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To my Aussie.


In the blood of the dying sun

I heard the screams of the mists of day 

Floating in the ether of eternity.

And I saw the stellar tears of black night run 

Through the dreams of my mothers to pool away 

In the halls of heaven to christen their maternity.

 

As the crickets sang the chance song that is life 

My soul ran red in the heat of the dark

And generations marched before my eyes.

For what is love but the Holy Strife

The cry of my soul but the flightless lark 

And life the sound of starlight’s whispered sighs.
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Prologue

JUNE 1957, MINNEAPOLIS

Edwin Lindquist was driving way past the speed limit as he revved his two-year-old Chevy Bel Air through the streets of Minneapolis.

“There’s something WRONG! There’s something WRONG!”

Edwin’s wife, Ellen, was screaming. She was sitting in the passenger seat, gripping the car door handle with one hand while pushing hard against the glove compartment cover in front of her. Her body was rigid and locked in pain and fear, her belly huge and bulging with an eight-month-old baby. And she was bleeding on a towel she had placed on the car seat, and the flow had increased alarmingly in just the last five minutes. As a trained nurse, she knew that there could be only a couple of causes for her bleeding. And neither was good, and both were very, very serious. She knew that her life and the life of her unborn baby were in real and immediate danger. She needed to see a doctor. Now.


Chapter 1

Noah

JULY 2000, MANKATO AIRPORT

“Hi, Mr. Lindquist. I’m Jackie, your driver. Here, let me take that.”

With those words she reached down and grabbed the roller bag’s handle out of Noah’s hand, started walking to the SUV, and opened the passenger-side, rear door when she reached the vehicle. She noted that the man was only slightly taller than herself.

“Thanks, Jackie, but why don’t I get in front. People around here don’t usually have drivers, and it’ll look odd for me to be in the back seat.”

Noah opened the front passenger door and got in. It was about a fifteen-minute drive along County Road 22 from the private airfield to the small, rural Minnesota town of St. Peter through gently rolling farmland with swaying stalks of corn that stretched from horizon to horizon.

This landscape was very familiar to Noah. The land and its people and their values had left their mark on his identity, outlook, and the values cherished in his soul. They were his mother’s values after all. Noah knew how fortunate he was and how unlikely his journey had been. With a certain sense of loss, he knew how distant he now was from the small town to which he was headed. And he thought of how even more distant he was from another smaller village he’d left much longer ago.

He knew there was a woman waiting for him at the end of this short ride through stretching farmland. He was on his way to see one of the two women who had made his improbable journey possible, whose sufferings, dreams, beliefs, and whose different but equally unshakable senses of duty had led to his first airplane ride, so many years ago, even as they had ultimately led to his airplane ride today.

Jackie tried to make some polite conversation, inquiring about the flight. It was unheard of for a sleek corporate jet to come into Mankato Regional Airport, and she was beyond curious. But his short responses and outward gaze across the waving fields signaled her to let Noah be alone with his thoughts.

She wasn’t sure who her passenger was, but she had never seen someone so seamlessly polished and put together in a perfectly tailored, dark blue suit and perfectly creased trousers that set off the man’s trim figure. His starched white shirt and tightly knotted light blue tie and gleaming black leather shoes expertly completed the polished look.

Hmmmm … coming in on his high-class private jet… must be some kind of major bigwig… but at least he’s not too stuck-up to ride upfront with me.

He exuded an executive presence, an aura; it spoke of refinement, worldliness, power, and wealth. He had the most striking green eyes and his face had an exotic blend of features that seemed at odds with the name on her manifest: Mr. Noah Lindquist.

But she sensed a humanness and normalcy—touched with a settled sadness—in him as she stole a glance to her right, before turning back to the winding two-lane county road. Normally, she was put off by and felt a deep divide between herself and people who seemed to have it all. She saw herself as part of the hardworking middle class, and usually she resented those who had too much and had never had to scramble the way she did daily. But this guy strangely didn’t.

That’s really odd…

The Citation V private jet was the sleekest, most high-end airplane that she had ever seen at Mankato Regional. This man sitting in her livery SUV was clearly from a world very different than hers.

There had been quite a buzz and much speculation among the ground crew as she had waited for the private jet’s arrival. The only information they had was that the flight originated from a private runway near Atlanta. Jackie was booked to drive this man back to Mankato Regional tomorrow, early afternoon.

Who is this guy? Why would he come to St. Peter, Minnesota? And who is he visiting in a small condo complex in a town like St. Peter?

Damn! He looks so freaking rich! … must be nice to be born lucky.


Chapter 2

Hee Ae

FALL 1967, MUNSAN

She swallowed from the bottle again, and her body shuddered. She hated her poverty that made her cheap. It was 1968 in the underdeveloped, Third World country of South Korea. Poverty and poorly educated women like her were all too plentiful and all too cheap. In her hate and growing numbness, she didn’t notice she was crying.

She felt so dirty. 

She hated herself for how unclean she felt.

She hated the world for making her hate herself.

Her skin crawled, even as it grew numb from the alcohol. She hated the smell of sex still on her body.

It was a cold morning, even for a fall day. The sun threw off too little warmth as it clawed its wan, remote way up the morning sky to have yet chased the frost from the brown, autumn-scorched land. Yet its warmthless light spread a golden haze through the ice crystals in the upper reaches of the sky and flung tiny rainbows that sparkled among the grass blades and spider webs.

It was mid-morning as she shivered and gazed at the twinkling tiny rainbows and raised the bottle to her lips. Her swallows were visible in the movement of her neck muscles. Long, slow and fiery gulps as the liquid tortured its way down her throat. Her body shuddered involuntarily from the assault of the alcohol as she lowered the bottle to hang heavy and dead from her hand.

Lee Hee Ae stood from her leaning stance against the mud wall of the old farm where her one rented room was home to her and her son. Her body’s convulsion seemed to have spread the warmth of the alcohol to her limbs and face. She stumbled and clung to the walls and drunkenly returned to her room. 

And her prison. 

She looked at the prison that trapped her in a life sold for a few dollars. For her, prison was her five-year-old son. And in her drunken pain, she hated what he represented. She held a switch in her hand.

Lee Young Nam stared at his mother. She exuded the stench of alcohol and morning halitosis, assaulting him with each rasp of her labored breathing. She swayed in the doorway, the look of pain and drunken belligerence twisted and blatant on her face. Somehow out of place, tears were running their trails down her high-cheeked, Asian face. Her hand gripped and tightened on the switch in short spasms. She took a step, staggered and fell sprawling on her face. The bottle from her other hand went spinning across the room to thump against the one, small black lacquered chest.

“You piece of shit! You fucking little bastard!! On top of everything! See what you’ve made me do now?!!!”

The words were barely intelligible in her drunken and enraged slurring. The drunken words roared from her contorted face, as she pushed herself up from her head-long sprawl. She pitched and swayed her way to her feet and took another step.

“I’ll whip you for what you’ve made me do to my life!!” 

She hissed the words and spittle hit the little boy’s face. He pushed himself, pumping his tiny legs and scooting rear-ward, scootching until his back hit the room’s corner. Trapped. The stench and the hate and the words kept coming. Young Nam started to cry and whimper.

“No Mommy! Pleeeese, noooo!! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!! PLEEEESE DON’T HURT ME, MOMMY!!!” 

He whimpered in little sobs, fear making his eyes into globes too big for his face.

“Shut the fuck up!! You bastard piece of crap!!!”

She screamed as she stood and swayed and stenched in front of the cowering little boy. 

“Because of you, my life is shit! Because of you, I beg and whore myself to feed your filthy bastard American face!!”

The boy screamed silently, his mouth forming into a little thespian’s mask of horror, mute and gagging, as the hand rose at the end of his mother’s arm.

A flash and a blur. Air was cut in two with a whispered, sinister protest that was quiet, but unmistakably clear through the guttural, drunken rantings. The branch was supple, not yet dried in the kilns of autumn, still green in the center. It whip-whished through air and slashed across the tiny boy’s face. The branch left a line of red, perfectly surrounded by an outline of white, shocked, and disbelieving skin. Skin that parted as blood ran down the boy’s face.

Whip-whish, the backhand. Snap-whish, the forehand. Over and over, again and again. Young Nam tried to ward off the slashing switch with tiny, uplifted hands. His forearms bled where the branch hit. The whipping started to increase in speed as Young Nam’s mother grew frenzied in her drunken madness. She shrieked and muttered obscenities, her arm thrashed the switch wildly. And the boy bled and whimpered and cowered in his corner.

His whimpering pleas seemed only to infuriate her more. The pain was intense and throbbing, each slash injecting a stunningly sharp spike of pain. With each slash, skin split over already-gashed and bleeding flesh. Blood splattered the walls in a fine spray of droplets. The blood stained the yellowed and peeling rice paper that hung from the walls by the dusty residue of long-ago glue.

Suddenly, his mother reached out for him. She grabbed him by the front of his shirt, lifted him off the floor, and brought him dangling and dazed to her face. The pain and the smell of alcohol were overpowering. Young Nam gagged and gasped as his mother’s hold tightened at the front of his neck, and she breathed her alcoholic stench in reeking puffs of exertion in his face.

“I… HATE… YOU!”

She shrieked the words.

They burst up from the pits of her soul, driven by her hearts tortured rage and the pain of despair and self-loathing. She screamed the words at her tiny and gagging and bleeding son, words meant for the entire world, but vented and focused on the only thing over which she had power. Just as suddenly as she’d picked him up, she threw him back down, and Young Nam landed in a heap on an elbow that soon started to swell.

As he looked up, he saw his mother slump to the floor, first onto her knees, then onto her hands as well. She started sobbing violently. She did this for what seemed a very long time to Young Nam. He watched, too frightened to say anything. Watched as he huddled in his corner of his one room hovel-home. As she wept on her hands and knees, his inebriated mother mumbled things that were impossible to comprehend between her tears and erratic, labored breathing. Except for the words “… why did he leave me?”

Without warning, she vomited. It gushed forth in a solid liquid stream of yellowish-brown, splattering up from the floor when it hit. Putrid and watery. It spewed out of her gagging and drooling mouth, each convulsion of her body pushing out another watery stream of acrid and fetid vomit. It puddled onto the lumpy, uneven floor between her hands as her head hung low, hair falling down over her face and soaking in alcohol-laden, mucus-filled puke. The smell was nauseating to Young Nam.

The initial retching spasm of his mother had splashed him. He sat huddled and whimpering, vomit and blood mixed on his face. He breathed in the wheezing, involuntary inhalations that continued even after there were no more tears left to cry. He was very, very frightened. Abruptly, Young Nam’s mother fell completely prone. Fell right into the pool of her stomach’s prior contents, then rolled slowly over onto her back. Vomit coated her face and dripped from her hair. She slurringly whispered her son’s name.

“Young Nam …”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“I’m sorry… Little One … I’m so sorry… Young Nam … help … me …”

The words were slow and drawn out as her head lolled from side to side. Young Nam moved close to his mother.

“What is it, Mommy?” he pleaded in his tiny voice, fearful concern overcoming his pain and revulsion.

“… I’m … dying.”

With those words, Hee Ae convulsed once more, and her eyes rolled back as she lost consciousness.

“MOMMY! NO! PLEASE DON’T DIE! I PROMISE TO BE GOOD! PLEASE, MOMMY, PLEEEASE …”

He flung his tiny body on his mother’s passed-out form as she lay in her puke. He was terrified. All he had in the world was this woman. He had nothing and no one else.

The boy kept making his pleas to his unconscious mother. For all her anger and abuse, she was also the only one in his four-year-old world that showed him love. The only one who cared for him. The only one who ever held him, who fed him, and whose love he craved.

Four-year-old Young Nam believed the words slurred by his mother. He believed she was dead. He believed that she had just died and that there was no one to protect him, no one to love him, that he was all alone. He was filled with a mindless terror and loneliness beyond comprehension.

He was wrong in his belief. She wasn’t dead, just unconscious from too much alcohol. But her death was real to him. He believed her words as small children do. In his terror and loneliness, he began to cry and shake uncontrollably, a wailing, desperate cry of anguish and fear from a four-year-old who believed that his mother had just died.

And that he was alone forever.


Chapter 3

Noah

DECEMBER 1981, FERRY TO BUSAN

Noah Lindquist felt the vessel surge and shudder beneath him as the ship struggled through the morning seas, slowly gaining on the harbor city of Busan, Korea. He hadn’t slept well. Beyond the lack of comfort in the steerage accommodations, there had been his consuming thoughts and haunted memories. He wasn’t sure now, as he stood in the clawing winter air, whether he had relived memories or whether they had been dreams.

It was a cold December morning in 1981. The sky was mostly dark, the deep violet of predawn. Venus, the morning star, hung low above the horizon, a single, stellar diamond glowing among the pink blush of the sun’s rumored arrival. Water splashed against the cutting bow of a rusted and weary ocean-going ferry. The ship had known the gleam of new paint and well-preserved decks too long ago. The water surged and splashed and flung bow spray up against the faded paint of her name. It was written in Japanese, the slash and swirl of Asiatic brush strokes amid the streaks of rust and corrosion. The brush strokes said “Haru Maru”—Strong Spring.

Noah leaned forward and gripped the metal of the lifelines. The Sea of Japan was roaring in his ears and the salt-laden wind scraped and slapped at his face and whipped his hair as he stood on board the rusting hulk that plied the ferry lines between Shimonoseki, Japan, and Busan, Korea. Noah shivered from the chill as he began to think of what was to come and what once was.

At eighteen, Noah looked more like thirteen or fourteen, barely pubescent. He was slight and short. His face had a soft femininity about it, which caused his few years to appear even younger, except for his bushy-black eyebrows. His hair was dark chocolate with amber highlights that glowed like molten copper when the wind flipped a lock so it glinted in the sun. He had the clear expression of his genes. He looked like what he was: a random mix of Korean and Irish. His eyes epitomized it—green eyes staring out through an Asian slant. But those eyes contained a look that seemed too wary for a face so young.

The vessel had finally reached the outer islands that guarded the mouth of Busan Harbor. Noah felt it shudder as speed was cut. The approach into the harbor would be slow and cautious. The currents and winter winds made entry a tricky and difficult passage, especially in light of the heavy port traffic and the gaggle of anchored freighters and roaming fishing boats that choked the harbor approaches. As the ship slowly sliced the icy waters toward the harbor, the sounds of gulls, ships, water, and a waking city surrounded Noah’s lone figure gripping the lifelines in the chill dawn.

He smelled the salt as the sea shattered against the ship’s bow, heard the calls of weaving gulls and the growing vibrancy of the approaching city. The sun was coming above the horizon, shedding a thousand rays of dawning pink, yellow, and red. The Sea of Japan glittered like fool’s gold along the distant eastern horizon and high cirrus clouds reflected the rose garnet of the rising sun.

Noah’s green and wary eyes were focused elsewhere, not seeing the ageless spectacle of sunrise. His gaze was directed toward the closer, imminent harbor. Toward the city of Busan. And what awaited him there.

Busan was a bustling port city. In 1981 it was rushing headlong into the arms of first world industrialization, helping to pull Korea out of obscurity into the emerging ranks of the newly industrialized countries—a soon-to-be nouveau riche nation challenging the old-money states of the West.

Noah had been born in South Korea on Easter Sunday in 1963. He had been born with a different name, Lee Young Nam, and his mother had been a starving, poor peasant, the kind that graced the covers of Life magazine and Time when boat people, Asian refugees, and America’s distant adventures were brought to the doorstep of middle America, the way the family cat would bring back the grisly details of its night’s labors. And the alien Asian face would stare the thousand-year-old look from the magazine cover. A similar face belonged to his mother, a woman whom he had known as the center of his universe when he had been a tiny and frightened child in a nearly forgotten world of long ago.

Noah had never known the man who gave him his Irish half. He had been born the bastard son of that Korean peasant woman, fathered by a white cracker of an Irish-American soldier from a place called Alabama.

He was thinking of that woman and the fact that she was waiting for him in the approaching port.

He wasn’t sure whether it was the cold, penetrating wind, or the deeper, imbedded memories that caused his body to spasm in shivers. He’d been thinking of things long buried in his brain and being, events he had not dared to relive, but now these countless memories were gushing back. He could remember so many things, even from when he was two years old, but each memory was a snippet, a looped movie of a scene from his early childhood. These scenes simply began and ended with no preamble or coda and often had no context. But each was complete and coherent within its endless memory loop. And they were not just his memory’s photographic or moving picture, but had sound, dialogue, smells, touch, hunger, fear, and pain—always. Noah let himself open the curtain of his memory to watch the disjointed memory loops and to relive events from when he was a four-year-old.
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The sounds woke him. And the smell. He lay in the dark and listened to sounds he did not want to hear and breathed air he did not want to breathe. He had heard the sounds too many times and knew the smell intimately. He knew their meaning and what tomorrow would bring because of them. Sex was a very familiar thing—and he was four years old.

The little boy wondered as he watched. Who was this animal groping his mother in his dark little home? He watched the shadow that was his mother on her back, watched her legs spread wide above the grunting animal’s waist, watched her body jerk with the man’s animal thrusting. He turned away from the frenzied movements to stare at the rough of the opposite wall and breathed the fetid smell of sex and listened to the prostitution of his mother.

Amid the groans and rhythm and breathing of the sex-made sounds, the boy heard the forlorn baying of an unknowable dog. He listened to shut out the world inside the little room. He listened to be as far away as he could while physically trapped in the grunting heat. He listened to drive away his fear.

But his fear never left.

As sleep eventually crept around the edges of his thoughts, the little boy knew there would be money in the morning and later some food. He also knew what else the morning would bring at the hands of a mother driven to madness by the liquor she would use to dull her shame and tame the monsters of her soul. The little boy whimpered quietly in the dark and his tears wet his stained pillow. Young Nam was afraid of the pain and drunken fury that waited for him on the opposite side of the far-off sunrise.

The lone dog barked small and distant beneath the cold stars.
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The ship’s horn startled Noah back to the present. He focused his eyes and looked around, self-conscious that someone might have seen him vacant and staring, his mind a million years and a thousand wounded hearts ago. No one was around. Just the continuing roll of the ship beneath his feet, making him shift his weight back and forth, his body grip and sway against the lifelines.

The day was brightening, if still no warmer. Noah could hear the gulls calling. He realized that he was getting wet from the flung mist that reached up from the ship’s bow cutting its way through the salty water of the harbor, reached up in a prismatic blanket of tiny sea pieces. Each sheet of gossamer mist felt like a soft, icy caress. And each caress had left gathering layers of sea dew, slowly soaking Noah.

The December sea wind was penetrating. Noah could feel the cold of the silver chain and pendant he always kept around his neck, feel its sharp and metallic presence against his skin, even under his coat, shirt, and T-shirt. It made him think of how incredibly unlikely the string of events and circumstances had been that had brought him here, on a Japanese ferry pitching and plying toward a meeting with his long-ago birth mother. A meeting that he thought could never take place.

The three lines of Korean script on the pendant given to him by his mother, the pendant that was now pressing its cold against his skin, was the last address he and his mother had shared in Korea along with her name and his Korean name. All in neatly engraved Korean letters.

His memory’s library was playing one video loop after another. Each looping reel reawakened a particular time when he had lived another life. Some of the memories were first hand, others were what he had been told about events and people he might not have known or remembered directly. All these memories had always been an undertow throughout his young life that had pooled and pulled him, often subconsciously. He cast his memory’s net into the dark, pooling waters of a past in which he had learned to stop wading for the fear and pain and unanswerable questions that lurked beneath their surface.
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The voices rose into the cloudless sky of summer, above the thatched roofs to mingle eventually with the midday sun.

“CRIPPLE … CRIPPLE… CRIPPLECRIPPLECRIPPLE!”

The words chanted in the bagpipe voices of small children. Piercing, gaining rhythm, cadence, and intonation. Rise and fall. Echo and chant. The tempo and pace quickening until the words fell apart, breaking against the mind’s ear into meaningless syllables. Out of the verbal chaos grew a new rhythm and cadence that quickly gained strength and definition.

“SOUVENIR-BASTARD … SOUVENIR-BASTARD!”

Children are born neither good nor bad, but simply are born. Good and bad are thrust upon them as they grow older, by a world that defines itself in such terms and words. In reality, the world just is. And so children do things that just are, with little understanding and no guilt. So a child’s cruelty merely is. Pure, simple, and terribly stark. It has not been dulled by drilled-in social rules and formalities, not sheathed in pretend politeness. It is a naked blade, cold and hard, glinting as it cuts and jabs and gores its victim.

Young Nam broke from the group of children, broke from the chanting and the torment. He fought free from the cutting, cruel jabbing and taunting surrounding him. Atop his scrawny body sat a head that appeared too big; his body had a belly that bulged with starvation and worms. His tiny legs pumped furiously as his spindly arms flailed in rhythm with those legs. Tears and snot and sweat were streaming down his face, bright shirt and shorts dirtied and torn. And there was blood that oozed from his lip and down his chin, blood that flashed bright red on his arms and knees as the toothpick limbs pumped their running motions in the sun.

Freedom was a pounding heart and gasping lungs and feet that carried him away from the chants, the profanity, and the guiltless, innocent cruelty of fists, kicks, and rocks thrown by other children. With his tormentors falling behind him—they had had enough fun and were not inclined to pursue more than halfheartedly—Young Nam ran as fast as he could. He ran with his blood roaring and pumping in his ears, ran until he reached the solitary sanctuary of a remote rice field. If freedom was a thudding heart, then safety was distance and solitude.

He ran until he couldn’t run any more. He flopped his form down on a paddy dike. He dropped from exhaustion. The tiny boy gasped to still his rushing blood as he lay on the grassy rise, his boney ribs surging and falling rapidly in time with his gasps.

Young Nam had been punished—severely beaten—when he’d been caught crying. In Korea, little boys were supposed to become men someday. And men don’t cry. Not Korean men. He had had that beaten into him as it was beaten into nearly all Korean boys. Physical punishment was the norm in Korean society. It was simply seen as the way boys are shaped into men.

But he was alone now. And he was not a man, but barely a four-year-old boy. The tears came unwanted and unstoppable. Shuddering sobs wrenched from the depths of his heart. Sobs that shook his tiny body as he lay curled on his side, skinny arms hugging bleeding, boney knees to his chest. Curled and fetal, wheezing with his mouth agape and his face contorted, blood oozed from his lip and mixed with the tears running down the side of his face to pool and drip from the corner of his mouth.

Young Nam did not know why his life was the way it was. Why the world seemed so pointedly cruel. At his age, there were a great many things that he did not know or understand. He didn’t know how he differed or how racial difference or physical deformity were perceived. He didn’t know the meaning of his differences from those around him. He didn’t know the social implications of his separateness, how it impacted his mother, through what filters others saw him, and how it created a gulf between him and his society.

He only knew there were stares that were icy cold or shocked and repulsed, that the air could turn hostile or fill with revulsion in a heartbeat, that people young and old openly shunned him and flaunted their indifference to his existence. Young Nam had learned that danger and rejection lurked in every stranger. His reactions from today’s incident—fear, confusion, humiliation, and pain—welled up from the dark, deep reaches of his tiny being and flooded his starving form.

As he cried, lost among a maze of nearly identical paddy dikes, hawks circled in great arcs overhead, riding the sun-warmed currents like sailboats of the air. They circled and called to one another, the sounds rising to vanish into the infinite heaven above.
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As he stood at the ship’s rail, gazing through the present into his past with time-distant, vacant eyes, Noah could still hear the hawks, smell the grass, and taste his tears. He had always known that he was from two different worlds, cultures of West and East, two races separated by continental distances. Yet he had never felt a member of either. He had always felt set apart, stared at, questioned, different.

Noah had always had to explain himself; he didn’t seem to fit into any simple category. Perhaps it was partly because people like him were tied to a part of its history that America did not seem to want to remember. Although Noah had been born a decade after the Korean War, he was the product of its ongoing aftermath. Some historians refer to the Korean War as the Forgotten War. Unlike the Second World War, which is remembered and celebrated as a great victory for freedom and the American vision of democracy, or Vietnam, which is remembered as America’s worst defeat, scrutinized and analyzed as an example of American policies gone wrong, the Korean War was neither victory nor defeat. Americans did not want their sons to “die for a tie,” as the 1950s slogan had made clear. And America did not want to remember that more than 36,000 men did in fact die for a tie. Americans remember the Berlin Airlift, the Berlin Wall, and the Cold War. But they can’t seem to find a simple category or narrative in which to put their Forgotten War. So it, and people like Noah, who are inherently linked to this forgotten chapter of history, are put into a closet that’s rarely opened—the contents overlooked and unexamined and therefore unexplained.

This made Noah’s search for identity and belonging harder than it might have been as he grew up. People guessed him to be Chinese, Japanese, or Vietnamese. But rarely did they guess Korean. Despite 36,000 deaths and decades of having more than 50,000 servicemen per year stationed in this distant, foreign, tiny country, Americans—always more focused on Europe, the West, and black/white racial issues—could find no national reason to have Korea register in its social conscience.

So Noah was left always having to explain himself and always finding his story too complicated to fit in a neat little elevator pitch. He had grown up envying those who could explain their place in the world, in society, and to themselves with a simple phrase: “I’m Irish … I’m Italian … I’m Navajo … I’m Jewish …” Americans did not seem to think it odd that such descriptions automatically meant being American, just a clarification of the version they were. Noah knew there could be negative stereotypes associated with such pithy descriptions, but usually not confusion or disbelief. He found that the simplest way to explain who he was when asked—and he was always asked, “What are you?”—was to answer, “I don’t know, I’m adopted.” It was simple, mostly true, and seemed to meet the need to fit a clear category that satisfied the questioner.

“Oh … adopted…”

But it wasn’t just American society. Korean society had never accepted him as Korean either, but the reasons were different. Biracial children, like him, had been humiliating symbols of American domination and contamination to a society proud yet insecure in its history, culture, and ethnic purity. Up through the 1960s and into the 1970s when Noah had been an infant and a small child, it was not uncommon for Korean women to abandon their American-fathered children at birth. The shameful refuse of human passion, loves, and lusts, were left to die in the cold of a Korean winter, among the weeds and snow, left to die crying their infant wails for food that would not come and warmth that would not be given. Occasionally, racial crimes of murder claimed some who survived into adulthood. Racially mixed meant racially impure.

They were the unwanted human bycatch of two races and cultures that clashed on too many fronts, too many ignorances, and too many prejudices. They were what the military might refer to as collateral damage: an unfortunate but unavoidable by-product of political forces leaving their messy, bystander human waste. And, in the aftermath of the Korean War, those global political forces had resulted in 50,000 American troops—lonely, scared, and isolated young men, far from home—placed as sacrificial lambs to deter a much feared, ever-possible repeat of North Korea’s Communist aggression. Those young GIs were placed among a populace that was devastated by a brutal civil war and struggling in national poverty. It was a poverty that made too many women sell themselves to scared and lonely American men. Collateral damage all around.

And Noah had not been fully accepted by American society. He wasn’t white to a color-conscious country and he wasn’t black—black/white being the obsessed, fractured racial fault line—but he was short and slant-eyed, and the average American couldn’t notice any splash of Irish features. Nor would it have made a difference. Racially mixed was racially tainted. He wasn’t white, meaning he wasn’t normal.

A Chink, a Jap, a Gook.

In America, he represented a growing foreignness and a growing complexity creeping into the fabric of everyday life and America’s social tapestry. Especially in the rural Midwest, Noah had grown up with the stares and the questions with no simple answers—for himself or those who stared and asked.

What are you?

Where are you from?

No … I mean originally?

In his rural America, as in Korea, he was an outsider. Contaminated blood, shot through with foreignness. Neither claimed him a native son, and Noah, for his eighteen years of life, had felt an outcast of both. Noah’s story was just too far outside the common boundaries, known reference points, and comfort zones of most Americans or Koreans for either to connect or care. The conversation would naturally end with his mostly true, but overly simple answer, and the response: “Oh… adopted…”

Noah had been adopted by third-generation American Swedes who had four children of their own before they plucked him out of a Korean orphanage. Hed gone from rural Korea to rural, American Midwest heartland when he was almost seven years old. He thought of his midwestern family, his blonde brother and sisters. He could see the faces of his parents, a picture that floated into his mind’s eye like a sepia-toned photo: long Scandinavian faces radiating the reserved Lutheran midwestern morality of their heritage and upbringing. He could see their earnestness staring at him from behind those long, high noses, through deep-set eyes. He remembered when he had first met his mother s bright blue eyes, that earnestness, as he came off an airplane on a cold winter night.

But that memory was much later, well after the ones running their looping scenes in his brain now. He thought about what would happen today in the slowly approaching port; it occurred to Noah that his story was not getting any simpler. He refocused his thoughts on those earlier events and the life he had shared with his Korean mother.


Chapter 4

Ellen

NOVEMBER 1968, ST. PETER

Ellen Lindquist answered the phone on the third ring. She prided herself on being efficient and prompt in everything she did, including answering her home phone. It was three o’clock in the afternoon on Tuesday, November 5,1968. It was a slightly breezy day with winds gusting to fourteen miles an hour and temperatures in the mid-forties. The weather mattered in Minnesota—especially when heading toward winter—and Ellen lived in

St. Peter, a small farming community in south central Minnesota. It also was election day, and Richard Nixon would beat Hubert Humphrey—Minnesota’s own—for the presidency of the United States of America. Ellen, of course, had already gone to her designated polling location and had cast her vote.

“Hello, Lindquist residence. Ellen speaking.”

Ellen answered the phone in a pleasant, cheery voice, saying the phone greeting that she had taught her four children. She always made sure to set the example, even if the children were not around. She spoke with the classic Minnesota yah-sure-ya-betcha accent. But like all Minnesotans, and Midwesterners in general, she thought she didn’t have an accent and that all newscasters spoke just like her.

Ellen was a trim, attractive woman of thirty-eight. She had the classic blonde-haired, blue-eyed combination of her Swedish heritage and an air of energy and efficiency that hinted at her nursing school training. She smiled easily and often and had a musical laugh that she always ended with a descending exclamation of “Oooohhhh, deeeaaaarr.”

“Mrs. Lindquist?” the voice asked, sounding small and distant in her ear.

“Yes, this is she.”

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Lindquist. This is Julie Benson, with Lutheran Social Service.”

“Oh, Miss Benson! It’s good to hear from you. What a nice surprise! We are all so excited about our pending ‘stork delivery’ and working to get everything ready. Is everything okay?”

Ellen’s face broke into a smile as she spoke into the phone.

“Mrs. Lindquist, I’m afraid I have some disappointing news. Your boy’s mother has changed her mind and has reclaimed him. He is no longer available for adoption.”

Ellen’s face immediately lost its just-formed smile and she stared blankly, unable to think of what to say, just holding the phone against her ear. She felt like she’d just been kicked in the stomach. She could feel herself struggling for breath, even though she was simply standing in her kitchen on a brisk, sunny November afternoon.

No … this cannot be. This cannot be happening!

“Mrs. Lindquist? I’m so sorry… hello? Are you still there?”

“Yes.” Blankly.

“It’s what we call a disrupted adoption. It’s rare, but it does sometimes happen. And we do, of course, respect the mother’s wishes. And it’s the law.”

“Of course.”

Ellen’s gut kept hurting more, like there was a blood clot building from the phantom kick that was turning into a blood knot that was growing and tightening. She could feel her heart beating faster and harder. She was having a hard time focusing on Julie’s words.

What was Julie saying?

“… so if you’re interested in exploring this alternative, I can get the process started.”

“I’m sorry. What alternative?”

“I know that this is all quite sudden, and it must be hard for you. The other boy? You may recall that there was another boy that may be available. We think that he still is. But he has some medical issues, and that’s why we all agreed on the first boy, even though he was a bit older.”

“I see. And Lutheran Social Service is certain that it’s final with our boy?” Ellen still thought of the boy, who was no longer going to be remotely “her boy,” in her head and heart as her boy.

How could God let some woman take my boy away from me?

“You’re certain that she won’t change her mind? Has anyone tried talking to her?”

There was a silence on the phone that stood between Julie Benson and Ellen Lindquist a few seconds too long.

“Mrs. Lindquist, LSS would never attempt to talk a birth mother out of any decision she makes. We must respect the wishes of the birth mother and can never be perceived as pressuring a mother in any direction. I’m sure you realize that.”

Another uncomfortable silence, two breaths beyond a polite duration.

“Yes. Of course.” Ellen could feel the tears starting to form in the corners of her eyes and building their watery volume, threatening to burst the confines of her eyelids. She could feel the sobs pushing to get out in tandem with the threatening tears.

Ellen needed to get off the phone.

“This is all just so sudden and disappointing, Miss Benson…. Thank you for letting us know and for mentioning the alternative. Umm, you know I’ll need to discuss all this with my husband. Please give us a few days, and we can call you back and let you know.”

“You bet. Of course.”

“Good-bye, Miss Benson.”

“Good-bye, Mrs. Lindquist.”

Ellen heard the click of Julie hanging up and the sound shifting to the dial tone of a dead line. She stood there with the dead phone against her ear and began to cry. She cried almost without sound, but her body shook with silent sobs.

Oh, God! It hurts so much, Lord. Losing this boy hurts so bad! It hurts because it reminds me of my real loss, of my real boy … God! How can you take away two boys from me?

The flashback nightmare started again. The feelings of it, the gut-wrenching anguish of it, and the black abyss of her loss. The black hole that had taken her son still sucked at her soul and her faith.

My God, my God, please help me through this!

Ellen Lindquist was a very God-fearing woman. She was raised surrounded by the strict traditions and beliefs of a spare and fervent Lutheran faith and morality. She believed in her God and in the sacrifice of her God’s son, as example and atonement for her and all sins. She had held her beliefs all her life, from her earliest memories.

But there was a time in her life when it all was in doubt, when the chill night of her anguish and anger, rage and broken heart had made her question God, good, sacrifice, and her prior unquestioning faith. And it had happened on a June day in 1957. She remembered the bleeding, the fear, the pain. And the unending loss that still filled her with a void, despite four beautiful children.

You don’t ever heal or “get over” the death of a child. Never.


Chapter 5

Hee Ae

SUMMER 1967, MUNSAN

As mealtime approached, he came home. And she knew immediately what had happened. She paused long enough to look up at her son from her squatted position. The tear trails down dirty cheeks, the blood still oozing from his lip and one knee, the torn shirt, the bruises and scratches, all told a familiar story, plain as words on a page. She looked back down and resumed scooping the pickled cabbage from its sunken earthen pot. She would be making kimchee for dinner, the spicy, hot cabbage dish that defined Korean cooking.

Though her face remained impassive, her chest snapped taut with impotent, mounting fury and guilt. Guilt that surfaced like some ugly sea creature broaching the waves of her conscious thoughts. Pain’s venom stabbed fang-driven into her heart.

It’s your fault, whispered the grotesque sea serpent of her guilt. You are the reason; your sins are paid by your son, over and again. Your sins.

As she rose to carry the cabbage to her cooking area, she stole another glance at her tiny child as he pumped the hand pump near her in the courtyard, the water coming out in fitful splashes. He deflected the pump’s water onto his face, washing the days humiliation, at least the visible traces, from his face. The pump looked huge next to the four-year-old, and he had to reach up for the handle and use his weight to bring it down. He didn’t ask for any help. He never did. And  he never spoke about what happened, but moved in silence until he had shoved it all away somewhere inside himself.

It must have been some of the other children, she thought with mixed anger and relief—relief because children rarely caused serious injury. But she knew that, as this had not been the first time, it would not be the last. And it would only get worse. She turned out of the courtyard with her cabbage and walked briskly to where she was preparing the rest of her meal in the cooking pit near her room. It was a rare luxury to have so much food to prepare, even a chicken. And it was thanks to the generosity of her landlord. His generosity highlighted her extreme poverty and brought on a sense of shame in Hee Ae for what it forced her to do sometimes to get what little money she could; she tried to keep her leaden shame crammed below her conscious thoughts. Her face was frozen and unreadable.

As Young Nam washed himself, Lee Hee Ae took the rice pot off the charcoal block she used for cooking and started scooping rice mixed with barley into small metal bowls. She finished making the kimchee. She set the rice and a boiled chicken along with the kimchee on a low, black lacquered table. It had mother-of-pearl inlaid in a floral design at each corner. She carried the table into the one room that was home for her and her son.

The room in which Hee Ae was setting the table was about twelve by ten feet. It had one small window, high up and near a corner. The window was covered with rice paper, but no glass. The paper let in a feeble light. The walls were covered with rice paper that served as a kind of wallpaper, as was the floor, though a different, more durable version. Both were equally uneven, wavy and bumpy. The wallpaper was yellowed and peeling along the seams and in the corners, where the glue had long ago turned to dust. The cooking area was a semi-outdoor, half-enclosed dirt-floored pit. It was connected by paper-covered sliding doors to the room.

There was no electricity and no plumbing for water or toilets, only the communal hand pump connected to its well back in the courtyard, surrounded by sunken clay pots that stored various foodstuffs and a reeking, open-pit communal outhouse located outside the farmhouses enclosed walls. Hee Ae cooked using cylindrical charcoal. She bought two or three pieces from the charcoal peddler when she could afford it. The cooking pit’s floor was sunken, a few feet below the room’s floor level, and was located partially under the room’s floor, with the smoke vented through a chimney that ran under the room. This made a part of the room’s floor heated and warm to the touch and was the extent of heating in the Lees’ tiny home. But too often Hee Ae did not have the money for charcoal, and there was no heat.

The room was part of a larger, thatch-roofed farmhouse that contained a few stables and a small courtyard, fenced in with straw and wood. There was a time when the farmhouse would have been home to one extended family. Not so long ago, a time when most farm families owned their land and worked it and lived together, aunts and uncles, brothers and sisters, children and grandchildren, all would have been farming the family’s land and filling the farmhouse’s rooms. Each room would have a different, but blood-related nuclear family. But now, the rooms were half empty, with the occupied ones serving as homes to the likes of Lee Hee Ae, the remnants of the past owners serving as landlords.

The crude structure of rock, mud, and straw walls, dusty orange-brown, rough and pockmarked, rose to meet an ancient, gray-brown thatched roof. In the rafters and awnings pigeons roosted, their droppings making white and gray runs down the walls.

When it was time, she called him. They ate in silence, mother and son. She thought how small he was as he shoveled mouthfuls of rice, mixed with barley, using his oversized spoon. Despite his size and starving-boy fragility, he had something hard and untouchable in him, she thought. She wondered about what was inside his so-young soul.

It scares me sometimes. Maybe it’s just me seeing things, maybe
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