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What kind of woman would abandon her children?
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I heard that my mom was born in 1959. When I was around 30 years old, I suddenly became curious about her name. Now, 10 years later, I can't remember how I found out her name, probably because I didn't check our family documents. Her name is a precious one, "Jeon **." I thought it was a somewhat straightforward name, and I had a feeling that her parents probably liked money. Although they would be my grandparents-in-law, I have never met them.

My first memory is of riding on a bus with my grandmother, sitting on her back as she carried a bag full of market goods. Looking around the bus, I remember the pitying glances of the other passengers, as if they thought I was a pitiful child. This memory seems to have shaped my self-image and my perception of my life as a whole. I was always the "pitiful child," skinny and underfed, growing up in an eldest uncle’s house in the poor countryside. My biological mother left me and my older brother behind without even properly transferring guardianship before I was even a year old, taking all the money and valuable possessions in the house and running away. All this being said, this is the judgment of a good grandmother who conformed to the patriarchal system and ruined her son by siding with him without standards and without proper guidance. However, later, when I grew up and pulled out the papers, I realized that my parents had gotten a consensual divorce.

At the time, my biological mother was 22 years old, and my father was probably around 26 or 27 years old. Leaving my brother and me, my biological mother, who was perfectly good looking, walked out of my life. Before I was even two years old, I was abandoned and left to fend for myself, and the suffering of my life began. Although I don't remember it, I can't help but think that my basic emotions were shaped by my biological mother's uncertainty about whether or not to give birth to me.

My brother and I were left behind in this way, and our father was a dependent person who didn't know how to take care of himself and had a patriarchal mindset. Even though he was young, my father acted strangely like an old man from an early age. He drank, shouted, and picked fights with people, unable to control himself. As a young child, I probably cried because I was hungry and uncomfortable with my mother's absence. I cried without realizing how it would affect those around me. But isn't it too much to expect an infant to consider the circumstances around them? How my father treated me back then was revealed as a joke fifteen years later. He said, laughing, "She was crying so loudly that I slapped her on the cheek, and she stopped crying. " My dad, who would tell my stepbrother, who was five years younger, about how he abused me when I was crying because I lost my mother and was hungry. The person who treated me in that way was my own father. 

I was heartbroken and sad all day long. However, I couldn't cry out loud. People said it was too sad to see me crying. They said I just shed tears without making any sound. I didn't know why I developed this habit of crying like that, but writing this now makes me wonder if it wasn't the case before that day. A poor baby, losing her mother and being hungry, becoming the target of her father's anger and even being hit, learning that crying only leads to more pain. Maybe that's why I've lived a life where I couldn't even say that I was struggling, no matter how difficult it was. Some might call it an exaggeration, but who knows.
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A child without a mom
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My biological mother walked out of my life that way. And my father, they say, became a wreck because of it. Was he never really that mean of a person to begin with? Can something that wasn't there in someone come out? Someone who hits women and breaks things because life isn't going his way, who does it every day, who smashes the phone in front of their young child for not answering it, who pours oil on his wife's clothes and sets them on fire because he is dissatisfied, who smashes glasses against the wall and throws the pieces everywhere if he gets angry, who flips the dinner table over if he is in a bad mood, who looks kindly upon their child if he likes them but glares at them if he doesn't, who tears up his wife's clothes and throws her into the water if he gets angry. What lives inside such a person? I realized that the father I met in the world was such a person after I turned thirty. Why? Because I had been brainwashed from an early age to think that he was the one who was pitiable, so I couldn't see him clearly.

After being left alone and getting beaten by my father for several days, my grandmother took me away. She took me to her home, a house in a poor countryside village where they had to bear the burden of farming, raising four children, and performing thirteen ancestral rites every year. In the midst of my grandmother's difficult life, I grew up timidly, with the constant hatred and dissatisfaction of my eldest uncle’s wife.

As I've gotten older, I've realized that many of the things I've experienced since I was young were a result of my parents not fulfilling their proper roles. My dad left me in the eldest uncle’s house and only visited once every few years, and because my mom wasn't there, I was constantly ridiculed and spoken to disrespectfully by the eldest uncle’s house family, their close acquaintances, and the people in my neighborhood. Growing up like that, I also began to speak to people in a disrespectful manner. During my young age, where I was treated no better than a stray kitten found on the street - with no proper bathing or feeding - my eldest uncle’s wife never looked at me kindly and always begrudged what I ate. She acted as though everything I used or consumed was a waste. And as a result, I find myself unable to buy things for my own sake or use money wisely.

One morning when I was around 5 years old, I woke up and touched the flashlight next to me. It seemed to have turned on while I was asleep. My eldest uncle’s wife, who happened to be passing by, immediately ran over and hit me as hard as she could. I had lice in my hair and grime on my skin because no one was washing me. No one had ever touched me with a gentle hand or looked at me with kind eyes. I wore clothes that had been passed down from my older cousins, but sometimes my sympathetic aunts would buy me new ones.

In a certain novel, a young girl enters a certain household where there are two female owners. One treats her like a daughter, while the other treats her like a servant, causing the girl to develop a split identity where she grew up half as a servant and half as a daughter.

Compared to my eldest uncle’s wife, my grandmother was really warm to me. When my grandmother passed away, a distant relative who had taken care of me when I was young said that my grandmother had treated me like "someone who doesn't exist in the Joseon Dynasty (It means a very precious)." I think she was sad because she felt like I would have been loved if I had a mom.

My grandmother treated me with great warmth, admiring my words and actions and affectionately petting me for no reason. She would hand me candy she received from her friend's house, and she always listened carefully to what I had to say. I think that if I have any tender emotions, it might be thanks to what I received from my grandmother. She never spoke ill of anyone or criticized them. However, it seemed that she sometimes went too far in accommodating her son, which caused a lot of dissatisfaction among her daughters-in-law.

My grandmother, even when she was lying in bed before passing away when I was 30 years old, told me to take some money from the closet and use it for my allowance if I needed it. At that time, my grandmother herself was secretly persecuted by my eldest uncle’s wife and spent her last days in pain. The uncle’s family was poor and ruined, and none of the children turned out well because their mother was mean.

I always thought I had a mom, so I was unable to recognize her absence. It was a fundamental problem in my life that I couldn't confront this fact. Nevertheless, I can say that if I had to choose one, among my biological mother, stepmother, two uncle’s wives, grandmother who emotionally took care of me, and aunts, I would consider my grandmother as my mother.

I recall what my landlady said when I was in high school, "It seems like she doesn't have a mother..." At that time, I thought, "What is she talking about? I have a mom..." Later, I realized that the foundation of my family was based on a lie, which created a lot of fear among us.
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Between mom and stepmom
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I think I met my stepmother around the age of 5. No, looking at my much younger half-brother, it seems like I was even younger. People referred to her as my mother. Just like an engraving, without any doubt or questioning, I believed that mother equals biological mother, the kind of mother other kids had. This belief has dominated my life intellectually and emotionally ever since. 

It was in my late 30s, after undergoing psychoanalysis, that I finally faced the truth that the woman was not my biological mother but my stepmother, who had exploited me throughout my life. I was not emotionally strong enough to accept that she had treated me maliciously precisely because she wasn't my biological mother. I was so crushed and lacking the courage to confront reality that I lived my life as a submissive, fulfilling external demands without a sense of independent and autonomous self.

The woman had prominent acne scars, large cheekbones, double eyelids, and a strong chin, giving her a very determined appearance. Despite being petite and slim, she lacked something that the rest of our family had—a warm and genuine aura. People would often compliment her beauty, but as a child, I found her acne scars somewhat off-putting. Of course, I remember trying to please my new mother by praising her beauty excessively.

The woman was also quite young. She was eight years younger than my father, and she must have been around 22 or 23 when she got married. I don't know the exact reasons why she married an unemployed man with two children, but I can vaguely sense some of the circumstances. However, I don't want to go into detail about all of that right now.

Their relationship, if I were to describe it, could be characterized as a toxic dynamic rooted in patriarchal values. My father, even when I started becoming aware, or even before that, in his late 20s or early 30s, acted like an old man from the neighborhood. He was always drunk, had a negative interpretation of his divorce, identified himself as a victim, was unproductive, blamed others, drank excessively to the point of losing control, engaged in gambling and fights, and was incapable of managing relationships. In short, he was a problematic figure. I don't know what my stepmother saw in him to marry him, but their relationship was tainted from the beginning with domestic violence, poverty, blame, and resentment.

Even when there were no children, she would go to her parents' house, pleading and begging to be taken back after being physically abused. Even after having children, the cycle of such a relationship repeated itself. However, she still hasn't been able to divorce him, coming in and out of the house. When the children come home, she seems to hope that they will rescue her from that hellish situation by venting out the persecution she has received from my father. But instead of accepting any of our helpful stories, she relentlessly insists that she is right and continuously defends my father by attributing his behavior solely to "alcohol."

However, despite that, it was always my father who brought up the idea of divorce, while my stepmother clung to him, pleading and refusing to get divorced. Their relationship is an endless cycle that has continued up until now.

Following in my grandmother's footsteps, I went back and forth between the eldest uncle’s family house, my cousin's temporary house, and my father and stepmother's newlywed home. Finally, as the time came for me to attend school, with my younger siblings and older brother already living in that household, I entered their home. Hungry, disliked, lonely, and feeling like an outsider, I eagerly anticipated the opening of a new world. I thought leaving the countryside meant I could finally go to school and escape the hardships. I didn't even know about the existence of kindergarten, as I used to play alone, drawing pictures on the ground. But now, I was going to the same school as everyone else! To meet my expectations, my grandmother used the money she earned from selling vegetables at the market to buy me a school bag.

However, when I entered that household, what awaited me was hell, and the gates of hell had opened.
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How hard and overwhelming life can be
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The phrase I often said when I was young, living in my stepmother's house, was "Why am I the only one being told to do things?" Looking back now, that statement is ridiculous. Instead of providing me with food, shelter, and education, their purpose and reason for taking me in were to help raise their own children, assist with household chores, and use me as cheap labor. I was the only one who didn't realize it.

At the age of 7, I had to take care of my younger sister who had a 7-year age gap. I had to wash her diapers by the stream, and even now, I have no idea where the stepmother went when she went out, but I had to take care of my crying baby sister all day long. While the stepmother's face seemed refreshing after her outings, I was at my wit's end, not knowing what to do with a baby crying all day long. That woman was heartless and devoid of kindness and without proper lines to keep.

The attitude of the stepmother towards me can be summed up in one phrase: "reckless abuse." Words like "personal" and "respect" were not in her dictionary. She violated boundaries, was rude, demeaning, demanding, and if things didn't go her way, no matter how well I did, she would criticize and manipulate me. She was violent, and in front of my father, she couldn't say a word in front of my dad and used me as a target for her anger.

She would secretly slap me or scratch my face with a towel depending on her mood. Each time, it felt like my breath was taken away, and I would freeze, unable to say a word. Just like always, I silently shed tears, with nowhere to turn. My father doted on me, but I was afraid of him. I felt that if I spoke up about her mistreatment, she would only unleash more violence upon me. It was a hell with no way out, a constant barrage of all the evils directed at me during my tender childhood. Even now, tears well up when I think of those sorrowful days. On those painful nights, I would cling to the backpack my grandmother had given me and cry myself to sleep. Life was hard and overwhelming.

I had nowhere to go, and since I regarded the psychologically abusive and manipulative stepmother as my biological mother, I believed that even if she used verbal and physical violence, I had to comply and do well. I performed the tasks she assigned me diligently, and during the nine years we lived together from elementary school to middle school, I was probably like a tightly controlled "soldier" in Sparta who dared not show any weakness. I couldn't afford to let my guard down. Insults and punishments would come flying if I did. If I braided my sister's hair even slightly carelessly, without fail, I would be berated. However, I never experienced considerate treatment, so how could I possibly reciprocate with care? I lacked the energy. Ironically, she never patted me on the head because she thought I was dirty, because I had lice on my head and she was clean. Such a tense life as a "soldier" kept me on edge, and it seems to have become a part of my personality. People say that even at the age of 40, I still appear overly tense, and when I enter organizations like a company, no matter how well I perform, I feel criticized.

My father is incompetent, lacks a stable job, and vents his stress onto those around him, making life difficult for my stepmother and tormenting the family. He always criticized relatives who were doing well and living comfortably, while believing that everyone in the household should help him. However, when faced with those relatives directly, I witnessed my father's inability to utter a single word, and it made me realize the stark contrast between his outer appearance and inner weakness. Perhaps my own inability to express emotions openly and honestly, which led to being punished and suppressed by my stepmother, was influenced by observing my father's contradictory behavior.

Having to constantly suppress my true emotions and pretend to appease my parents due to the fear of being criticized and berated, I gradually became engulfed in darkness. I would have rather been hungry and neglected, living in the eldest uncle’s house where there was no one to bathe me and my body was covered in filth. The nine years in my stepmother's house left me utterly exhausted. I not only performed emotional labor, but also had to herd goats morning and evening, style my sister's hair, run errands for the household, and even deliver groceries from afar to please my stepmother. It also had to have a consequence, as if this parent was actually doing something educational for me. They hoped that my academic success would serve as a remedy for their own inferiority complex, and if my grades were poor, my father would blame and criticize me.

When I think about it, how could I possibly focus on studying in a house filled with constant yelling, violence, and destruction of belongings, where anxiety and fear pervaded every moment? Yet, they demanded it of me. They wanted me to excel in my studies so that they could feel like good parents. So, from the age of 11, I studied until midnight. I felt dizzy and exhausted. Living in the countryside meant walking for over an hour to get to school. As I reached higher grades, I had to ride my bicycle, carrying my younger sister, crossing mountains and streams. They wanted me to be the perfect daughter who achieved top marks while also assisting with household chores and bringing praise from teachers and people around us. At least, that's how it felt to me.

They expected so much from me, yet they offered so little in return. They merely provided me with food and shelter. They didn't buy me nice clothes or create favorable conditions for me. We lived in the village community center until I reached fourth grade. They struggled just to clothe and feed me, expecting that to be the highest form of repayment. They hoped to gain something significant from me without giving anything in return. They had already drained my labor, time, and energy, taking the results without any compensation, all the while resenting and despising me. They saw me as nothing more than a tool.

In hindsight, it seems like the people in the neighborhood knew about all of this. Maybe it was around fifth grade when the village leader once came to our house and asked for my parents, saying that he wanted to raise me because I was a good and studious child. At the time, I brushed it off with a smile, but now I wonder if it wasn't sincere. The adults in the neighborhood pitied me, seeing how I was being exploited while barely being able to catch my breath from work and studying.
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Illiterate
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Until I entered elementary school, I was often alone, playing in an eldest uncle’s house, and I was illiterate. Sometimes, I would stay in a small house where my old cousin lived, accompanying my grandmother to the city. My grandmother made a living by selling crops at the market. While waiting for my cousins to come back from school, I would draw pictures on the ground, trim cat fur, and play with the neighboring brothers of the same age. We even dug up sweet potatoes from the ground. However, they didn't really like me.

About an hour's drive into the winding roads from the center of city, there is a place called "Jirye" that is now famous for its black pork. From there, after another 30 minutes of winding along narrower roads, you arrive at the eldest uncle’s house. Getting off the bus, you have to climb uphill for another 20 minutes, situated at the foot of a mountain where there are no villages or houses in sight. Back then, I didn't realize it, but looking back now, it was truly a secluded place.

Life there was dull. Although there were younger girls in the lower neighborhood to play with, somehow I didn't fit in well. Even from a young age, it seemed like my social skills were lacking, I was judged for my behavior that people didn't like. It wasn't necessarily because of how my grandparents raised me, but rather, was it something inherent in my personality? I would often blame myself and feel guilty.

––––––––
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AS SOMEONE ILLITERATE, I hoped for a day when I would somehow be able to read and understand words like magic. When my 5-year-old cousin came back from school, I would show him the characters I had created on the ground and ask him what he thought the meaning was. Having never attended kindergarten or preschool, I had no knowledge of the language or grammar that people had agreed upon. 

People said that sometimes I would interpret situations arbitrarily, unrelated to the context. The results of psychological tests also confirmed that. I wondered if it was because I had been isolated and alone during my early childhood. Psychoanalysts claim that 60% of the human mind is formed by the age of three, and by the age of six, it reaches 95% formation. They emphasize that the period up to five years old is crucial and that relationships are formed by imitating and learning from interactions during that time. However, during that period, I had very little interaction and was isolated.

I escaped from the identity of someone illiterate when I entered elementary school. As I was growing up, my father remarried and had half-siblings, but he couldn't find any stable work and ended up immersed in gambling, alcohol, and a series of accidents, ultimately reaching rock bottom. Reluctantly, I wonder if the reality of having to raise and educate four children had some influence on him. He found a job in Taebaek, and it turned out
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