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A Note from Alice

I love Seoul and the people in it, so I have tried to be accurate to the best of my ability – down to the endless nights out in Hongdae and the consumption of countless soju bottles. So please forgive my hazy memory if conversations aren’t word for word. People’s names and physical appearances have been changed for privacy.

To squeeze everything in, and avoid pages of pandemic banality, some events have been dramatised, re-ordered or combined. I wanted to show you as much about my life in Seoul as I possibly could. See these pages as the highlights; most of which are the very best days, and some are the very worst.

Enjoy.




Shut Up and Let’s Go

I told my family I was going to study Korean in Seoul for six weeks. They thought I was coming home afterwards. I was not.

As the Boeing A380 whirred into action, punching through the skies above London Heathrow Airport, I was in a panic.

My mind grasped for answers to the questions I was destined to face when my baffled family discovered the truth. If you’re taking a working holiday, why not frolic with elephants in Thailand like everyone else? Or pick fruit across farms in Australia? If you’re wanting to be a bit ‘alternative’, why not learn to surf on the swirling shores of Costa Rica and dabble in psychoactive drugs? But South Korea? Why have you gone there? Wait. Where even is South Korea?

To the people I’d grown up around, Korea was still a country ‘near China’, but with lots of wars, dog sanctuaries and leaders with funny haircuts. Parasite hadn’t swept the Oscars yet. Squid Game was years away from its release. K-pop boy group BTS were yet to reach the peak of their fame. Korean skincare wasn’t mainstream. There wasn’t a Korean barbecue restaurant popping up in every major English town.

So how could I possibly explain that a love of obscure South Korean TV was my reason for moving there, to this country halfway across the world? How could they possibly understand how important these TV dramas had become to me? Dramas that had become a secret refuge during my teenage years, and saved me at the perfect time.

Worlds away from the glamour of South Korea, my early teens had been corrupted by serious illnesses passed between close family members like a toxic baton in a gruelling relay race. While other teenagers were partying, learning to be ‘good sports’ and solving one of life’s great mysteries – how to kiss with the perfect amount of tongue – I’d been stuck in hospitals every weekend, deciding which green plastic chair, still wet with streaks of disinfectant, would be the most comfortable to sit in for the next six hours.

Isolated in rooms full of whining bleeps, fading relatives and reruns of The Lord of the Rings (the only films my aunt would watch), the traditional teenage experience always felt like a train hurtling along a different track. In my all-girls’ school, my classmates would turn up with the entire Apple ecosystem, while my Dell computer used to randomly try to cook itself. They had tanned legs and thin arms. I didn’t, fuelled by hospital chocolate biscuits and being crap at sport. I couldn’t join in their conversations about Britain’s Got Talent because I was never at home, or care about the biggest drama of the school year (when Sarah and George had sex in the school bike shed), even though it was all the entire year, every rugby player in Oxfordshire and even engineers working on satellites in space could talk about.

My classmates and I were fundamentally incompatible. When the word ‘tragedy’ was mentioned, I’d think of terminal breast cancer at thirty-four and my classmates would think of Justin Bieber’s new haircut. So I didn’t degrade myself by getting attached to gunky teenage boys or involve myself in the highs and lows of friendship groups and sleepovers. I couldn’t risk any drama. I had enough of that at home.

By 2013, six years before I moved to Seoul, I’d hit rock bottom. I was a broken record because the only thing I could talk about – apart from the origin of elves and orcs and the one ring to rule them all – was how, after everything, after the strain of all the hospital trips and then adopting my newly orphaned cousins, my dad had left my mum.

That was when I found my first South Korean drama. The thumbnail was waiting for me, lingering on Netflix in the corner of my clunky laptop screen. It had been there through my cousins moving in, being sent to boarding school at sixteen, and my parents’ divorce – ready to change the trajectory of my life.

Shut Up and Let’s Go was a coming-of-age TV show about a high school rock band’s rise from the Seoul underground music scene into the world of K-pop and world-leading entertainment conglomerates. I clicked on it because I wanted something different; I was too far removed to watch Gossip Girl like everyone else – and the main actor looked hot in the thumbnail. But with that choice, I opened a gateway to an unknown culture halfway across the world and, desperate for a distraction, I was instantly transfixed. The drama had an incredible soundtrack, good acting and some extremely attractive boys in it – despite some questionable hairstyles. But it was the backdrop of Seoul that really snatched my interest: the winding alleys, the stacked rooftop houses, late-night ramen in smoky snooker halls and the wild basement clubs.

I don’t know how to explain it other than I could feel the city pulsating through the screen, all the way into my dark dorm room in Wiltshire. It felt like a sign, showing me there was so much more to come. After years of setbacks and the feeling that life couldn’t get much worse, there was something to look forward to.

I knew that even if real-life Seoul was only a tenth of what the dramas portrayed, it was a completely different beast to any Western city I’d ever been to. It seemed to be the city of unfailing friendships, enthralling neon lights and beautiful boys. A place where I could reinvent myself. So I made myself a secret promise, one that would pull me through the rest of school and three years of university. I promised myself that I would escape to Seoul as soon as I could.

What I didn’t know was not only would I escape to Seoul, but I’d spend five years living there. In the most surprising turn of events, I’d fall into acting. I’d find myself in a relationship that mirrored every K-drama I was working on. I’d even meet and work with most of the main actors in Shut Up and Let’s Go.

All because of one click.

In 2019, at the age of twenty-two and with a shiny but completely useless geography degree in hand, I was finally doing it. But instead of excitement, nerves jangled around my head louder than the food trolley rattling towards me, and the clunk of the tray as it landed on my unfolded tray table.

I thanked the air hostess in a baby blue suit jacket, her hair swept up in a bun resembling the swirls of the Korean flag. My meal was a blob of white rice in one bowl, with beef strips and a rainbow of different veggies in another.

Opening the packaging with a pop, I started to eat each dish separately, as you would with Chinese or Indian food. I felt daggers from the man sitting next to me.

‘You mix it,’ said the man.

He was mid-thirties, in a crumpled blue polo shirt with lines of deodorant crust at the armpits and blond hair that was thinning at the sides. Making sure I was watching, he plopped his entire bowl of rice into the vegetables and meat and started enthusiastically mashing them together with a spoon.

Still uncertain, I did the same.

‘Now take this,’ he said, picking up a small red tube from his tray, about the size of his thumb. ‘Add as much as you want, and mix it again. Careful, though – it’s spicy.’

I squeezed the gritty red paste onto my finger and tried it. It was spicy, yes, but it had a sweetness and warmth I instantly loved.

I rolled the packaging in my fingers to see the name of the sauce so I could try to buy some. Little did I know it would be in every single meal I would eat for the next five years. Gochujang. A spicy red pepper paste that now seems to have every hipster eatery across the world in a vice-like grip.

‘Thank you,’ I said to my seatmate, my saviour.

He gestured to the food. ‘Do you like it? It’s bibimbap – my favourite.’

I took a mouthful and nodded. The rice was smoky and hot, with a slight pickled crunch from the vegetables. It was delicious. I thought if I ate bibimbap every day, I could be happy.

‘First time in Korea?’ he asked as he shovelled a heaped spoonful of mixed rice into his mouth, a shred of carrot dropping down onto his plastic tray with a soft thump.

I nodded again. ‘You?’

‘No,’ he said almost wearily. ‘I’m working out there.’

‘What do you do?’

‘Mechanic,’ he said. ‘For Hyundai.’

This piqued my interest. ‘Full time?’

He shrugged. ‘Kind of. I go back to the UK at weekends.’

‘Weekends?’ I asked, my eyebrows rising.

He took a sip of wine from his small plastic glass. ‘Every weekend.’

‘Why not stay in Korea?’ I hadn’t been there yet, but I couldn’t think of anything better than having an actual reason to leave the UK. And the thought of settling in Seoul, of living a life where I could truly be myself and talk endlessly about Korean dramas and obscure fictional rock bands, was all that I’d ever wanted. To reinvent myself somewhere I would fit in.

My seatmate flashed his phone’s lock screen in my direction, his mouth pressing into a thin line. A young woman and two curly-haired boys beamed back at me.

‘Ah,’ I said.

‘I land on Saturday mornings and fly back to Seoul every Sunday afternoon.’

‘Jesus,’ I said, doing the mental arithmetic in my head. That was twenty-two hours of flight time each week, to see his family for just over twenty-four hours.

‘Is it worth it?’ I asked.

He raised his bowl towards me. ‘For this bibimbap, yeah, it is.’

I grimaced, realising how personal a question I’d asked him. I had overstepped, carried away with excitement because he’d shown me it was possible. Perhaps I could find a permanent job in Seoul like he had, using it as an excuse to stay for ever. But I wouldn’t have long to do it: a year at most, before my working holiday visa expired.

There were so many more questions on the tip of my tongue: whether he was happy living in Seoul, or how he’d found his job there, or what visa he was on, but I could see how exhausted he looked. The bags under his eyes were like dark smudges of ink, his face stubbly.

‘I wish you the best of luck,’ I said.

‘Thanks,’ he said shortly, draining his glass of wine.

I returned to my bibimbap in silence, but I really meant it. I’m certain he’s never thought about me again, but every weekend flight I take from Korea to London, I look to see if he’s there.

He sighed. ‘Have you tried kimchi yet?’ he asked, probably as a peace offering so we didn’t have to awkwardly ignore each other for the next nine hours.

I inspected the white dish with a plastic roof on my tray, condensation clouding the contents. As I took the plastic off, a wave of fermented cabbage smell hit my nostrils.

My love affair with bibimbap? Instant.

But my love affair with kimchi, the national food of Korea, the country I was desperate to love as much as its dramas? The taste of lemony, fishy, fermented cabbage made my face crumple with dislike. ‘Yuck,’ I said.

He laughed, a soft chuckle. ‘You’ll get to love it.’

I smiled back, out of politeness more than anything. In my head, I strongly disagreed.

Years later, he was right.




A Guide for Your First Days in Seoul

As a self-proclaimed expert, this is my guide for what not to do in your first days living in Seoul. (Not speaking from personal experience or anything.)

1. Get lost and assume that Google Maps can save you.

2. Try to navigate the complex maze of Korean food delivery apps without a prized Korean credit card, permanent address, or having a tantrum.

3. Underestimate how many sets of stairs there are in Seoul and the surrounding areas. Into the subway? Stairs. Down to the platform? Stairs. Cute café? Eight flights of stairs. Need the toilet? Stairs. Steep street? Stairs. Crossing the road? Stairs. Need to sneeze? Stairs.

4. Fail to remember how to say ‘thank you’ as a random stranger kindly hoists your suitcase up the 295th flight of stairs that day as you nearly collapse in the Noksapyeong underpass.

5. Stay above Gyeongnidan-gil and decide not to order a taxi to help you carry your luggage from the station. This is a mistake because the hills above the Noksapyeong underpass are steep enough to host a downhill-skiing competition.

6. Throw up (as in physically vomit) on the street in front of your new landlord, having busted a lung dragging yourself and two suitcases up the aforementioned hills. She will think you are an alcoholic for the duration of your stay.

7. Choose to live in any room that is at street level, or a semi-basement with bars on the windows (very common in Seoul: have you even seen Parasite?). If you are staying in an Airbnb: Always. Check. Which. Floor. Basements or ground-floor apartments are often dark, damp and high risk: flood risk, pee risk, cockroach risk, all in the confines of what you could succinctly describe as ‘it’s giving prison’.

8. Stay in a quaint alley that turns out to be a popular wedding photoshoot spot. You will spend your entire visit hiding in fear as couples kiss and smush themselves against your (barred) living-room window.

9. Spare a glance at the old man who runs the hardware shop at the end of your street. He is so old he has wizened into the walls.

You will walk past every day and worry you will find him dead, or you will walk past every day and worry you’ll find him alive because he will spit on you every time without fail. (Not too much of a drama: his spit will never have much trajectory on it, and nine times out of ten he will get it on himself anyway.)

10. Depend on 7-Eleven, the twenty-four-hour holy grail, for every meal. Instant ramen (Korea’s Roman Empire) and kimbap (Korea’s answer to sushi) are surprisingly bloating, making your face blow up like an oversaturated noodle. This is an extraordinary feat given the calories burnt through your new-found mountaineering skills every time you leave the house and go, literally, anywhere.

11. Neglect to translate labels on household items from 7-Eleven. Most packaging in Korea is either pink and has flowers on it or is adorned with a photoshopped celebrity with glowing skin and a blank expression that has zero correlation to the product they’re promoting. Without translation, you might end up using industrial antibacterial wipes as make-up wipes, and make-up wipes as antibacterial wipes for a week before you realise why your eyes are red and swollen and your surfaces are moisturised and smelling like roses.

12. Speak to the nice people with good English outside Noksapyeong station who want to talk to you about Jesus. They are in a cult and you will never be seen again.

13. Sit in the old people seats at the ends of each carriage on the subway. Yes, even if they’re empty. Yes, even if there’s no one else around. This will mark you out as a tourist, and JUDGEMENT WILL BE UPON YOU (from everyone, not just the cult).

14. Drink a bottle of soju (surprisingly strong Korean alcohol that is drunk in every street corner, restaurant and bar in Seoul) and join every Facebook group in Korea in a bout of desperation and loneliness and despair that you might have made a massive mistake.

These may be sensible groups such as Expats in Korea and Expat Women in Seoul. These are acceptable.

They may also include Seoul Running Club, even though you have no intention of running, but their socials every weekend look fun. Or Anime Fans in Seoul, even though you’ve never watched anime, and haven’t discovered the brilliance of One Piece yet, but they do weekly screenings that also look fun. These groups are less acceptable. You do not belong.

The rock bottom is joining Young Mums in Seoul, even though you seem to repel men, can count the times you’ve had sex on one hand, and are definitely not pregnant, but the women look reassuringly friendly, and if they’re mums, they’ve got to be nice, right?

If joining these groups wasn’t bad enough, don’t then proceed to cross-post a drunken, poorly spelt paragraph on every single group, even Young Mums in Korea, about your extreme loneliness in Seoul (you’ve been there eight hours) asking if anyone in the Noksapyeong area wants to eat dinner with you that week so you can cry on their shoulder.

No one replies.

Just to reiterate, this list is purely hypothetical. Who would do all of that?




Pig

After twenty-four hours, I faced the problem which I believe to be a universal experience for all avid K-drama fans travelling to Seoul for the first time: there are no subtitles in real life.

From the moment I’d found Shut Up and Let’s Go, I’d diversified into Korean reality TV shows as well as dramas. Running Man was my favourite, a reality show where a mixture of K-pop idols, actors, sportsmen and comedians compete in a series of tasks each week, including being catapulted into swimming pools and dressing in the ugliest outfits known to man. It’s silly and it’s hilarious.

Throughout university, watching Running Man was my wellness equivalent of reading in bed at the end of the day, or a long, relaxing bath. It had become so familiar to me, so comforting, I’d completely forgotten it was in a different language. As I laughed each night, the subtitles at the bottom of the screen had faded away. I didn’t realise I was reading them. It was only when I got to Seoul, when I didn’t have that safety net of a translation, I realised I’d fucked up.

Given the amount of Korean TV I’d watched, should I have had a solid grasp of Korean? Absolutely.

But it seemed after five years of watching Korean TV, only two words had truly gone in: 괜찮아 (gwaen-chan-ha) ‘it’s okay’ and 파이팅 (pa-i-ting) ‘you can do it’. Neither of which were particularly useful, since I was not okay, and I could not do it.

A fly flailing in ointment, I had one last idea before I panicked, packed my suitcases and jumped into a taxi back to Incheon Airport, dismissing the whole excursion as a sixteen-year-old’s preposterous pipe dream. Korean food could save me. My one meal so far had been life-changing, and that had been aeroplane food. Finding a delicious meal, in my mind, became make or break.

Feeling a little worse for wear the morning after I arrived, I nervously asked my landlord for a local restaurant recommendation after I’d found her in the alleyway chasing off some fashionistas and photographers with a battered broom.

I had tried to find somewhere to eat on my own. But the Korean equivalents of Google Maps (Naver Maps and Kakao Maps) were all, understandably, in Korean, and I couldn’t understand a word. In 2019, neither could Google Translate. When it translated the first words of an online restaurant menu into ‘oven spaghetti jizz car’, I knew I needed help. Booked as a ruse, the six weeks at Korean language school couldn’t come soon enough.

My landlord, decked out in a plastic sun visor, sliders and bright pink harem pants, whipped out a pristine phone. Opening a translation app I didn’t recognise called Papago, she pointed me in the direction of a restaurant just fifty metres down the hill. Her favourite restaurant, as translated to me via text so gargantuan only four words fitted on the screen. And still she had to squint to see it.

‘What does the restaurant serve?’ I typed.

I got one large word back.

Pig.

‘Ka!’ she said, with a flick of her hand. It was my cue to leave before she tried to whack me with her broom too. The top of her permed head barely reached my shoulder, and she was easily in her seventies, but she had a wiriness that meant I knew if she smacked me with her broom, it would hurt.

(Spoiler: it did.)

As I trekked down the hill to the restaurant, a simple brick building with a faded red and blue sign, I realised my landlord had set me up for failure as soon as I saw the scuffed front door. It must have been her way of taking revenge on me for throwing up on her blue plastic slip-on shoes the day before.

Given that I was already overwhelmed by Korea, she couldn’t have recommended a more Korean place. It was a shoes off in the doorway, sitting on the floor, menu scrawled on the blackboard in completely illegible cursive handwriting type of place.

To distract myself from my spiralling, I’d spent an hour cramming Hangul (the Korean alphabet) on the plane. Out of all the Asian languages, Korean is the easiest to read and write. By the end of my flight, I knew how to read and pronounce most letters in the Korean alphabet; I just had no idea what they meant once they were slotted into words.

The menu therefore remained a mystery.

As the heavy smell of pickle wafted into my nose, I was confused as to whether I had walked into the interior of a restaurant or into someone’s living room. The walls were panelled with thick, dark wood. There was an ancient TV in the corner, vibrating with warbling Korean music. Above it, a small electric fan whirred noisily, its movements jerky as it fought to rotate just one last time.

From the two lines of permed black heads at the long table in the middle of the room, it seemed I had walked into a geriatric lunch club. The old ladies turned to look at me in unison as I froze in the doorway, their sentences left unfinished as they lapsed into silence, half-chewed food sitting still in their open mouths.

Before I could run and wallow in the darkness of my basement, I was ushered onto the scratchy green carpet by a very confused-looking waitress in a stained red apron. Inching my way down onto the floor, I banged my knee loudly on the low table, making the cutlery jump and clatter. The nearest old lady, in a flowery red shirt, shifted away from me. Another tutted.

My family has a theory on how to be successful when travelling for the first time in any country. You should be able to say hello, thank you and ask for two beers, please.

I knew that here, for the first time, it wouldn’t work. When the waitress came over, I pointed a finger in the general direction of the menu board and let her decide which option I meant. She asked, and I nodded. Not entirely sure either, she shuffled back to the kitchen with a quizzical look on her face.

What arrived minutes later was a vast array of different side dishes, and I still wasn’t sure what I’d ordered. I wondered if they’d ripped me off. I wondered how much all of it would cost, unaware that banchan, or complimentary side dishes, were essential to every meal.

The kimchi I recognised from the plane and the whole garlic cloves seemed familiar, but the radishes, the nondescript pickled fish, the marinated oysters (I think this is what they were), the beansprouts and the dish of orange sauce were all new to me. Next came a bowl of lettuce wraps and a silver pot of purple rice. Then a plateful of boiled sliced pork.

It smelt amazing. My stomach rumbled with enthusiasm. I scoured the table for something to eat it with.

Huh.

I tried to catch the waitress’s eye to ask her for cutlery (which I didn’t know the word for). Out of desperation, I mimed shovelling rice into my mouth when she finally looked round. She rolled her eyes and, reaching down dangerously near my crotch area, pulled out a drawer from under the table. A drawer stuffed full of metal chopsticks, napkins and spoons. The thing I’d smacked my knee on. One of the old ladies sniggered.

It became a game in every restaurant I ever went in, to find the cutlery drawer. Because you know it’s there somewhere, hidden.

Did it help, in this instance, that I’d found it?

Korean chopsticks are notoriously hard to master. They’re metal, they’re flat and they’re slippery as fuck. On the fourth attempt to pick up a slice of pork, I realised I had become the afternoon’s entertainment. I had twenty sets of eyes watching every move I made.

When I resorted to spearing the pork with a chopstick, one lady gasped like I had stabbed a newborn child. Easily one of the oldest of the group, she clambered up from the other end of the table, stormed over and squatted down next to me with a sharp elbow to my ribs. Considering her frailty, my offence must have been heinous.

Muttering a stream of curses (despite my limited Korean, I could understand perfectly), she took a piece of lettuce and cupped it in her hand. Next, she slapped a slice of pork on it, heaped a pile of kimchi, garlic, the fishy pickle and the oysters I had no interest in eating on top, and finished it all off with a big blob of the orange sauce. She folded it into a ball and without hesitation, her hand on my shoulder, harpooned it straight into my mouth.

Another of the old ladies cheered as I tried not to choke.

I knew I couldn’t spit it out. I had no option but to like it. Thankfully, the more I chewed and attempted to perform some in-mouth acrobatics in order to swallow the oysters first, the more delicious it became. The tangy orange sauce (I later found out it was called ssamjang) was the star of the show. It was a revelation: it was garlicky, sweet and spicy – I wondered how I had survived twenty-two years eating meat without it.

Using my shoulder simultaneously as a crutch and a napkin, the old lady pushed herself to her feet, wiping the excess ssamjang from her hand onto my white T-shirt. Without a second glance, she meandered back to her seat, her voice raw and harsh as she gossiped with her friends.

It was a clear lesson I had learnt twice now: to eat Korean food with respect. I vowed on the spot to learn the mechanics of Korean food, as I’d had two people practically feed me like a child in the space of twenty-four hours.

That night, surrounded by ramen packets and half-eaten kimbaps, I turned to the only way I’d learned about Korea so far. I spent hours watching online tutorials on the proper etiquette of eating Korean food. I watched hundreds of mukbangs, too: videos of people eating mounded trays of vibrant food. How could videos of people eating food be so addictive? Why couldn’t I look away? By the end of the evening, from Korean barbecue and ssambap to tteokbokki, thanks to YouTube, I had it covered.




The Prams of Noksapyeong

The night before the language school swung around in a haze of jetlag. Unsure what the next days would bring, I headed to the centre of Noksapyeong, to the base of the hill where the skyscrapers of Yongsan no longer loom in the skyline. They disappeared as I meandered through the narrow alleyways I was beginning to recognise, crammed with red brick villas and dusty white roofs snaking up every inch of the hill, crowned by the soaring Namsan Tower. I passed the same old men in faded clothes slumped on half-collapsed protruding walls and the litter-lined gutters full of old plastic buckets, empty plant pots and bicycles left to quietly rust.

Two streets from the bottom, I heard a squeak of wheels: a pram, struggling slowly up the hill towards me. It was a children’s pram, once beige, now a streaky dark brown. It had a large bassinet of frayed fabric on the front, the canopy above it ripped and bent.

Inside wasn’t a baby, or a precious cloud-shaped white dog with thousands of followers on Instagram (common in East Asia). Instead, it was full of ripped-up pieces of cardboard. The cardboard was stacked high into the sky, a game of Jenga that slanted perilously with every squeak of the wheels. Eyeing an abandoned delivery box at the side of the road, the pram locked on its next target and inched to a stop.

I peered around the fortress of cardboard. Balancing on the handle, her back hunched aggressively into a curve, was a lady whose skin was sketched with the deep lines of old age. She had smudges of black hair dye across her scalp, and a faded flowery shirt with missing buttons sagged from her shoulders.

It was only when I reached across and grabbed the box for her, and she grumbled at me, that I recognised her. It was The Harpoon. The old lady from the restaurant who had stuffed me with my first pork and lettuce wrap.

I smiled at her. She glared, balancing the pram against her hip, a weight that would have sent anyone else tumbling down the hill quicker than a bowling ball.

I thought back to the YouTube I’d been cramming, how I’d watched a video emphasising social etiquette in Korea: don’t blow your nose in public, make sure to take your shoes off indoors, and always respect your elders. In my best possible Korean, I said hello to The Harpoon, wishing her a good day. I embellished it with a slight bow of my head. And let’s just say, I thought I’d nailed it.

The Harpoon looked horrified, letting a swear word rip from the guttural depths of her throat as she snatched the cardboard out of my hand and stuffed it into the side of the pram. She pushed up the hill again, slow step by slow agonising step – making sure to shove a sharp elbow into my ribs as she walked past. Ouch.

Humiliated, and vowing to avoid The Harpoon at all costs, I continued on in the opposite direction.

Unlike the top, the bottom of the hill was bustling and gentrifying at a rapid rate. Sprouting in the midst of old supermarkets and traditional medicine shops were trendy whisky bars. In between rusting barbecue restaurants there was a perfume shop where you could make your own scent from scratch. Beside it, a famous German bakery filled with expats. An old fish market was overlooked by trendy Brooklyn-style cafés obsessed with brunch. It felt like a cosmopolitan neighbourhood, somewhere I would be welcome. Somewhere I wouldn’t be physically assaulted by an old lady with no teeth. Twice.

But after I had bought a bursting bag full of pink ramen boxes for dinner, bracing myself for the miserable trek back up the hill, something in me changed. The higher I climbed, the more the rumbling traffic and the noisy chatter of people in the streets faded away. Noticing the silence, it suddenly hit me. A strange sense of pride. Not only had I lived my dream and made it to Seoul, but I seemed to have found a sliver of the city that was tucked away from the rest of the world. The alleyways, the old people, the buildings, all suspended in time.

It reminded me of the staggered rooftops in Shut Up and Let’s Go, or the alleyways that Kim Woo Bin sauntered through in The Heirs. In fact, traces of the dramas I’d loved were everywhere – from the stretching telephone wires to the green street signs tacked to the sides of houses. Seeing those in the flesh made the promise I’d made to myself six years ago feel like a good decision for the first time.

I turned right into my cobbled alleyway with its iron bars and painted black doors etched with golden trees. Hearing the spit rattle in his throat, I dodged the old man just as he fired at me. Diving out of range, I was surprised to see the same pram from earlier, full of cardboard, tucked inside the hardware shop. A voice, as harsh as ever, boomed from the depths of a back room.

I wondered if they were a couple: the spitting man and The Harpoon. Because if they were, it made perfect sense.




My Greatest Fear

If you’d told me on the day I climbed down the cavernous steps at Noksapyeong station, heading towards Gangnam for the first time, that future me would be able to speak another language, let alone Korean, it would have been as believable as telling me I’d designed a spinning hat that allowed dogs to teleport.

I’d grown up with three fears. Any creature with more than four legs. Public speaking. And my French teacher, Madame Criarde.

Madame Criarde, notorious for severe mood swings and highly inappropriate pre-Kanye Kim Kardashian body-con dresses, had bullied me for five years. Frustrated by my fear number two – a refusal to speak in public – she used to haul me to the front of the classroom and make me read my terrible French homework to the class, pointing out the errors as I went, in a sadistic confidence-building exercise.

I used to dread double French so vehemently I hoped the world would end. Every week, I prayed for an apocalypse. Not picky: a nuclear explosion or zombie invasion or mega-eruption of the Canary Islands to get me out of speaking French.

I was so traumatised I refused to go on a family holiday to France because of my phobia of French people. And language teachers – the worst people on the planet. I vowed I would never, ever learn a language again. It made my heart race even thinking about it.

Until I had to come up with a justification for why I was travelling to South Korea.

Despite being woeful at languages, I’d always been good at school. Having the highest grades in my family gave me the feeling of having a gold badge that read ‘Destined for Success’ permanently pinned to my chest. And with great expectations for my future, I couldn’t just go somewhere for no reason, not without doing something extraordinary. The true explanation – a love of obscure Korean dramas and an interest in handsome Korean men – would have shattered that image completely, and I wasn’t ready for that. So I had to scour the internet for a sensible option that would be a step towards a job in something tediously boring (but well paid) like ship-broking or auditing. Or investment banking if I was really lucky.

Even at twenty-two, I knew corporate life wasn’t for me. I’d spent my entire university life holed up in theatres and glued to Netflix, determined to create escapes for other people – much like Korean dramas had done for me. But I didn’t have the balls to tell my family that I wanted to do something wishy-washy like directing theatre, or producing TV, or writing scripts. I needed courage, and distance, to make a deliberate plan before I faced the inevitable argument: ‘But you’re going to be destitute! A disappointment! Or worse, a hippy!’

So language school it was.

To soften the blow, I picked a school with the best location, right in the centre of Gangnam, with pages full of glowing five-star reviews. I tried to gaslight myself into being excited about learning Korean. If I wanted to settle in Seoul, I would have to learn it anyway. And wouldn’t it be nice to be able to understand dramas?

Perhaps I could put my hatred of languages down to hormonal European women with shocking fashion sense and draw a line under the whole thing.

There are parts of Gangnam, the expansive district known predominantly for the galloping dance hit of 2012, that I would come to love. I’d come to love Apgujeong Rodeo with its celebrities, rumbling Ferraris and moody back-lit bars. Or Sinsa, with its bright cafés and boutiques opening onto the tree-lined Garosugil shopping street.

I would never love southern Gangnam.

From the first day, the streets near Gangnam station felt like whiplash after the gentle alleyways of Noksapyeong and the soft trundle of delivery trucks up the hill. Gangnam’s business district was constructed chaos. Like ants marching for crumbs, crowds of commuters filed out of the station exits behind me and walked in lines, silently swallowed by towering skyscrapers one by one.

Within ten minutes of walking down the main road, filled with banks and sterile apartment buildings and stark lawyers’ offices, I stood opposite the language school, recognising the building from Google. Surrounded by a crowd of suited office workers chuffing on cigarettes in their socks and slippers, already hours into work, I prayed that the building across the street would be a glimmer of hope, a haven in corporate Gangnam that showed me that coming to Korea was the right thing.

Determinedly, I crossed the road as the traffic lights halted six lanes of rush hour cars, and headed inside into the dark marble lobby.

Within seconds, a woman beckoned me over.

She was dressed in a formal grey suit and buttoned-up starched white shirt. She scoured me up and down with a soft sneer, clipboard in hand. ‘Korean school?’ she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Alice.’

Without a ‘nice to meet you’ or a ‘I hope you had a good journey’, the woman turned on her heel – a blocky black school shoe I would have rejected from the age of eight – into the lift. I stood awkwardly at her shoulder as she pressed the button for the eighteenth floor with a long, pointed finger.

‘My name is Teacher Kim,’ she said, the lift shuddering into action.

‘Alice,’ I said again.

‘Yes. I know. You’re late.’

I wasn’t. ‘Oh, sorry,’ I said anyway.

I unconsciously took a step backwards, my shoulder rustling against a wall of paper notices, each full of thick, black lines of Korean characters I couldn’t read yet.

‘Where are you from?’ asked Teacher Kim, her voice unnervingly quiet against the frankly concerning clunking of the cables above our heads.

‘Oxford,’ I said.

She looked back at me blankly.

‘England,’ I clarified.

Her dark eyes sparked with recognition. ‘Ah. Last year, I went to London.’

‘Did you like it?’

‘No.’

‘Oh.’

Her nostrils flared with a sharp sniff. After a deep breath, she took a step towards me and sniffed again.

Was she trying to smell me?

I pressed myself against the back wall, desperate to be literally anywhere else on the planet, and then saw the lift had a fist-sized hole in its ceiling.

The classroom on the eighteenth floor was equally shabby, complete with dusty windows, a stained tiled ceiling and scuffed, greying walls. The rows of grey chairs and desks pointing towards the glamorous outlook of the brick wall of the building opposite were irradiated by white fluorescent lights that could only have been designed to induce an immediate migraine. Five girls were waiting. I could tell by the stiffness in their backs that they’d undoubtedly received the same warm welcome as I had.

I thought back to the glowing reviews I’d read and tried to quell the rising tide of doubt. How could all those reviews possibly be wrong?

A Korean level test established complete illiteracy among the six of us.

I tried not to be disappointed as we were demoted to a red-themed café on the ground floor with a terrifying ‘Get out!’ from Teacher Kim. As a life-long overachiever, I’d hoped that my subconscious brain had been tirelessly working away without me realising. I’d hoped the Korean I had listened to for the last five years might emerge like a person jumping out of a birthday cake, shouting ‘SURPRISE! You’re secretly fluent.’ But no. I would have to graciously accept the ‘baby textbooks’ Teacher Kim was furiously preparing for us, and spend the week writing big, fat characters in felt-tip pen like a four-year-old.

At least I had the satisfaction of being correct about one thing. Language teachers = the worst people on the planet.

While we waited, we huddled around a small table, the surface slick with six perfect circles from iced americanos condensing in their red sleeves. Other than the whirring of the coffee machine and the distant bass of a K-pop song leaking from the café speakers, it was silent. A girl with purple hair chewed awkwardly on her lip. A girl with bright red lipstick picked at her plastic straw.

‘Why y’all guys here?’ asked another girl to my left. She wore heeled black shoes and purple striped socks, her low voice thick with an American accent I’d only ever heard in cowboy films.

I still hadn’t been brave enough to post on my private social media about my journey to Seoul, and I’d never, not once, said the words ‘I like South Korean dramas’ out loud. So I gaped at her, the truth clogged in my throat.

‘I like BTS,’ said the girl with purple hair.

‘Yeah? Me too!’ said red lipstick.

By the time all five girls had introduced themselves, I was open-mouthed.

The girl with red lipstick was from Chile. The girl with purple hair was from Germany and loved BLACKPINK, while the other German girl was here for boy group MONSTA X. The final girl, who was from Australia, liked the boy group GOT7. I hadn’t even heard of GOT7 or MONSTA X.

Sitting in that dingy café in in the middle of Seoul, I realised just how much K-pop and Korean culture had spread. No one in the UK seemed to know about it, but it was so much bigger than a secret hobby I had. Because here were five girls, from four different continents, who lived and breathed Korean music. Somehow, like me, they’d found Korea too.

‘I like K-dramas,’ I said confidently.

‘Oh,’ said the American girl. ‘That’s cool,’ she added, drawing out the word in a way that made it sound completely not cool. The antithesis of cool. Like when a parent says they LOVE the song that everyone else listened to death six months ago, and with those words the song is finally doomed, destined to be uncool for the rest of time. Example: anything by Coldplay. Or ‘Watermelon Sugar’.

It was classic me. To fall in love with Korean culture and find the uncoolest section of it. Of course I’d heard of BTS, and knew the names of actors and a few K-pop idols who had made guest appearances on Running Man. But all I could offer was how I had tried to get myself into the spirit of studying in Gangnam by watching the first episode of the drama Gangnam Beauty starring Cha Eun-woo, who I now thought was potentially the best-looking man on the planet.

‘Oh, the visual from Astro?’ said the girl with purple hair: Maria, from Germany.

She might have well as spoken German to me.

‘Hm?’ I asked. ‘The visual? What?’

‘How much do you know about K-pop?’ asked the American girl, Rachel. She sounded bored.

I shifted uncomfortably on my stool. ‘Not much . . . yet.’

‘Each member in a K-pop group has a different role,’ she explained, slowly enough to be condescending. ‘There’s a lead singer, a lead dancer, sometimes a main rapper. The visual is the best-looking in the group – they do the most promotions, like fashion events, or panel shows. Sometimes they act in dramas because they’re so beautiful.’

‘Who decides the visual?’ I asked. ‘The fans?’

‘What? No. The company does.’

‘Really?’ I asked, imagining the uproar if Simon Cowell had publicly singled out one of the boys in One Direction as the most good-looking.

Rachel nodded. ‘Yep.’

It seemed harsh, but where Cha Eun-woo was concerned, I couldn’t imagine how anyone could possibly beat him to the title. ‘So Cha Eun-woo is the visual . . .’ I said, piecing it all together, ‘in—’

‘Astro,’ she said. ‘He sings too, and he’s a dancer.’

‘Damn,’ I said, wondering whether all actors in Korea were as multi-talented as he was.

‘But he’s from a small
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