye, turned in the direction the geologist was pointing.

‘Can’t you see? Near sea level, there’s a block-like sajilcheung.’

‘A . . . what?’

Seokyeong moved closer – and his feet plunged into the water. Jebi was impressed when he didn’t flinch, and that he’d had the foresight to bring the waterproof housing for the camera.

‘Here, get one of this layer of sand deposits,’ the geologist said. She walked carefully to where Seokyeong stood. ‘And here are the mud deposits – the orange-brown nijilcheung. And this stratum with a purplish glint. Come closer and look carefully. You can see there’s a thin layer of volcanic ash mixed inside. Wait.’ She stiffened. ‘Isn’t this a fossil? Oh my god!’

‘A fossil?’ Jebi, who had been photographing the scene with the RX0, moved closer to take a look.

The geologist’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you taking photos of me? Why?’

‘She’s my apprentice, I hope you don’t mind.’ Seokyeong dipped his head slightly.

‘Oh, a student?’ With that, the woman turned her attention back to the fossil. ‘Mmm, there appear to be a few longish lines . . . What could it be? A sea snake?’ the geologist muttered to herself as she ran her fingers over the rock.

Jebi scooted closer still. She tilted her head in thought and, suddenly, the answer flashed across her mind. ‘I know!’ she cried. ‘I know what this is!’

The other two turned around, looking dubious.

‘A mulkkureok! It’s an octopus!’

‘An octopus?’

The geologist peered at the fossil again.

Seokyeong moved his lens closer, adjusting the focus.

‘Well, the lines are long, and look, they do seem to get thinner towards the tip . . . and can you see these round patterns? Don’t you think they look like suckers. Jebi could be right! I bet it’s a giant octopus!’

‘I think you’re right! Sajangnim, photos, please!’ The woman clapped her hands in delight. While Seokyeong was busy photographing the fossil, she took out her phone and began typing furiously. As she scrolled through the relevant research she’d pulled up online, she let out a cry of joy. ‘An octopus fossil is super rare!’

Jebi’s heart was pounding. Maybe this geological – or was it zoological? – discovery would make her famous. She imagined scoring interviews on the news and meeting the big names of academia. She’d better insist that they film the interviews at Hakuda Photo Studio as a backdrop. That’d bring the customers in.

Seokyeong tilted his head. ‘An octopus, really? How does such a fragile, malleable life-form leave a trace in the hot lava?’

‘There’s a famous ammonite fossil of a mollusc from the Jurassic period and octopuses are molluscs to. If the animal is rapidly buried in sediment, it’s not impossible.’

Marking the area to return to later, the expedition continued on over the rocks.

 

‘Sajilcheung . . . nijilcheung . . . sand . . . clay . . . Amazing. I thought the rock was just basalt.’ Seokyeong paused to wipe his forehead with his handkerchief.

‘Well, we aren’t just humans, right? Same for rocks. Look here. The wall is uneven, with layers jutting out, yes? That happens when the upper layers shift horizontally, pulling in a different direction from the lower layers. And see these glittery bits? Under a microscope, you’d be able to tell that it’s pyroxene – a mix of minerals including magnesium, iron, titanium. There’s a high possibility that this is a special kind of basalt, called olivine.’

Jebi and Seokyeong just stared at the geologist.

‘Come, let’s climb!’ Nimbly, the geologist started clambering up the basalt cliff. Stuffing their cameras into backpacks, Seokyeong and Jebi followed.

From afar, it had looked like a bare rock face, but, in between the layers, vegetation was growing.

‘Isn’t it amazing that there are pockets of soil in between the rocks? They’re formed during a break in volcanic activity. This cliff isn’t just a single layer of basalt created during one eruption.’

Jebi’s thoughts drifted. She was envious of the geologist’s knowledge, her ability to identify the rocks with a single glance. Was it also possible to look at a person and do the same?

Who am I exactly? Jebi found herself wondering. A woman in my twenties. A failed mother. A photography assistant. Like the rock, she was more than just one thing.

Jebi shook herself out of her thoughts.

‘No way! Trachyte in between the tuff? Please photograph this section.’ The geologist squatted down while Seokyeong zoomed in. ‘Wait. Let me put this here.’ She took out a fifteen-centimetre metal ruler and placed it next to the rock.

‘Oh. You need to know the size?’

‘Of course. This is scientific research. Everything needs to be quantified and measured,’ she said. ‘Wait, I should collect a sample too.’

With a hammer and chisel, she knocked a chip off the trachyte. Jebi photographed the process, finding it inspiring to see someone so fully focused on their work.

‘It must be really cool when a group of academics gets together to discuss their research.’ Jebi spoke softly. ‘No matter how difficult the terminology is, everyone will understand each other.’

‘Not exactly.’ The geologist sighed as she chipped at the rock. ‘When we present our work to colleagues, we might as well be talking to a computer – the data and figures need to be absolutely accurate and robust, so that they won’t be questioned. As for terminology, you have to speak in the language that the computer understands. If not, you either get an error or it just stops working. Or maybe even explodes.’

As she slipped the rock samples into yellow cotton bags, a wide grin spread across her face.

Jebi hurriedly captured the moment, responding to a nudge from Seokyeong.

Her boss was scrolling through the photos he’d taken. The black-spotted rock looked so plain, dull even. Until now, he’d mostly taken photos of humans, who smiled, or at least wore some kind of expression. But basalt was just basalt. Even landscape photos of the sea or forests had more life than these; some kind of mood or atmosphere.

Stephen Gertz flashed into his mind. Seokyeong had thought he was giving his utmost for the shoot, yet he didn’t really know what he was taking photos of. If the geologist hadn’t been there to guide him, he would’ve been unable to find meaning in these shots.

His thoughts turned to the woman who had commissioned the shoot. Why had she chosen to study rocks? What happiness was there to gain – and for whom? – by understanding how sand dunes and columnar jointing were formed?

Or is it knowledge that everyone should have?

Seokyeong hesitated for a moment. ‘Don’t you get bored looking at rocks? What made you interested in such things?’

‘ “Such things”?’ The woman looked up.

Seokyeong turned the LCD screen towards her. ‘Look. There’s no background in this photo, no expression . . .’

‘What do you mean “no background”? And how is there no expression?’ The geologist’s eyes flashed. With a hammer in one hand and a chisel in the other, she looked a little intimidating.

Baffled, Seokyeong looked to Jebi, who rolled her eyes at him for having put his foot in it. She seemed to be siding with the geologist.

‘What . . .?’ His voice trailed off.

‘The background is the time and era, of course. I told you that the magma spewed out of the volcano some 530,000 years ago, right?’

Next to her, Jebi was nodding.

‘And what do you mean rocks have “no expression”? Can’t you see that this one is standing stiffly, upright and unmoving?’ She reached out a hand and touched the rock. ‘With eyes like yours, however did you win that photography award?’

‘Hey, don’t be so mean.’ Jebi nudged her.

‘Okay, I’m sorry,’ the geologist said. ‘But to claim that rocks are expressionless – well, it’s not a very nice thing to say to a geologist.’

Jebi nodded.

The rocky path up the cliff had become narrower, so the two women set off again in single file.

Left behind, Seokyeong stood scratching his head. He’d forgotten that photography at its heart was a quest to understand the subject. Everything that had been going on had made the most basic and important things slip his mind. I should meet more customers and put more care into listening to their stories, he resolved. Shaking his head to snap out of his thoughts, he followed behind, taking a few shots of the women ahead of him as he went.

 

Their fieldwork shoot ended just as the sun set over the darkening blue sea.

The geologist checked over her samples before slinging the bag over her shoulders.

‘Here, I’ll help you.’ Seokyeong held out his hand, but the geologist put out her palm to decline the offer.

‘I’ll carry this myself. These are important.’

Her stomach growled loudly just then, making the three of them jump.

Jebi averted her face as she tried to stifle her laughter.

‘Join us for dinner before you go,’ Seokyeong said, mildly.

‘I don’t have that kind of money. After paying for the shoot, I’ll need to tighten my belt this month,’ the geologist said, as she adjusted her backpack strap.

‘We’re going to eat, and it’s just an extra pair of chopsticks. Please, have some food before you leave,’ Seokyeong said, as he strode ahead.

‘Yeah, join us.’ Jebi smiled, slipping her arm through the geologist’s, and the woman hesitated for only a fraction longer before nodding.

The three of them walked back to the car together, each carrying a bag.

‘Usually, we offer our customers a viewing party after the shoot.’ Jebi was chattering away to fill a prolonged silence.

‘A viewing party?’

‘Yeah, that’s what we call it– we create a slideshow of the photos for the guests to watch, and serve a delicious meal.’

‘That sounds amazing! I’d love to do it next time.’

‘We can do it today,’ Seokyeong said, abruptly.

‘Oh, but I don’t have the—’

‘It’s okay. You taught me how to take fieldwork photos. Think of it as payment in kind. I’m also curious to see how the photos turn out.’

 

Back at the photo studio, the three of them quickly freshened up. The geologist took off her wide-brimmed hat and, after washing her face, she put on a hairband stitched with a crystal gemstones.

As Jebi cleaned a batch of sea urchins the haenyeos had given her, and the geologist chopped the vegetables for the bibimbap, Seokyeong sat down in front of his computer.

He had been about to start picking out the best photos, as usual, when he paused. He wasn’t the right person to go through them: he didn’t have the eye for it. This was something that the geologist had to do for herself, back at her lab.

Happily, he returned to the kitchen where he cleaned some top shells that he’d picked with Dongwon on his day off and then, oblivious to the tangerine-coloured sun dipping below the horizon outside, the three of them sat at the table and enjoyed the food. The sea urchin bibimbap was delicious, but the top shell soybean paste stew was a masterpiece.

Only when she had finally put down her spoon did the geologist look out of the window. Rubbing her full belly, she leant back comfortably into her chair. ‘Wow. This place is great. It’d be nice to have a dissertation defence party here.’

‘Dissertation defence party?’

‘Yeah. The final interview of a PhD is notoriously difficult, so people often hold a party when they pass. But I don’t really have anyone I’m close to at the university . . .’

‘Why not?’ Jebi asked, as she began clearing the plates.

The geologist stood up to help. ‘I’m not local, unlike the other students. They’re always cracking jokes in the local dialect. I think they see me as someone who’s just passing through.’

‘You plan to settle down on the island?’ Seokyeong asked, as he folded the dishcloth and wiped the table.

‘I’m not sure yet. Well, if I can get a job. But everyone else is probably thinking the same thing.’

 

‘It’s your turn.’ Jebi turned to Seokyeong as she stacked the plates in the sink.

‘Again?’ Seokyeong picked up the dishcloth and sighed as Jebi pulled a face at him.

While Seokyeong handled the dishes, Jebi opened the windows to let in some fresh air. Then she pushed open the door too.

Bell ran out with a pleased ‘Wuff!’ She was sniffing enthusiastically at the ground when she suddenly turned and barked properly. Someone was walking up the hill.

Jebi smoothed down her apron, wondering who was visiting at this hour. The person’s silhouette sharpened.

It was a middle-aged man in a stylish shirt. He looked European.

‘Oh my god.’ Jebi was completely thrown. ‘Wait. Just a minute. Please,’ she said in halting English. She ran into the kitchen. ‘S-S-Sajangnim! He’s outside!’

‘Who?’ Seokyeong turned around, holding his hands up, washing up gloves still on.

With a shaking finger, Jebi pointed at his T-shirt. ‘Him! The person on your shirt!’

‘What are you talking about?’ Seokyeong turned back to finish rinsing the bowls.

Meanwhile, the stranger had walked into the shop. ‘Excuse me?’ he called out.

Jebi took out the camera in her pocket and started snapping shots of Seokyeong’s bulging eyes, his slack-jawed expression, the running tap behind him. In his shock, he almost lost his balance, his arms flailing. It was as if a hole had opened in mid-air and he was being sucked into another dimension.

Gotcha! I’ll be able to tease him about this for the rest of his life. Jebi grinned.

 

‘He says he’s on holiday. The civil war he was covering has ended.’

The geologist was acting as an interpreter for Jebi’s sake; Seokyeong’s English was good.

But how does she know that I can’t speak English? Do I look stupid? Jebi was a little put out, but she kept quiet. She would hate to miss out on what Stephen Gerz had to say.

‘W-why are you here?’ Seokyeong had stammered as he tried to pull the damp gloves from his hands. They hadn’t wanted to come off, so he’d ended up pulling them down inside out.

The man shrugged. ‘My feet brought me here.’

‘C-can we offer you some dinner?’

‘I ate. I’m looking for a place that will serve me a drink. I followed the waves and walked until the sun began setting. It’s been a long time since I last saw the sea.’

‘Then drink here. Let’s all have a drink together,’ Jebi said, making the gesture of knocking back shots while giving Seokyeong a meaningful glance.

Seokyeong’s eyes widened.

Without waiting for a response, Jebi guided Stephen to the table next to the window.

‘Lovely!’ Stephen exclaimed, as he settled into the chair with a smile.
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Author’s Note

I was nine when I moved to Jeju Island, and I lived there until I was eleven.

The language, the environment, everything was unfamiliar. I remember feeling very scared. But I soon made friends. I started picking up the dialect and joining my new friends playing in the sea. We picked top shells and foraged for barnacles along the basalt coast. In the afternoon, the ajusshis would come to the coast to pick up their haenyeo wives after they had finished their work for the day. They’d hoist their tewaks, with the heavy nets filled with an assortment of conches and abalones, onto their tractors or motorbikes and return home .. .

I still remember my neighbours. The people of Jeju were always busy, working out at sea, on the farms and at home. Yet everyone was friendly and shared their time (and snacks) generously with us neighbourhood kids. When I think back to those times, the Jeju that comes to mind is always sunny and warm. The shimmering waters, the fluffy clouds above the horizon, the breathtaking landscape.

Hakuda Photo Studio is my love letter to the island, the home I love and miss very much. The Giant Octopus village is a fictional village, but I have referenced real places and sights in Jeju. I hope that this book will offer some comfort from the daily grind, and encourage people to reflect on their lives and create new memories. Welcoming readers to the village feels as though I’m inviting guests over to a house I’ve built. I imagine people stepping into Hakuda Photo Studio to look at the framed photos in the gallery, taking a walk around the village, and snapping photos of the beautiful sand dunes by the coast.

Dear reader, thank you for picking up this book. I hope it brings you joy, and that your days are filled with peace and good health.
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Note: The following research paper was an excellent reference for Chapter 10: ‘Geology and Volcanic Activities of Wollabong-Gunsan, the Oldest Twin Volcanoes in Jeju Island’, Koh, Gi Won et al., Journal of the Geological Society of Korea (2021), 57(2), 141–64.
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