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밥상 앞에

무릎을 꿇지 말 것

눈물로 만든 밥보다

모래로 만든 밥을 먼저 먹을 것

—정호승,밥 먹는 법

one must not kneel

at the table

before the rice made of tears

first eat the rice made of sand

—JEONG HO-SEUNG, “How to Eat”
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1

I ran away for good in the stinking slop heart of summer. Away from my mother and father, but mostly my mother. She was the only creature I would miss and the only one to miss me. The only one who called me her baby, her little tiger, her fluffy rice cake, still, even though I was seventeen. Not old enough to pour alcohol in restaurants but old enough to check bags at museums, sell cigarettes and corn dogs at convenience stores, sweep hair off the floor of a neighborhood salon. Though I did none of these things. No real work, no real school, no real thing to prepare me for a real life. Even a thief would have left with a proper plan, a route, a lair. But I was less than a thief. Just another hollow teenager bobbing along the stream of Seoul.

Maybe I left in summer to remember my mother at her worst, in a sweltering heat wave, standing at the kitchen stove, small and ugly. Trapped in the steam of an old aluminum pot. The pot was the biggest thing we owned, maybe the biggest thing we’d ever own in that cramped apartment. Not a flat-screen TV like the ones we stopped to admire every weekend at the big-box store. Not a maple-wood piano like the one from my childhood, the one we had sold in 1997 as the financial crisis flipped Korea and my father inside out. He had just been promoted to deputy manager of an entire division at the twenty-seventh largest company in Korea. He served two weeks before getting fired.

He managed to land another job at a smaller company, with a lower title, working for bosses straight out of college. Boys in silvery suits and hair gel, educated abroad in places like Sydney and Santa Barbara. They delighted in my father’s subservience. He poured their coffees during the day and their whiskeys at night. Sometimes when they got too drunk they forgot to pay and left my father with the monstrous bill. I learned of these incidents when my mother did, opening the credit card statement with trembling hands. He promised the company would reimburse him, though I never found out if they did.

Now, a decade later, the financial crisis of 1997 appeared to have faded. Corporations thrived, mom-and-pop fried chicken shops thrived, construction cranes towered in all the new neighborhoods where kids grew up in glass buildings with private parks. Green and lush, nothing like my neighborhood. Nothing like my father who got so hungover that when he woke up for work, he couldn’t get up and going without a green bottle of soju to steady his hands. After a decade of pouring drinks for arrogant boys, he’d discovered how much more he preferred to pour them for himself. And after that decade, he didn’t have to tell us to eat dinner without him. There was always a work gathering or a school reunion or a boxing match or the funeral of a buddy from his years in mandatory military service or some other reason to get blackout drunk all night and fail to come home.

“Come home,” my mom would cry and whisper into the phone when he finally picked up in the middle of the night.

“I was the deputy manager,” he yelled back at her. We heard other voices, sometimes voices of women, laughing in the background.

All gone. Our biggest possession was a dented pot with handles that overheated and burned my mother’s palms. She used it for bone broth or chicken soup. And twice a year, she also used it to boil our underwear. All of our underwear—hers, mine, and my father’s. They boiled for an hour. This was how she sanitized them, whitened them, made them last. At least that’s what she claimed, even as the cotton dulled and the elastic waistbands lost their hold.

My father found the whole ritual repulsive, primitive. He insisted his briefs get washed separately, and my mother readily agreed to his face, but then she dumped them all into our one big swirl anyway because he was never around to keep watch.

In wintertime, the boil of our underwear warmed our rooms, and even the smell of old thinning cotton was a comfort. But in the summer, the smell turned. The stench of our underwear, our angry bodies, rose up from the pot to suffocate me. To remind me the boil was useless, her ritual didn’t work, nothing could stop our old scraps from yellowing. She was yellowing. And that was how I wanted to leave her. Wilting in the kitchen. Skin clammy, feet dirty. Watching the clouds outside that promised rain and thunder and flood but not just yet.

On days like that I was her only relief, me, the child that dutifully ate the cucumber sticks she stacked on a plate to try and cool us from the inside. At nine years old, and then ten, twelve, fifteen, seventeen.

“I had a dream about you,” I told her in between bites, “a bad dream.”

“Oh, did you.” She ate from her own plate. For herself she saved only the cucumber ends, the small nibbles too bitter to enjoy. But she could never let them go to waste.

“You were on the platform of a train station. Every train kept howling and passing without stopping to take anyone. They wouldn’t take you.”

She stirred the pot and smiled into the rising steam.

“That’s not a bad dream. That’s a good dream.”

“How is that good?”

“It means there’s a better train coming just for me. And you. You were on the platform with me, right? We’re taking the next train together. And it’s the express.”

I couldn’t tell her the worst part of my dream, the aloneness on her face as she stood and waited on the platform. A face I saw outside of sleep too. It didn’t matter if she was laughing or yawning or sobbing, there it was, always, an expression of disbelief as every train slammed by without stopping to take her. The face when she woke up before my father to iron his suit and cook his breakfast and try to dissuade him from another late night of binge drinking with people who didn’t really care about him. She pleaded with him to use that money to invest in stocks or get a more reliable car or move to a different apartment—we’d probably get stuck with the same faulty wiring and low ceilings, but at least we could place me in a better school district.

When she pleaded, he refused to look at her. I was the only one who looked.
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2008. My classmates obsessed over their plans for graduation. What dress to wear, what gifts to request from parents, grandparents, boyfriends. I already sensed I wouldn’t be joining them on the walk. I was pretty sure my grades had dropped too much, and I’d have to finish a year late, but I didn’t want to have the conversation with teachers or administrators to find out for certain. I wanted nothing for certain. I skipped classes instead. I roamed the loud, polluted streets of my childhood. Breathed in tree pollen. Sneezed out green dust.

The shuttle bus for the airport had added a new stop to its service, right in our neighborhood. Right at the main intersection with the subway station, the twenty-four-hour convenience store, the row of public telephone booths, the VHS rental shop that had turned into a DVD rental shop. Where motorcyclists liked to swerve and turn recklessly and every so often crash into something in the middle of the night and leave their snapped and shattered wing mirrors on the ground where I walked to school. Some mornings I’d also pass broken soju bottes and pools of drunken vomit and delicate panties flung on the sidewalk.

There, the shuttle company installed a tall blue pillar where the bus would come to a stop. A smooth blue pillar that reminded me of the cool Gatorade bottles that glowed in the refrigerated aisle of the convenience store. On the hottest of summer days, when it hurt just to wake up in my warm body, I’d linger in the frigid air-conditioned aisles of the convenience store and stare at the bottles of clean blue water. Just looking at them could pacify me.

Soon after the pillar, the flight attendants came too. Slender ladies who were grateful to have another stop, another neighborhood for their brief stays in between flights. Most of them arrived in groups of four or five to rent a room together. I passed them in the afternoon, on my walks home from school.

They glided in ivory uniforms. Pristine jackets and skirts and stockings and gloves. Carry-on suitcases, the same shade of ivory, that rolled noisily down the bumpy pavement. It seemed cruel to pick ivory as the uniform color for women who traveled as their profession, moving through the grime of strange people and places all day. Surely they splashed their skirts in puddles or scuffed their heels and toes on bad roads all the time. But this was their other function—besides balancing trays of food and soda, they were supposed to remind us of pure beaming clouds, to separate the skies above from the overwhelming plainness down here of yet another smoggy afternoon in Korea. They didn’t belong in our sad messy world.

Sometimes I saw an attendant by herself, the same woman, the only one who insisted on always coming and going alone. When the other ladies tried to talk to her, she only smiled and nodded and stared into her pocket mirror to reapply her pink lipstick until they gave up and walked away. She knew she was taller than them, more elegant than them. She was better than them. And I loved her for it. Her hair that she kept black and natural and simple, slicked back into a tight bun. Her face that she had powdered over and over again like a pillowy doughnut. Her skirt didn’t show much more than her knees, but everyone still turned to admire the modest view of her long calves in the sun.

[image: ]
My father came home for dinner one night. He complained about the simple radish soup, the old rice in the rice cooker, the fake eyebrows that my mother had gotten tattooed a few days ago like all the other mothers in the neighborhood.

“You look like a clown,” he said into his bowl. “It looks like paint. Clown paint. Why are women doing this? The same dog eyebrows on all of you.”

He smiled at her, daring her to speak. “And now it won’t go away. You’ll look stupid for the rest of your life.”

I tried to interrupt him. But my mother stopped me.

“You’re right” was all she said. “I’ll see if I can get it lasered off. Is it that bad?”

“It’s bad. Dog bad.”

“Okay. I’ll laser it off. I don’t really like them anyway. It’s not me.”

“It’s going to turn green,” my father added. “It’s the cheap ink. They make all your eyebrows turn green.”

“I’ll make some calls tomorrow.”

He returned to the living room to fall asleep in front of the air conditioner. She washed and dried the dishes by herself. She would never let me help.

And that night, I didn’t want to help. Instead, I hid in my room. I didn’t unzip my bag to take out my homework or pack tomorrow’s books. Didn’t play my favorite tapes in the tape player. Just sat at the old desk a distant cousin had passed on to us when he graduated and moved away for college. I couldn’t recall my cousin anymore. But his old pencil marks and doodles on the wooden surface, those I knew and traced over with my own pencils every night. He had also taken a box cutter to carve long frantic gashes up and down.

My mother knocked on my door. I ignored her.

“Angry baby. Are you awake?”

She waited. My father snored in the living room.

“If you’re awake. Let me see you.”

I knew it would cheer her up to see my door open. To see me. But I couldn’t move. I was paralyzed, like my pencil nub stuck in an old doodle.

“Come on. Come out.”

My pencil was still stuck, the tip wedged into where the box cutter had cut deep. If I tried to pry it out, my pencil tip would snap.

I thought my mother would go away. Instead, she crouched down. She tried to stick her fingers under my door. Their shadows ran along the narrow gap.

“I used to live in a room like this,” she said. “When I first moved up to Seoul for work. A room just like yours.”

“You did?”

“Yeah.” She ran her fingers left and right, one more time. “I had to share a refrigerator with the whole house and put my name on my food. People kept stealing it, though. The entire house, nothing but nice girls from all over the country, the nicest girls, the lady running the place made sure of that. But even then. They stole from me. From each other. Everyone ironed their pleats and pinned broaches on their work blouses, but underneath all that, they were thieves. One of them even stole my mail. Letters from my parents, my brothers, old classmates. Couldn’t even leave that alone.”

“How did they take your mail?”

“I had a small door in my door. Like a pet door. All the rooms had one. The landlady would shove our mail into it. I loved that door. I loved my mail. Back then it was the only way to hear from anyone.”

Her fingers stopped. Still under my door, but they didn’t move across the narrow sliver. They just waited for me to come open up.

“And one night I decided, I’m sick of this thief who keeps stealing my letters, I’m done with this thief, I’m going to catch her, whoever she is. I waited. I shut off all my lights and waited so when the thief tried to take my stuff again, whoever’s hand it was, I would see the hand. Just like this. A hand reaching in through the pet door. And I decided I would just grab it and make them scream.”

“Did you catch her?”

“I saw a hand creep in.”

“And then?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t do anything. I just stared at the hand. Until it went away.”

“That’s all you did?”

“Yeah. I didn’t want to touch it.”

“That’s really dumb.”

“I know. I couldn’t even look at it really. I closed my eyes until the pet door swung shut again. And then I just ran out to forget the whole thing. I did that all summer long. Going to the movie theater for some AC so I could cool off and clear my mind.”

“Was it hotter than this?”

“Way hotter. I sweat through all my clothes every night. But those couple of hours with a loud movie, that’s how I stayed in touch with so many friends for a while. And then I met your father at the ticket line. We sometimes met even when the protests were going on and martial law kept taking over again and again. We’d watch a movie, spin some records, then he’d rush me home before the midnight curfew. He didn’t drink then.”

As the TV quieted, his snores got loud. Louder than the air conditioner. I kept my eyes on my pencil. A red pencil I had been gifted a couple of years ago, along with all my other classmates, a gift from one of the kids who was running for class president. That’s how we elected our presidents, with enthusiasm only in proportion to the gifts we got, counting the number of trinkets and hamburgers their parents were willing to bribe us with. I couldn’t get the pencil out of the gash. The tip was stuck completely. It wouldn’t budge even when I twisted and pulled over and over again. I had no choice but to snap the tip, so I did. It broke free.

My mother wouldn’t give up. She kept her fingers under my door.

“It’s hard to be a man,” she said softly. “It’s hard to be a man in Korea. Such a heavy existence. There aren’t really words for it. If the words were there, if they knew them, then they’d stop. If it were only that easy. When you’re older you’ll understand.”

“Are your eyebrows really permanent?” I asked her. “Will they really turn green?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Why? Are you worried too? I can laser it off. I’m pretty sure I can.”

“Why did you do it?”

“I don’t know. The other moms were doing it. And they said all the young girls were doing it. I didn’t think it would look so bad.”

“But how could you be so stupid?”

She finally drew her hand away from the door. I heard her stand up. Even through the door I felt her face, a face that would never chase the trains that left it behind. Her exceptional sadness.

Though maybe it wasn’t exceptional after all. Maybe it was ordinary, unmentionably so, a face that so many of my classmates lived with in their homes, if not a mother then a father or an uncle or a grandparent or a sibling. The aloneness that they spoke to over breakfast, consoled after dinner.

Maybe all of my classmates wanted to run away. Some of them said so, they were considering it, but that was all. But whatever the source of sadness at home, alcohol or infidelity or a dead sibling and the dozens of crayon drawings they had left behind, it wasn’t that bad. It wasn’t a good enough reason to leave.

I would never have a good enough reason to run if I kept looking for one. I would never be bold enough or desperate enough or tragic enough. So I would just have to do it. I’d have to fold up the money I’d saved over the years, the bits of cash from birthday cards and New Year cards, the cash from my father’s wallet after he passed out, the cash I’d been saving for my graduation dress, and the cash from selling my family’s extensive collection of old VHS movies and CDs and cassettes, a little bit each time, knowing my parents would never find out because they’d stopped watching movies together or playing Andrea Bocelli over dinner a long time ago. Then I’d cram my essentials into a book bag and walk to the subway station and beep my transit pass at the turnstile. Like anyone who wanted to go anywhere.
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The summer rains finally came. It cooled the city, even brought some howling winds that crashed raindrops so hard into our windows that I thought they would shatter. After school, I walked home to the sound of rain gushing down the storm drains. I held tight to my cheap plastic umbrella from the convenience store and passed a few others, the exact same flimsy rubbery umbrellas, bent and abandoned on the sidewalks, covered in soggy newspaper, tossed behind the bushes.

Just when we got used to the rain, to the smell of storms in the air every morning, it stopped.

Summer would be over soon. Just a few more weeks of starved mosquitoes and the red specks of their mushed bodies on my walls and pillows. Then autumn would come and the sky would turn as cold as the river.

And just as quickly as the flight attendants had arrived, they ceased to appear in our neighborhood. The shuttle service had added a few more stops to their route, extending deeper into the suburbs. In search of ever-cheaper rooms, the women flocked away.

But one afternoon, on my way home from school, a flash caught my eye at the intersection. It was the same attendant, the one who always traveled by herself. Tucked inside one of the public phone booths, as pretty and alone as ever. She anxiously played with the telephone cord as she talked. On one of her pale wrists was a thin watch. It glinted as she twisted the cord.

I got close, pretending to wait for a bus that stopped at the same curb. Why hadn’t she left our neighborhood too? Was she leaving now? Would I ever see her again, or was this the last time? I inched closer. Bits of her conversation slipped out.

“What do you mean you can’t pick me up?”

Her voice trembled.

“Then what about tomorrow? I don’t leave until noon.”

Another pause.

“Where am I supposed to go? What do I do until then? I don’t know anyone or anything in this shithole part of town. Why did you even tell me to come?” She was weakening, but her voice grew louder. “Why did we even eat dinner together? Why did you want that? Why did you come and find me?”

The bus came. A stream of workers and students poured out, elbowing their way through the crowd to get home as fast as possible. In the fuss I missed the next few phrases out of her mouth. But I couldn’t miss the fat tears rolling down her face. New passengers crammed into the bus. The light turned green and it took off again.

In the booth, the conversation was over. I knew because her fidgeting stopped.

Eventually, she dropped the receiver back into its cradle. She stepped out of the booth and looked at me. Her tears had melted her makeup. They left dark streaks of her real, plain skin down her cheeks.

“Do you have some cigarettes on you?” she asked.

It was for me, her question, the small words coming out of such pink and puffy lips. I couldn’t respond. I just shook my head.

“What about some cash? Like maybe five or ten thousand?” I shook my head again. Her cheeks were dry now. Her voice was too.

“Well, what is there to do around here? How do dipshits like us pass time?”

I pointed down the street. “Frozen yogurt,” I stammered. “Down the street. And a karaoke room. And a bakery.”

“Are there tables at the bakery? Can I sit down?”

“Yeah. But don’t go there.”

“Why not?”

“It’s old and ugly. It’s where all the loud moms meet to gossip. The bread isn’t even good. You won’t like it.”

“That’s fine. I’m never coming back here again.”

“Your makeup got ruined.”

“Oh.” She rubbed her cheeks to blur out the dark streaks of her real skin. She patted her bun to make sure it was still in place.

“Is it hard?” I asked her. “To do what you do?”

“You want to do this?”

“Maybe.”

“It’s not hard. It’s easy. Easy to start and easy to do. You smile and take shit, smile and take shit, then take more shit, then pour, then wipe down the toilets. The end.”

“Do you make a lot of money?”

She paused to gauge my seriousness. “You make connections,” she said slowly. “Which can be more important than money.”

“Connections?”

“Yeah. You know, with people. Human connections. Which basically become money connections. That’s why it’s so hard when you want to stop.”

“Are you trying to stop?”

“I’m trying to try. Are you sure you don’t have any cash or cigarettes on you?”

She rolled her suitcase down the street. Some taxis slowed and honked to get her attention, but she waved them away. At the bakery she paused to peer into the cramped shop. Without looking back at me, she went inside.

I never saw her again. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that what mattered was that we had met at all, that the new bus stop had brought her to me. To show me her life.

For the rest of the summer, I kept looking for her long white legs to walk out of a phone booth. I kept wanting to see her again so that, this time, I would follow her. Into the bakery where she discreetly slipped off her heels and rested her swollen feet under the table. Then into her train, or her taxi, then into the plane that landed her in her next city, then her next one, and the next. Aimless, rootless, and that was okay. A part of me was terrified by her tears in the phone booth, her plea to a young girl for bread money, her numb feet stuffed into unbearable work. But she wasn’t going to starve, or sink into the ocean, or shrivel into a pea without the soothing touch of a family or a home. She was going to be okay. She was going to live.
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The last few days of summer. Of earthworms emerging to wriggle and mate on slick wet soil, only to get crushed under shoes and tires. And the last of the cicadas, shrilling swarms of them. By September, only their silent husks would be left clinging to the trees.

I roved the neighborhood alone, as I had done for years. At nine years old, and then ten, I snuck out to teach myself how to go far. To pinch the elastic that bound me and pull pull pull until it popped.

Eleven years old, then twelve. The farthest I ever went was to a short highway underpass. An underpass that cut through one of the busiest intersections in Seoul. A small pedestrian aisle built to encourage walking in the city. I stood under its parabolic ceiling that amplified the noise of the trucks and buses and cars whooshing overhead.

The walls of this tunnel were covered in graffiti. I liked to press my palm into the painted messages, which always felt a little wet even when they were dry. I never caught the taggers at work, even though their messages changed all the time. Then, once a year, the city sent a team of workers in respirators to sand and blast the paint off the walls. But the paint always came back. The bloodshot eyeballs, the grinning skulls. And as I grew older, the taggers grew older too, and their images darkened into furious scrawls and slashes.

It took me a while to notice I wasn’t alone there. I was there with the snails. Always a few snails climbing up the walls, eating their way up the paint. I learned to distinguish them by the patterns on their shells. Over a couple of hours, they could climb from somewhere low, near my feet, and all the way up to the height of my chest, my eyes. When they got there, I liked to pluck them off the wall. Each shell was as smooth and brown as my earlobes.

I picked them up in order to return them to where they’d begun. They climbed up the same stretch again. And so I uprooted them again. I kept them climbing up the old tunnel, never above my reach. I knew it was cruel, but with the snails, I allowed myself to play God, pinching them up and dropping them somewhere else, changing the course of their lives, all on a whim, my whim. Every once in a while, I’d find some dead ones. I knew they were dead because they lifted dry and easy in my fingers. Maybe it was some toxin in the spray paint, or the fumes from all the cars yowling by, or maybe they were never meant to live long. I didn’t know. But there were always more, and the cluster of snails always grew back.

There, at that underpass, I learned to stop fearing the darkness of nighttime. All I had to do was smoke and watch the snails and keep my back turned to the cars and their screaming headlights. I watched the snails chew up large flakes of paint. They left the same bitemarks I’d seen on tree leaves. Some nights I stayed with them for so long that, when I left the tunnel, I saw traffic helicopters and the blinking red lights of airplanes.

I fantasized about leaving my family and I fantasized about killing the snails. Smashing them with the toes of my shoes. The way I’d watched the older kids do it, but now I wanted to watch me. Watch myself as I crushed every last one. Catch my shoes under a streetlight, the foamy stains that glistened all over them. That’s all they were, some slime and flecks of shell.

To kill them so they would stop coming back, and I would stop coming back, I would finally stop touching them and moving them. I couldn’t stand the tentacles, the poppy seed eyes. Eyes that saw my approach, my hands. The tentacles curled away from me until they retracted into the head. As if the snail was learning to recognize my face, my scent, my intention. But that was all it could do. It had no voice to yell at me, no strength to hurt me, nothing to stop me from pulling it off the wall again and undoing its path.

When I did leave, I did it just like that, like plucking a snail off the wall, only this time I was the snail.

I packed some clothes after another lonely dinner where I had forced myself to eat so that my mother wouldn’t have to eat alone. My guts burned from the old salty soup we had reheated so many times that the radish had disintegrated and the squash had turned gray. I wanted to lie down, but if I lay down tonight, then tomorrow we would reheat the same soup again until even the gray squash melted into memory.

Jeans, shorts, T-shirts, lip gloss, underwear.

What else did it take to run away?

Chewing gum, phone charger.

What would I do if she caught me? If her eyes met mine, my two brittle cicada husks falling away? Could I really do it? Could I follow through? Was I really doing this? I still couldn’t tell.

An extra phone battery, cherry blossom hand cream.

I tiptoed to the kitchen for some food from the refrigerator. I grabbed some old red bean buns, some slices of cheese, half a bar of chocolate.

“Hungry baby.” My mother called out from the bedroom. Her voice crawled up my arms, my shoulders, around my neck. “Do you know where I put our leftovers?”

“Yes,” I called back.

“Eat as much as you want.”

“Okay. I will.”

I didn’t even go back into my room to tidy my bed, the covers stained with my sweat, my shape.

When I opened the door, the hot night air sucked me out. My blood rushed in my ears. I couldn’t feel my feet at all, even as they went down the corridor and down the stairs. Past the parking lot, the rows of dusty cars. On the big street I finally let myself breathe and look up from my dusty sneakers, up at the neighborhood and up at the streetlamps where bugs fluttered.

Some families were out for their after-dinner stroll through the warm evening. They studied the dessert menus of coffee shops, the new apartment listings taped on the windows of realtors. I had always wondered if our family would ever walk together like that, arm in arm. It was a relief to know I wouldn’t have to wonder anymore.

Maybe I would come home tomorrow. Maybe in a year. Maybe never. I might not even last until sunrise. I might be back in my bed before my mother even woke up.

But if I did that, I would also be right back to wondering why we couldn’t walk together, wander the neighborhood for melon ice cream and stray cats to feed. Right back to envying children who adored their fathers, and the fathers who knew how to adore them back, how to pack their schoolbags, how to kneel and lather protective sunscreen on their little rubbery arms. Their tenderness sickened me. Why couldn’t I just be happy for them? Happy that tenderness existed at all? Why couldn’t I look it in the eye?

At the station turnstile, I almost beeped my metro card. The metro card that was linked to my mother’s credit card and would send her a log of every beep at every station if she wanted. Not only that, it recorded every time and location where it was used, all compiled into a permanent log that the police could demand to see. I remembered all this at the last second. In a panic, I stumbled back from the beeper. I went and fed some cash into an old fare machine instead, to get a simple one-way pass printed on recycled paper. Disposable, untraceable. When it beeped, I didn’t really feel anything. No exhilaration, no escape. I just hoped that I would never have to wonder again about the family that had always escaped me.
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War had saved the city of Seoul. That’s what we were told growing up, whenever we were shown old black-and-white photographs of blown-up roads, blown-up homes, blown-up fields of cabbage and cereal grains. How little was left, how close we had come to losing it all to the colonizers, to the communists, to the Americans, to the dictators—all the powers that had once stunk up our rivers. A city rebuilt by the military because they were the cheapest workforce available. A workforce that already knew how to demolish ruins, follow directions, carry heavy things across great distances.

Decades later, parts of the city still looked flung together. Like we were still trying to erase a war. Chipped concrete blocks, chipped bricks, unfinished grouting, crooked doorways and window frames that leaned one way or the other, nothing was to last.

I took the train into one of these ghost neighborhoods. Only fifteen subway stations away from my childhood, and yet an unrecognizable world. Where I could peel off the skin of my birth. Unplug from my matrix. I found a cheap tangle of alleyways to hide me.

I passed building after building of red brick. Long ago, they would have each housed a single family. But now they got broken into six smothering rooms, or ten, or maybe a dozen. As I walked, I could hear every sound of life happening within those flimsy walls. Arguments on the phone, arguments face-to-face, faucets running, dishes getting piled on a rack to dry, TV reruns. The buildings, as frail as they were, somehow contained it all.

And they had also somehow adapted to the gear of modern life. Their signs advertised free air-conditioning, free internet, free hot water, refurbished communal kitchens, breakfast every day.

I wondered if anyone inside was listening to me, my unsteady steps, the loose wheels of my suitcase rolling over the cracks in the paving.

I stopped at a redbrick building, as old and ugly as the others. But there was a sign on the rooftop. I had to take a few steps back to read: WOMEN ONLY. With a phone number splashed under it. A tacky yellow sign, just a flimsy sheet stretched out on a billboard, but it was enormous, spanning the entire rooftop. It even came with a spotlight that lit up the words from below.

Sweat prickled my eyes. Rolled into my ears, down my back, under my T-shirt. I examined the windows of the building, one small square for each room. A window just big enough for my shoulders and hips to squeeze through. Some of the windows were lit up and I thought I saw people moving inside, girls as small as me. I called the number on the sign.

A woman answered.

“When do you need the room?” she asked.

“I’m standing outside,” I replied. “But I can come back tomorrow in the morning.”

“Stay right there.” She hung up.

I waited and rearranged my hair, my shirt, my jeans, hoping to look reliable. Soon, the door opened. A woman squinted at me and my suitcase.

“Do you work?” she asked. Her voice was even rougher in person.

“Yes,” I lied.

“Real work?”

“I’m training to be a flight attendant. I’ll be taking classes all day so I just need a place to crash at night.”

“You already finished high school?”

“Yes,” I lied again.

She looked me up and down, scanning the plainness of my shoes, the sweat stains on my clothes. But I knew she was only pretending to be discerning, I knew she would say yes, because over her shoulder I could sense how often the units turned over, I saw the rows of rusted mailboxes, the names crossed out again and again.

“Do you smoke?” was all she asked. “This is a smoke-free facility.”

“I don’t even know how to smoke.”

“Good. Nothing uglier than a girl who smokes.”

She led me upstairs to my room. Up a stairwell littered with super-slim cigarettes. The stairs and walls were bare cement, with the white markings from construction still on them. A lone light bulb dangled from the very top, three floors above.

“Don’t touch that switch. That’s for the billboard up there. I switch it on and off every night and morning. No one else.”

“No one else,” I repeated. “Got it.”

The lodging house had always been in her family, she explained with pride. Her father had bought the land just after the war, and when he died, her mother had turned it into a boardinghouse for young women—in the years when you couldn’t think of anything worse than a young woman living alone. But they did live alone, there had always been women who lived alone, and many had done so right here.

She showed me to my room, how to shut the window properly so mosquitoes couldn’t come in, where to plug in a light. How to ignore the rectangular stain on the wall, where an air conditioner unit had been ripped out. How to lock my room from the inside and outside.

“These girls are thieves,” she said. “Not all of them, but enough of them. They never leave without taking something from the others.”

We went back out into the hall and down to the other end, where a small kitchen led to a small bathroom, just two shower stalls and a toilet. With a firm hold, the landlady showed me how to switch on the boiler and wait for ten minutes until the hot water came.

“You know, this neighborhood wasn’t always a dump. The Japanese used to live here, lots of them, the colonial leaders and businessmen, they built some really nice houses here and gave themselves the best of everything, the oldest persimmon trees and the cleanest wells. It’s good soil, giving soil. And they knew it.”

“Persimmon trees? Where? I’ve never seen a persimmon tree.”

“Oh, it’s all gone now. They covered up the wells too. But we have that same water running underneath. Giving water. You can’t dig anywhere without hitting a vein. Makes everything lush. It’s all the mountain runoffs. They run through this part of the city. Right under our feet. And once, it was the richest and the most powerful who flocked here to drink from it. You didn’t know that, did you? You thought this was just like all the other shitstain neighborhoods? Of course that’s what you thought.”

The landlady spat out a bitter breath. She ran her hand over my door, which had been painted over so many times that a thick layer bubbled. “Well, I guess that’s all gone. We used to have persimmon trees and quince trees and magnolias on every corner. Now it’s just a forest of cheap efficiency units.”

“Cheap is good, though. People will always need something cheap.”

“Not cheap like this. None of you girls should be living here. I would rip out my eyes if I knew my daughter was living like this.”

“You have a daughter?”

“No. And that’s for the best.”

Her footsteps spiraled down the stairwell.

I spread out on the floor of my new room. I took out my old bath towel from my bag and wrapped it around me. From another room somewhere, the stink of cigarettes wafted in. I lit up a cigarette myself and decided to smoke the whole pack. I kicked up a leg and stretched it towards the opposite wall. There would be no room for any kind of bed, not even a mattress, not that I could afford it. A soft buzz vibrated through my floor, maybe the electricity for the yellow billboard on the roof.

I passed out like that, cigarette in my hand. I woke up and saw that I’d received dozens of calls and text messages from my mother.

Where are you?

What do you want for dinner?

I can make anything you want, its just us two again

I also saw that, in my short sleep, I’d burned a hole through my towel. At first the burn upset me, like I’d damaged something. But when I brought my towel to the communal shower, I discovered that the hole fit perfectly over the plastic hook on the wall.
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Morning brought strange sounds I’d never heard before. The sounds of a neighborhood where everyone lived alone. No families, no playgrounds, no toy shops with stuffed animals piled up against the windows. But we had convenience stores on every corner that sold cigarettes, booze, and frozen hot dogs all day and night. The occasional roars of delivery trucks and motorcycles that used our alleys to get around the traffic of the main roads, to cut through the city.

I wasn’t sure how I would fill my whole day. I dressed to go outside.

The other girls had already left, or maybe they were sleeping in their rooms, who knew? I could only see the cigarette butts they had tossed all over our stairwell.

Just before I went out the front door, I passed the row of rusted mailboxes in the narrow entryway. The bits of name tags that had yellowed and faded, even in a sunless corridor. Out of the nine rooms, only five were occupied. Four mailboxes were stuffed full of flyers and ads, clumps of glossy paper that wouldn’t budge even when I tugged at them.

I pulled harder. A few pages fell out. All the flyers promised to put you in touch with other people—private loan managers, realtors, pizza shops, prostitutes, Chinese noodle shops, massage therapists, car sellers, car buyers, people who would pay money for your gold teeth or your old defunct electronics and musical instruments and kitchen knives.

One flyer was for a vocational school. They specialized in training students for jobs in the aviation industry: as airplane mechanics, as airport security officers, and as flight attendants. The model on the flyer was dressed in the same ivory uniform as the ladies I’d seen all summer.

I called the number. After a few short rings, a bubbly introduction greeted me.

“Thank you for calling the Pacific Aviation School, the number-one trusted training program of the aviation industry. How can we assist you today?”

She spoke so fast that it made me stutter. “How much is the flight attendant program?”

“The new year is already underway,” the voice replied. “Shall we register you for next year? We can also put you on the waiting list for the second half of this year. There are always some spots that open up.”

“How much is it?”

“We have a number of scholarships available for students who show exceptional potential. Registration ends in three weeks. We recommend registering as soon as possible, as spaces fill up quickly.”

“And the tuition?”

The woman paused. “Please come by our main office” was all she gave me. “We’d be happy to give you the introductory tour of our facilities and connect you to our extremely successful graduates who have reached the interview step with all major airlines at a remarkable rate of one hundred percent. We provide a free headshot photoshoot in one of our coveted trainee uniforms, just for participating in our campus tour.”

She droned on about the in-flight simulator and the cabin replica we’d use for our practicum, the various language courses offered so that we could apply for positions at airlines from all over the world, the new course on deescalating terrorist attacks, which was the first of its kind in Korea. We’d also learn to taste and pour wine properly in order to adequately serve VIP clientele. We’d even get referrals to the best clinics for affordable braces and cosmetic surgery.

“Other places will rip your face apart and stitch it back together like a monster,” she chirped. “Our expert physicians only enhance the beauty that’s already there, which employers much prefer.”

I signed up for a campus tour. “Any spots left for today?” I asked.

“We’re delighted to offer you a tour tomorrow.”

In the meantime, I’d have to get through this day. From my window I watched the summer swell one last time. It bloated the alley with rain. Men rushed to work, their nice shoes and pantlegs splashed and drenched. They trashed their umbrellas in the middle of the street when the spokes snapped in the wind. Soon the monsoons would pass, the mugginess would recede, and I would have to shut my window to keep out the cold.

My phone chimed.

Where are you daughter?

I turned off the ringer. But the screen kept lighting up.

Tell me where you are. Tell me before I run out and turn the whole country upside down

im ok, I finally replied. that’s all im going to tell you

okay. when are you coming back? i made a fresh pot of rice in the rice cooker so eat that when you come home tonight just eat it all

fine

your father can’t find out

just handle it don’t be so weak

i made new rice for you

dont be so weak be strong

She didn’t respond.

be strong, I texted again.

I sat there, staring at my phone, waiting for the beep. I felt my mother at home, lying in her bed, with only the flash of my text messages to light up the stillness of her room, while she waited for my father to come home. Not so wasted that he would bother the neighbors, only wasted enough to bother her, that was all she asked for. And then I squeezed my eyes shut so that I wouldn’t have to see any more.
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As a child I had savored each morning, getting ready for school. After a hot bowl of soup, I buttoned up my uniform that my mother had ironed the night before. I picked out my scrunchie for the day, then my socks, and secretly hoped the other girls would envy how pretty they were, how delicate. Sometimes on the walk to school I’d see a dead pigeon on the road, flattened by a motorcycle or a car, and I’d look away even as the other kids oohed and gathered to poke the corpse with a stick. I didn’t want to join their disgusting game. I wasn’t sure I even understood it. What was the point? Unlike them, I couldn’t wait to get to school. To listen to my teachers and write in my notebook with a dozen different colored pens. The red ink smelled like strawberry and the green was apple.

Only after the crisis did I understand what the children were doing around the dead bird. My father was drinking more and more each week, staying out later each night, and my mom had stopped ironing my uniform. She sat by the phone instead, calling him nonstop and looking at her reflection in the blank TV screen. Back then my father still felt bad. He still promised to end it, but I already knew. I knew an end was no longer something he could promise. Anger had set him on fire a long time ago and there was not enough water in his heart anymore to put it out. The more I learned this, the more I understood the children poking the bird guts on the street. A human had done this to the bird, a human who was going too fast or didn’t care, a human with no control. This is what that looked like, what my family looked like, and I wanted to see its red lungs. Not long after, I joined the kids with a slender tree branch of my own.
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I took a long shower to freshen up for my tour of the vocational school. I found my cleanest shirt and rubbed the dirt off my sneakers. One of the girls had left her door wide open, so I snuck into her empty room to borrow a few sprays of her mango hair mist.

The flyer had clear directions on the back: just a few stops on the blue subway line, then around the corner from Exit 4. I walked out of the exit and saw the school building right away, the name in massive letters: PACIFIC AVIATION SCHOOL.

It barely resembled the shiny photo on the flyer. I had hoped for a sprawling campus with trees and lawns. In person, the school was just one building squeezed between a coin laundromat and a bone-broth restaurant. The building was covered in streaks of grime and rain. How did it fit all the courses they offered?

As I walked inside, I thought about turning back. But then I saw the receptionist, a beautiful young woman with her long hair swirled into a perfect bun at the base of her neck, just like all the flight attendants I’d admired. I went up to her, wondering if I looked okay.

“I’m here for a campus tour,” I stammered. I couldn’t stop folding the flyer in my hand.

“For what time?”

“For now. Ten in the morning.”

She shook her head. “We don’t have anyone scheduled for ten.”

Behind her, a large photo of a flight crew decorated the wall. The pilot and the copilot were beaming, with elegant attendants flanking them.

“Oh.” I folded the flyer again. “Then when’s the next tour? When should I come back?”

“I don’t know. Honestly, I didn’t know we still did any tours. That looks like a really old flyer you’ve got there.”

Her face was incredibly tired and annoyed, and I knew she would feel much better if I just walked away. But then the elevator pinged, and the doors slid open. A group of women had just finished a class together. With perfect smiles, they chattered away without stopping once to look my way. They locked arms and rushed out to get coffee before their next class began.

“How much is the aviation hospitality program?” I asked the receptionist again. “For just the first semester?”

She sighed. “Have you finished high school with no disciplinary record?”

“Yes,” I lied.

“You’ll have to come in for an interview and pass our entrance exam. Can you bring four passport photos of your face clearly in view?”

“Why?”

“And how tall are you?”

“Why?”

“Are you serious about this or are you just fucking around? Do you even know how you’re going to pay for classes and clothes and braces?”

“Yes,” I tried to lie again, but she cut me off.

“Figure out how you’re going to pay,” she snapped. “I don’t know why you girls keep coming here with your helpless dopey faces like we’re a charity.”

“I can take the exam first.”

“No,” she snarled. “Figure out the tuition first. If you’re smart enough to do that then I’m sure you’ll be smart enough for the exam.”

On my way back to the house, I stopped at a large convenience store. They had thick puffy blankets, but I wasn’t sure if I could splurge on a set, and I didn’t feel like lugging the whole bag on the subway. I bought some sour candies and frozen corn dogs instead.

At night, the winds blew cold. I huddled on the floor and gripped my towel tighter around me. It kept me warm enough for now. But I wanted proper blankets, a few bowls and spoons, new jeans, new shirts, some hair dye, I wanted to feel what the other girls felt when they spent money to paper over their solitude.

Every so often, cars appeared at the far end of the alley. Lost drivers who had somehow ended up in our neighborhood. And now they couldn’t find their way out, couldn’t work out our maze of alleys. They craned their necks and tried to squeeze through anyway with sheer will and slow turns.

Just before they reached our house, the alley narrowed and forced them to stop. The quicker ones knew to reverse immediately, bearing the annoyance of pedestrians and motorcycle kids who also had to roll back for them, but after that they could return to the main street and never see this part of Seoul again.

The dumber ones kept inching ahead, deeper into our alley, thinking they could make the tight turn, then stared ahead in shock when they realized they’d pushed too far. They gawked at the old houses and faded storefronts, where was the sign to warn them, where was the municipal sense to block off this road altogether?

Once I saw an expensive foreign car, stuck, unable to push ahead or back out. The driver inched open the door and snaked out. A pretty lady who was even sleeker than her car, even smoother. She frowned at the craggy pavement and the brick wall that had almost scratched up her bumper. She called a towing service but struggled to tell them exactly where she was.

Eventually the towers arrived and dragged the foreign colossus out to the street. But it was a long wait. The towers got lost too, and they called her to demand better directions. She didn’t know how to pinpoint this shriveling alley without proper signs. She pleaded with them to come find her anyway. And I watched all this happen from my window. I knew exactly how to get the tow trucks here, I knew exactly the directions and numbers to give, but I wanted to watch our alley disrupt her day, waste her time, chew on the edges of her perfect life.
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I met the other girls living in the lodging house. Six of us in total, which meant half the rooms were empty. The landlady kept us out of those rooms with padlocks on each door.

Mimi was the one constantly switching her hair color, her handbags, and her perfumes. Sera was the one responsible for the dozens of empty shampoo bottles tossed around on the floor of our communal shower, though she always promised to clean them up. Juju was the one who insisted on fake-colored contact lenses no matter how bloodshot her eyes became at the end of the day. Her contacts floated in a small plastic pot of lens solution by the sink, a pair of electric-blue irises one day and pale hazel ones the next.

I also learned what made them all the same. They all dated old desperate idiot men to feed their hunger for pretty things. When the hunger grew, they added new idiot creeps to their contact lists on their phones. When even that wasn’t enough, they fooled around with credit cards and payday loans. As the bills mounted, they hunted down even more lonely idiot creeps to settle their accounts for them.

“I just want a clean start,” I once heard Mimi plead with her latest catch on the phone. “I know this amount is pennies to you. But it’s life-changing money for me. And that’s so fucking embarrassing to admit. But I’m not too proud to admit it. I don’t have that kind of pride anymore. I don’t have any time to waste on anything like pride. So will you give it to me or not?”

Sometimes I could feel all of us in the building, alert and anxious, pulling the day together into some kind of life, slamming doors, running faucets, revving up blow-dryers. The weight of our activity shook the walls, the floors.

Until nighttime, when the girls cleared the house. Creeps and cars and nightclubs pulled the girls away, like the tide under the moon. Purses overflowed with lipstick, Viagra, condoms, chewing gum. They gushed out into the dark leaving only me behind, a pebble on the shore.

Then morning came. The sky lightened. Streetlamps switched off one by one. The girls returned. They congregated in the stairwell to smoke and talk and sober up and come down from another night of fun, they always called it fun and never survival. They showed off their new clothes, new shoes, new noses, new eyes, new lips, their research on liposuction, their dreams of a real summer holiday on the Pacific Islands.

I learned how they also slept without beds or mattresses, on thick piles of blankets on the floor. Blankets that never got washed, just used. Until the girls couldn’t bear the odor or the stains and threw them out.

I learned how they tried to save money, by subsisting on the smallest cup noodles from the convenience store and the cheapest cigarettes, a domestic brand in a tacky red box. They smelled different as they burned. The first time I smoked one of them with the girls, in the stairwell, the peculiar taste nauseated me. I kept inhaling anyway, until the nausea sent me to my room, where I shivered and slept for three days, throwing up anything I tried to swallow, even water.

For three days I waited for the super-slims to work through my system. I passed in and out of sleep, in my room that still held nothing but me and my unpacked suitcase, and I listened to the landlady switch the billboard on and off to bookend each night. The girls drifted in and out of the house. Their stiletto heels pattered down the alley.

On the third day, my body recovered its familiarity, and I ventured out again to buy cup noodles and super-slims of my own. I bought the same red box with no fear, because I could sense that it wouldn’t hurt me anymore, my body was changing into something that could gorge on the shoddiest and junkiest of chemicals and never get sick.

I joined the girls for a smoke in the stairwell. Their perfume jolted me back to life.

“Back from the dead,” Juju said. “We were starting to worry.”

“I think I’m unkillable now.”

“What’s your name anyway?” she asked.

“I hate my name.”

“You think I like Juju?” Her fake-green eyes flickered. “You think Mimi likes Mimi? It’s just the first stupid thing that came to mind. Just something to use for now. So what’s your stupid name for now?”

“Right now?”

“Yeah. Get it over with.”

“I’d take Juju. It’s actually kind of nice.”

“Well. If you’re looking for a stupid name, it’s a pretty good one.”

I retreated to my room. Away from their fake eyes and fake names that they had given themselves, to be used with their ridiculous boyfriends, ridiculous names that sounded like porn stars or puppies. As pretty as they were, it felt strange to be near them. In their presence I felt even more like a child. It shocked me, how roughly they spoke to one another, how every laugh sounded old and covered in rust. Maybe I needed to stay away.

But when I went to the communal bathroom, with my towel and toiletries, Juju was there, getting ready for her day. I turned on the shower. The trickle grew into a steady blast. I turned on the boiler and waited for the water to get hot. Juju was deciding what color contacts to wear for now. She chose the bright blue ones. She watched me in the mirror.

“You’re not, like, the hottest slut in the world,” she said after blinking the contacts into place. “But you look like a baby. And that’s always pretty. Always someone looking for that. They’ll pay whatever you want.”

She was getting into full armor: thick makeup, fake lashes, shimmery body lotion, multiple piercings in her ears. Soft and sparkly to go with the dye job, the nose job, the boob job. She smelled like melted ice cream.

“I mean it,” Juju continued. “Such a baby, still. You have something. The thing that makes someone really stop for you. Just pinch your cheeks and spoon-feed you porridge all day. I know ten perverts I can call up right now who would stop everything to come pinch your cheeks.”

“That’s okay,” I replied. “I’m not looking for anything like that.”

“What are you looking for, then?”

“I just want to be left alone for a while.”

“It’s expensive, trying to be left alone.”

“I have some money saved up. I’ll figure it out.”

“That will be gone faster than you know it. Trying to be left alone? In Seoul? Ha. Seoul will choke it right out of you.”

She reapplied some shimmery nude gloss over her lips.

“Well,” she said, “if you’re not going to spread your legs and swim into our waters then you better keep far away from us. We’ll suck you in.”

“I don’t need to keep away. We can get along. I don’t care how you girls make your money.”

“I’m sure you believe that’s true. But we’ll still suck you in somehow. It’s what we do to each other.”

She wouldn’t look at me in the mirror. She only looked at her jarring blue eyes, her bright blonde hair, which she had gotten dyed at a famous salon all the way across the city. She flicked her bangs over and over again.

“How long have you been living on your own?” I asked.

“Too long. Not too long in this house. But I moved around for a bit.” She sighed and nodded at her reflection. “Too many years. Too many awful wasteful years.”

“That’s okay. I mean, you seem to be doing okay.”

“It’s easy to believe that when we’re all inside here. When we’re boiling the same noodles and plodding around in the same slippers and peeing in the same toilets. I think that too. I think I’m just like you, just like any other girl. But then I go out and see how everyone else is living, going to college and carrying computers and reciting poetry and putting cute stickers on their MP3 players and I want to kill myself. And I see how they look at me and I want to kill myself again.”

The shower had gotten hot, maybe even too hot. It was fogging up the mirror. But I didn’t want to leave her side.

She rubbed her lips together, warming the gloss, making it shinier. “But it would be a waste to kill myself and lose all of this.” She waved at the mirror, at herself. “It’s still worth something. Can’t just throw it away now. Can I give you one piece of advice?”

“Sure. Give me all the advice you have.”

“Fix your face. Tune it up. Get pretty. Level up your whole existence. You’re going to need it. That’s the first thing they look at and it’s the last thing they look at. Trust me. And that’s true whether you want to be the next president or a pottery teacher at the local kindergarten. You’re not going anywhere if you don’t look right.”

“What about a flight attendant?” I asked.

Juju laughed. “Did someone tell you that? That you’d be a flight attendant someday?”

“I’m going to save up for the degree.”

“You’re wasting your time. And your money. You’re too short. You won’t look right in the uniform. And you might be too dumb to learn a bunch of foreign languages. No one knows until they try. But they expect a couple now, at the very least. It’s a different age.”

“Well, I know I can learn.”

“Then go ahead. Do that. Pay someone to train you into a circus monkey in the sky. Except no circus will ever want your stubby arms and legs serving first class.”

“I can still grow. I’m still young.”

“Sure you can.”

The shower had been running so long that it was cooling down. I’d have to wait another hour to have enough hot water again.

“What would you do?” I asked. “If you were me? What am I supposed to do instead?”

“If I knew how to answer that, I wouldn’t be here.”

I studied her face. A face that had cost so much time and money and hope. All melted together into a seamless shell. A face full of pretty parts that distracted you from what it didn’t want you to see. A face with a lot to hide, a mask.

That night, from my window, I watched her leave our building. Her bright glowing hair floated down to the big street. Before Juju turned the corner, she stopped and looked back. I ducked, even though I knew she couldn’t see me in my unlit room. Maybe she was just looking for her own room, her own window, her small dark square near mine.
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Juju was right. It was impossible to hold on to my money in Seoul. The reserve I’d expected to last a few weeks was nearing its final days.

I found Juju in the stairwell.

“Are you going out tonight?” I asked.

“Why? You want to party?”

“I need money.”

“You want to work?”

“I’m just curious.”

She picked at her dry lips. She lit a fresh cigarette and stared in my eyes, daring me to look away.

“You really want to know how I do it?” she asked.

She wouldn’t stop scanning me, up and down, from the greasy hair on my head to the old socks on my feet. I had meant to appear cynical and indifferent and brave on the verge of knowing what it really took to be another girl in the night, another girl in this house. But standing here with her, it crushed my nerve. I knew I couldn’t stomach her stories of her other life, the life that happened when she held a stranger and closed her eyes.

“No,” I had to tell her honestly. “Not really sure I want to know. But you said you knew like ten perverts waiting for a kid like me.”

“Yeah?”

“Well, I’ll need money soon. Really really really soon.”

“Then sell your cell phone. Sell your clothes.”

“I can’t.”

“Then steal some phones and clothes.”

“I don’t want to steal.”

“If you don’t have the guts to steal then you definitely don’t have the guts to work.”

Juju sighed and brushed her half-smoked cigarette on the wall to snuff it out. She pocketed the remaining half. One of the other girls raced past us, down the stairs.

“Off to work?” Juju called out to her.

“No way,” she yelled back. “It’s going to rain.”
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It rained hard that evening. But it wasn’t the wetness of summer anymore. A cold, flat rain that lashed our windows all night.

The girls canceled their dates to avoid ruining their hair and slinky dresses. Instead, they gathered in the stairwell to order pizza or fried chicken and extinguish super-slims in beer cans. Juju went back to her room before anyone else.

Instead of going to sleep, she rearranged her furniture. Her restlessness coursed through our plywood walls. We heard her sweep and mop and scrub down her room as if a lover was coming over. Although no one ever came over, because none of these girls were naive enough to let their men see how they really lived.

“Enough.” Mimi stormed into Juju’s room. “I can’t sleep like this. And the girl below you, she’s too nice to say anything, but she can’t sleep either.”

“I just have to move this lamp over there.”

“You psycho cunt. If I hear you move one more thing, touch one more thing, I dare you, I really fucking dare you, I’m smashing it into your skull and your chicken testicle brain.”

The house fell silent.

I waited to hear Juju move. Maybe she would wash her face, brush her teeth. But I only heard the other girls scattering from the stairwell, back to their rooms, turning over on their blankets, laughing on their phones. What was she doing up there? Was she okay?

I stepped out into the corridor. I had never gone up the next flight of stairs, the last flight that went up to Juju’s room. I avoided all the planks that usually creaked under our feet.

Her door was wide open. I saw her room for the first time. She had somehow turned one of our cells into a real room. A clothes rack for her outfits, a plush rug, a cup of dried flowers by her window. An end table stacked with jewelry boxes. A dresser with a scrap of lace draped over it. On top of the lace, she had arranged some seashells and teacups together. They looked like they had been sitting there for a long time.

Juju was curled up on her blanket. When she saw me, she sat up.

“We can move the lamp now,” I said to her. “If you want. If we carry it together, it probably won’t make any noise.”

“That’s okay. It can wait.”

She pointed at the corners of her room, where cracks and stains ran into each other. A steady drip of water was flowing down the wall, twisting and turning like a vein.

“I just want to try and do something about that. Cover it, maybe. The landlady said the rainy season would have to end before she could fix it. But it bothers me.”

“It’s okay. It’s an old house. And your room looks great, all this stuff you’ve done, it’s pretty amazing.”

“Yeah. I should just leave it as a dump. No point in making it so nice when I’m trying to leave. But I can’t help it.”

I sat down on her plush rug. Beside me, a few pairs of sheer pantyhose sat in a basin of water. I had never seen anyone soak and wash them by hand. I had always assumed pantyhose were meant to be worn once, maybe twice, and meant to be replaced as soon as an ugly run appeared.

A sturdy clothesline was suspended from two old nails in the wall. There, another pair had been hung to dry. She had worn them so many times that the bottoms of their feet had turned black. They wouldn’t lie flat either, not completely. Time had molded them into the shape of her knees and ankles and toes.

[image: ]
I began to eat the leftovers in our communal kitchen. As soon as the girls walked away from their food, I slurped the remaining broth of their cup noodles and licked the discarded lids of their yogurt cups. I even ate some of the landlady’s stash in the back of our freezer, bags of beans and dried fish, probably left and forgotten there for years.

Juju caught me one day. Nibbling on old chicken wings that the girls had tossed into the trash the night before. I had tried to eat quietly, but I couldn’t resist crunching up the cartilage.

“This is so gross. I can’t even look at you.”

“Then don’t look at me.”

“When are you going back home?”

“Not right now.”

“Well, what is this, then? Just freeloading? Feeding off our trash? You can’t live like this. We don’t want that kind of shit around here.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’ll figure it out.”

“Figure it out or get the fuck out. It’s disgusting.”

“I know.”

But the same day she caught me again, eating the same soggy box of chicken wings. I’d already thrown them back in the trash after she’d seen me. But a few short hours later my stomach was hurting and whining again. I fished the box back out. There were little bits of skin I’d missed the first time around.

“The fuck is this?”

Juju dragged me into her room. The leak in the ceiling was still there, but I couldn’t smell any bad dampness in the air. Just the scent of her shower, lingering from the morning, crisp and clean.

She sat me on the floor, on her plush rug. I almost knocked over the basin of soap water, the pantyhose still floating in it. Some water sloshed over the rim but the rug soaked it up.

I felt stung by her fake-green eyes.

“Maybe you’re a little out of your depth,” she said calmly. “Maybe you just wrap up this little adventure and go back home.”

“I’m not going back home.” The crack in my voice surprised me.

“Why not?”

“My dad will kill me.”

“No, he won’t. They always say they will. But they won’t. They never do.”

“Then I’ll kill him.”

“You won’t do that either.”
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One of the first things I learned about being a child was that I couldn’t be trusted with money. Money belonged to grown-ups. For children, money was too complicated, difficult, dirty. Nothing felt truer in 1997, as I sat beside my parents in front of the TV, watching the crisis sweep Thailand first, then the rest of Asia. I couldn’t understand why it was happening, and I didn’t want to try.

In Korea, the layoffs swelled to thousands a day. Our massive corporations, the jewels of our economy, of our promise to finally shed the last traces of third-world tragedy and become a nation of global consequence, folded one after the other. Even Kia went under. Then a global shipping firm, then a steel manufacturer, then the construction firm that had built schools and roads and military bases in the Middle East since the seventies, the firm that oversaw dozens of upscale department stores and travel agencies, a clothing manufacturer that made the most comfortable cotton underwear beloved by everyone’s mothers, the oldest maker of cookies and bread that had fed everyone’s grandmothers, then even the banks caved under everyone else’s debts. Over a hundred companies, big and small, went bankrupt every day.

My father had served his company for fifteen years, since long before I was even born. They fired him over the phone, after work, because they had run out of time at the office during the day, having spent all day firing everyone else. Shortly after his termination, one of the bosses passed away. A heart attack, we were told. Likely from all the stress of managing the fallout.

In the chaos, the company had failed to update its mailing list. And so a few days later, we received an invitation to his boss’s wake in the basement of the hospital. I had never known this funereal world existed, under our hospitals, rows of quiet rooms for families to greet mourners. The walls were covered in wood. It felt like the inside of a clean coffin. I kept bumping into wreaths of white carnations. Taller than me, the white carnations were everywhere, by the doorway, along the walls, and surrounding the portrait of the departed, an eminent man with an eminent smile. A long black ribbon crisscrossed the frame.

Guests arrived in black suits and dresses. They crowded the wake, and barely squeezed in among the wreaths, brushing up against them. The white flowers quivered. The line moved quickly. So many people there to pay their respects, a stack of cash envelopes collecting behind the widow. She never touched the money, nor her daughter. Only the uncles—the men. They received each envelope with a deep bow while she pretended to look away.

I couldn’t stop staring at the trembling flowers. I couldn’t stop staring at his daughter, the daughter of an esteemed corporate executive, the daughter who had wreaths from other important executives from all over the country to help her grieve her father, a quiet grief zipped into an elegant black dress and black gloves. I even saw a wreath from the office of the president. I couldn’t help but think that this daughter would be just fine. As far as deaths went, this was easy. She would miss him, but she wouldn’t have to worry about her future. He had taken care of that already. All she had to do was lift a slender black heel and step into it.

Before the wake, my father had sent my mother to the bank to retrieve the newest, cleanest bills they had for our envelope. I couldn’t believe how much money we were giving this rich family. My father threw back a couple of shots of soju before he printed his name so carefully on the back of the envelope, in the swirling traditional way, the letters running vertically like an old scroll.

Once we arrived, our envelope got lost in the stack with all the others. The uncles bowed, the widow whispered something nice, but no one knew or cared who we were.

We drove back home in silence. Back then we still had our car, a modest silver Kia that I hated as a child because I always thought we deserved something better. A few years later, when it finally broke down, we never replaced it.

“I’m glad you saw a proper wake,” my father said as we idled in traffic. “That’s what a proper Korean funeral looks like.”

“Yes,” my mother agreed. “A family like that keeps up all the good traditions.” She turned around to face me in the back. “You saw a lot of very important people today.”

“Why did we give them so much money?” I asked. “Why are we wasting it?”

My mother tried to scold me, but my father stopped her. “It’s okay,” he reassured me. “They’ll see how much it was and take a second look at my name. And when I reach out to one of the in-laws to reapply for a job, they’ll remember me. It’s all part of the game. It wasn’t a waste, okay?”

But that night, after dinner, my father remained at the kitchen table. My mother had already washed all the dishes, washed her face, and gone to bed. But he sat at the table, poured from one green bottle of soju after another. It was the first time I’d seen him drink so much, and I didn’t know yet to feel terrified. I only felt curious. What was he doing all alone? Why was he glued to his chair? At some point he knocked over the shot glass with his arm. It rolled across the whole table, slowly, before it thudded on the floor. He could have reached out to stop it at any moment. But he only watched the glass roll and tumble.

When I went over to pick up the glass, he looked startled. “Why are you up?” he slurred. “You have school tomorrow.”

“I don’t want to go.”

He grabbed my arm. He squeezed it so tight that I yanked it back. But he found my arm again and wouldn’t let it free.

“You have to keep going to school just like you’ve been going, okay? You do all your homework and you keep all your friends. Just keep doing what you’re doing. It’s beautiful to see. It gives me strength every day. Okay?”

“But Mom forgot to iron my uniform.”

“She did?” He tried to cover his surprise. “She must have been tired.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

He let go of my arm to grab my shoulders with both hands. Slowly, he stood up.

“Then I’ll iron it,” he announced. “Get the board ready. I’m going to need you to help me though.” His voice grew louder, and I was afraid it would wake my mother up, but I heard nothing from her room.

I dragged out the ironing board and set it up. I fired up the iron and filled the plastic spray bottle with some fresh water. When I brought out my wrinkled uniform from my room, my father was already prepared, hot iron in one hand and the pink spray bottle in the other.

As drunk as he was, he still tried. He didn’t really know how, he didn’t know you were supposed to start with the sleeves and then the body and then finish with the collar. But he ironed my shirt without burning anything and he only needed my help to balance here and there.

“We’re kind of a shit family,” he slurred as he smoothened the last few creases. “Your mom and I. We didn’t come from anything. We weren’t raised properly. We don’t have any proper family to show you. We just moved to the city because we thought we were supposed to. We left everyone behind because we thought that’s what everyone does.”

I spritzed a stubborn crease a few times, then watched as he pressed it out completely. “Was that bad? Was it wrong?” I asked him.

“Not really. We felt bad for a while. But looking at how their lives turned out back home, we did the right thing to come here. We had a real life here, real jobs, real opportunity. That’s what Seoul gives you in return. If you leave behind the countryside, if you leave behind the mountains and rice fields and dirt roads and delicious pork, you get this life in return.”

He draped my shirt on the hanger. He handed it back to me, stumbled, and almost fell. I unplugged the iron before he could hurt himself with it.

“But you know,” he added, “you have a pretty incredible great uncle. Your grandmother’s brother. My mother’s brother. He fought the Japanese colonists back in the day. He was a freedom fighter. He ran all kinds of subterfuge campaigns in his little village. They say he coordinated an assassination or two. And he even went to college and got an agricultural degree. He’s buried in one of those special cemeteries for freedom fighters. So this is you too. This is all part of you, some really good blood. Not just me and Mom, not just two dirt-faced kids from nowhere. You also have some good Korean blood you can be proud of.”

Years later, looking back at all of the things he’d ever said to me, this would feel the closest to an apology. The older our Kia got, the cheaper our meals got, and the drunker he got, the more he blamed us for it. My mother was the reason why he couldn’t get back up on his feet while some of his colleagues could. She wasn’t supporting him enough, soothing him enough. And I was the reason why his lesser salary couldn’t carry us comfortably. I wanted too much, needed too much, too stupid to get by without private tutors after school and too wasteful, always begging for new clothes and CDs. The economy was picking up again, the whole country was soaring again, but he was left to drown in our dependence and disrepair.

But in the beginning, he tried to make up for his outbursts. He bought my mother tall red roses on Valentine’s Day, something he had never done before, and he cooked instant noodles for me when I got hungry in the middle of the night. But his hatred of his own life had already started to spread, out of his heart and into his eyes, his mouth, his legs that kicked at the door while my mother cried in the bathroom, hiding from him like a child.

“I was talking to you,” he yelled through the door. “Is this how you respect the head of your household? Is this how you thank me for keeping us all alive?”

He clenched and unclenched his fists as if to pound the door, but he only used them to rub his eyes.

“Get the fuck out of there,” he yelled louder. “You get the fuck back out here. I don’t get to hide. I never get to hide. Why should you?”

[image: ]
does he know im gone, I texted my mother.

is he asking about me?

giving you a hard time?

what are u telling him?

She never texted back.

It would be so easy to go back home now. Even if my father raged and kicked at my door for the night. We would, faster than I thought possible, resume our old life together. He would somehow hold on to his job, because they pitied the old guy with the family to feed, and in a little while I’d graduate from high school. I’d work at a convenience store or an arcade or an internet café, I’d sign up for as many hours as I could to avoid our apartment, maybe I’d even sign up for all the graveyard shifts no one wanted and turn into one of those humans who stayed out all night, just like him.

In a few years I wouldn’t even remember Juju all that well. I would never have to step foot in this ugly neighborhood again. My time in this house would dry up like the leak in her ceiling.

A comforting thought. I shut the windows to keep out the coming autumn. Hugged my towel tighter around me to stay warm. Here and there I’d fall sleep, but then a noise would cut through and jolt me awake. A girl slamming her door. A girl scampering down the stairs. A girl dropping a glass, shattering it, and screaming “Fuck.” A girl yelling at the landlady for more time to pay her rent. A girl running her hair-dryer fresh out of her shower, on full blast, overloading the circuit and making all our lights flicker.

Their clothes were falling apart, their cheap shoes were falling apart, and so were their rooms, our entire house was old and falling apart, our sewage pipes, our electrical circuit, but we were all here anyway. The more I stayed, the more I liked the cacophony of the girls around me. I had never heard such loudness from girls, the sounds of each life hurtling to its destination.
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Whenever it rained, I looked forward to the girls staying in. First they made a big stink about it. They chain-smoked in the stairwell and cussed out the weather. Complained about money and clients and the price hikes at the nail salon. But once they calmed down, they made the most of these simpler evenings. Touching up each other’s roots, trying on new sheet masks. Sometimes they even cooked together.

When they were done, I crept into the kitchen to skim from their leftovers. Bits of knuckle meat, the bitter ends of squash. I ate in the dark, wiping my mouth after every bite in case anyone stumbled in.

Afterwards, I went up to find Juju in her room.

She had taken out her flashy contacts for the night. Her hair was down too, even a little greasy, and she looked a lot older, probably a lot closer to her actual age, and it somehow made her prettier, the honesty of her plain brown eyes and ashy elbows, though I knew I could never tell her.

She was washing some pantyhose in the basin again, soaking them in soap water. I poked at the fleshy mass.

“Is this what you need?” I asked her. “To do what you do? Is this the professional equipment? Should I go out and get a few pairs of this?”

She slapped my hand out of the water. “You’re not doing that.”

“Why not? I can do it. It’s probably like scrubbing a toilet. It’s not too bad after you’ve done it once.”

“Go work at a convenience store. A fried chicken shop. A cosmetic shop. There’s a million other things you could do.”

“That won’t be enough to get by. You know that. I just don’t think I’ll really mind the stink of a random stranger. I think I can handle it.”

“That’s not the problem. It’s not the stink. It’s something else. It changes you.”

“And?”

“Did you hear what I said? You change. You mutate. You won’t look at people the same way anymore. You won’t even see them as people anymore. All you see are walking sacks of shit.”

Downstairs, we heard our landlady come home.

Juju got up. She went to her dresser and rummaged through the bottom drawer. She found a plastic folder and brought it to me.

“What is this?”

“This is your future. This is how you’re going to buy yourself some time. If you really want to be on your own, do it this way. A hundred times better. A thousand million times.”

I flipped through the forms and documents inside. Some of the pages looked fresh, but some were already yellowing. Some were blurry photocopies that hurt my eyes to read.

“Paperwork,” she explained. “For loans. You’re going to fill them all out.”

“I can’t get a loan,” I replied. “I don’t qualify.”

“I know, dummy. That’s what this is for.”

“Am I going to lie? To a bank?”

“These aren’t banks. These are loan companies. They know you don’t qualify. That’s how they know you need them.”

The forms looked official enough, asking for my basic information and my current job status. A credit card statement would prove my identity. Juju already had a fake statement at hand, ready to go, a blurry photocopy in the stack of documents. So faded it could belong to anybody. All I needed was to fill out the rest of the forms.

“Now put down your mother’s information.”

My heart began to squirm. “Why?”

“Because this is her loan, too,” she answered calmly. “Put her name down. And her social security number. She has decent credit, right? And she’s married to a regular office worker? They’ll approve it right away.”

“Wait. Hold on.”

I tried to give her back the pen.

“If you can’t do this,” she replied, “then go back home. Like I said, maybe you’re not cut out for this. Maybe you’re cut out for going home and finishing school.”

“I’m not going to fuck over my mother.”

“What did you expect? When you up and ran off like that?” Juju snatched the pen from my hand. “You have to do something. If you don’t want to be a child anymore then stop being a child.”

She gathered the paperwork to put it away.

My heart kept squirming. It knew what I was doing was wrong. It wanted nothing to do with me, sitting here, holding these documents, holding the pen. It wanted me to go home. Back to high school where I was never quick enough to answer a question before anyone else. Where I never learned how to finish a book from beginning to end. Back to my father whose self-pity I’d probably inherited. But I would also be back with my mother where my heart could fall asleep in her bed again. It was writhing now, pounding and begging to be let out of my chest. It wanted her instead. Wanted a mother, like a child.

“How about my father?” I asked. “Can I put down his information?”

“Why? Where’s your mother?”

“I just think I should put down my father. I’d feel better about screwing him over.”

But Juju was firm. “Always go with mothers. Mothers first. Start with them. The loan companies prefer that too.”

“How come?”

“Mothers don’t make a mess. Mothers comply. Even after they find out you’ve thrown them in debt, they just quietly accept the situation and pay off the loan themselves. Mothers don’t call the police or fight back.”

“This is cold.”

“There’s a time to be cold.”

I read through the forms. Everything they asked for, I already knew. My mother’s birth date, social security number, her place of residence.

“Will she be in trouble?”

“Not if she pays them back. She’ll set up a payment plan. Just a little bite of it every day, every week. And you just send her money now and then. You do what you can. You take care of her from here. And maybe later, years and years later, when she’s old and frail, you take care of her then too.”

“What if she can’t pay them back?”

“They won’t hurt her. It’s not like the old days. It’s not like the movies. No baseball bats or smashed car windows. It’s just a business now. Like any other. They can’t do anything too illegal. She’ll be fine.”

“That’s all she has to do? Just pay them back?”

“Yeah. It’s a business.”
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In the beginning, my father tried to love his new job. His pay cut, his new title, severely demoted, even his new shitty bosses who made him pour their drinks and jeered until my father danced for them, right there in the karaoke hall in front of everyone. One of the lucky ones, he kept saying, and it was true. My classmates’ fathers had hung up their business suits for good in order to drive midnight taxis, deliver restaurant supplies. One girl, her father collapsed with a stroke after struggling to find work again for months. She stopped playing with us after school because she had to rush home to take care of him while her mother was at work. One girl left Seoul altogether, for a new town where her father had become a local government clerk, the steadiest kind of job in a crisis, so off they went somewhere deep into the countryside, where life was cheaper. We tearfully promised to write each other letters and never did.

It’s hard to identify the moment he gave up and stopped pretending to love any of it. Maybe it was when we sold our Kia to the first person who wanted it, a man with a tow truck who was going to scrap it for parts. Maybe when his bosses denied him a promotion for the second time, or the third.

Maybe it was when he saw my mother still pretending, always pretending that we were okay. She dried all the dishes, ironed our laundry, wiped the dust off the TV, swept under the sofa. So that when he did come home, eventually, he would be greeted by a healthy meal, a healthy family, a creaseless bed, a different future waiting for him to hop on. Maybe that’s when he sensed that this future was never going to happen. He was sick, drinking was making him sick, and work was making him sicker, and somehow she was making him sickest of all, her relentless hope that our life wasn’t really happening.

But it was happening. I knew because our food was getting simpler. Our bone broths grew thin, and most nights we didn’t have any meat at all, just plain noodles in bean sauce.

I watched my mother throw the boiled beans in the blender and my stomach turned at the thought of eating them again. But my father had come home early that night. We were going to eat together, like a family, and I refused to ruin the evening. I chewed the noodles in bean mush over and over again. I begged for my teeth to work fast and send them down. But after only a few bites, the nausea rose up. I started to cry.

“What is this?” My mother slammed down her chopsticks. “What are you crying for?” Her frustration told me that she knew exactly why.

“We can’t feed her this slop every day,” I heard my father say behind me. He rubbed my back while my mother snatched the bowl from my hands. “She’s a kid. She wants kid food.”

“I can’t make kid food. Kid food doesn’t last.”

He slapped her face. Hard. It was the first time. He couldn’t believe it either. He stared down at his hand, like he didn’t recognize it anymore. He didn’t know where to put it. Eventually he put it on my back. Even through my shirt I felt how hot it was, how red.

My mother said nothing. She just got up to wring a towel and wipe off the spills on our table.

He didn’t apologize to her. He didn’t even rush over to take the towel and wipe the table himself. He just stayed next to me, rubbing my back. “Make her some corn dogs tomorrow,” he said. “Corn dogs with ketchup and some doughnuts.”

“She’ll eat what I make her,” my mother finally muttered. “She’ll eat what we have.”

“No,” he countered. “You and I, we’ll eat what we have. We can do that. She can’t. She needs some corn dogs.”

My mother cleared the other bowls from the table. Instead of helping her, I followed my father to the living room, and we watched TV. He sipped a bottle of soju and I clung to his warmth. A soccer match was on. At some point we spotted a dead cockroach in the corner of our living room, and he got up to clean it, except at the last second, he decided to kick it instead.

“Hey, pass,” he said. “Pass it back to me.”

We kicked it back and forth, the dead cockroach, while my mother washed our dishes in the kitchen. I felt her cold rage. I knew I had wronged her, having fun with my father instead of tending to her stinging cheek. Hating the noodles instead of loving her frugality, loving the red pepper stains all over her nightgown, how hard she was trying to keep it all together. But I could love her tomorrow. Tonight, I wanted to love corn dogs and love how delicious it felt to kick a dead cockroach like a soccer ball, to run up and down the living room like it was a proper pitch covered in slick grass. Any minute now, our neighbors from downstairs would come up to complain. Any minute now, I would grow up and recognize how gone my father was. No matter how hard we laughed together tonight, he was already losing his last bits of hope. Like the fancy dress shoes he still preserved, tucked away in the back of the shoe cabinet, one day I would try to touch him, open him up, only to find a fistful of white moths.

My mother finished cleaning and tidying and receded into the bedroom. My heart lurched. I knew I should follow her and soothe her in the way that only I could. With my face buried in her neck, I wouldn’t let go until she fell asleep. But that night I wanted her to stay awake. I wanted her to be forced to listen to my loudness, too, alongside my father’s. My recklessness, my shamelessness. I kicked the cockroach harder. I laughed harder. I wanted it to ring in her ears. In her face, where she couldn’t hide from its plea. It’s happening, our life is really happening.
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With Juju watching, I filled out the paperwork for every loan. I wished my mother could see them, the pages and pages of empty lines. Here I was, the reckless brainless kid she should have never relied on. When the loan agents came after her, would she finally get it then? Would she finally understand that all her cleaning and tidying, all her goodness and docility, had been for nothing? I needed her to see it. My anger needed her to see, an anger that was bigger and heavier than anything that could live in my head. It hurt to swallow. But I kept a steady hand and printed her name, her social security number, her place of residence.

I prepared four separate applications for four different microloans, thinking maybe one of them would get approved. I brought them to one of the oldest neighborhoods in Seoul, where tourists strolled through nibbling on street food, wholly unaware that the buildings around them held hundreds of private loan offices where desperate borrowers ducked in and out with lowered faces, terrified that they might be recognized by someone they knew.

I found the four offices that matched my four applications. They all got approved, and I walked away with four envelopes of cash. I couldn’t believe how easy it was to fuck over my family, how easy the companies had made it for me, how naively I’d believed it would be harder than a few fuzzy copies of paper.

did u get my last msg, I texted my mother.

No response.

so i did something terrible today

i should probably tell you about it

i should warn you

give you time to prepare

ure gonna want to know what it is

The silence ballooned. Maybe my father had already found out I was gone. Maybe he had smashed her phone for pissing him off, for letting me disappear, for humiliating him. Maybe she had blocked me. Maybe she had smashed her phone herself. For deserting our secret nation of two, for draining myself of her blood.

i really did something so so so messed up

i got money from some loan people

they’re gonna come looking for u maybe

u cosigned

so theyll come for u at some point maybe

dont say i didnt warn you

I wondered, when the loan agents started closing in on her, if she would reach out then. If she would scream at me for being so stupid, for being no different than my father and pushing her deeper into the mud of other people’s irresponsibility, if she would panic or cry or curse me. If she would track me down and split my bones under her feet.

Maybe then, once she was forced to pay for my stupidity, she would finally give up. Give up on her shitty family and let it all go.

But I knew that my mother would do the right thing. She was incapable of anything else. She would set up an installment plan to pay off my debts, then maybe take out some sketchy stupid loans herself to pay back the old loan, all to keep it quiet, all to prevent my father from finding out and losing his shit, all to protect the home that didn’t protect her, she would take little sips of its poison each day, for the rest of her years, it would keep her alive.
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Rent day came. When I handed over the full sum to the landlady, relief knocked me out. I slept the entire day, through all the noise of the other girls blasting music and motorcycles whipping around our corners.

I thought about calling the aviation school again to register, but there were other things I needed first. Some blankets to stack on the floor and last me through winter. A bowl, a spoon, a stack of ramen noodles to keep in a corner like all the other girls did in their rooms for some reason.

With a box dye from the convenience store, I bleached my hair blonde. It changed nothing, really, it was just hair, but when I saw my reflection, I felt better. With this simple act I had disqualified myself from any respectable job, I wouldn’t be allowed to check coats in a museum, I wouldn’t even be allowed back into high school.

Face creams, foundation, strip lashes, new rubber pads for my eyelash curler, cartons of super-slims to keep stacked in my room, fried chicken that my stomach squealed for in the middle of the night, a waterproof pouch to carry my toiletries into the communal shower, hair serum, wipes for my body, wipes for the dust that fell on all my things, canned caramel macchiatos, more pink shimmer body lotion, all of which I traded with the older girls who could buy me booze. I didn’t need any of it. That’s what I told myself, you don’t need this, but I got them all anyway. Every little thing I got made my room feel a little more like home. Made it harder and harder for me to imagine going back.

My childhood had taught me that Seoul was full of girls like my mother. Girls who cleaned the chalkboard before the teacher arrived, who carried the same handbag until the straps frayed, who never stole a seat for the handicapped on the bus, no matter how empty it was or how tired they were.

But now I was learning that Seoul was full of girls like me too. Now I could see me everywhere as well. Whenever I stepped out, there was always another irresponsible selfish slob on the next street, hungover, slithering through the alleys to dump her trash illegally, on a neighbor’s doorstep or under a stranger’s car in a parking lot, instead of walking the few blocks to the proper disposal area, tossing her cigarette butts into precious flowerpots or in the faces of the stray cats that scared her, lighting another immediately after, inspecting her makeup in the mirror of a parked motorcycle, we were always around. I felt like a new species. And now that I felt like one, I could start living like one.
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Juju picked up her winter coat from the dry cleaner. She came to my room to show it off, still in its loud shiny plastic sleeve. She pulled it out and let me touch the wool, a thick caramel shroud.

“Nice, huh?”

“So nice.”

“Put it on. Try it.”

She slipped the coat over me. Heavy. I couldn’t stop myself from unwrapping and wrapping it around me, over and over.

“Let’s go smoke,” she said. When I tried to take off the coat, she stopped me. “No, keep it on. You have to smoke in it. Like a movie star. A coat like that, that’s what it’s for.”

Instead of going down the stairwell, we went up. One short flight to the end. All I saw was a metal door, but Juju twisted its knob and threw her weight on it until it swung out. Wide open into the night air, the rooftop of our house.

WOMEN ONLY. The yellow billboard almost blinded us from up close. The constant hum of the old spotlight was irritating, but Juju didn’t seem to mind. From up close, I saw the sign was caked in years of pollution and snow and sandstorms and rain. But the yellow light looked nice on Juju’s face.

We looked down at the dim alleys and old crooked steps. From four stories above, we could still see and hear everything on the streets as if it were happening right in front of our hands.

A breeze came. The night was still too warm for a coat, but I breathed to feel it sink into me.

“That coat is yours now,” Juju proclaimed. “I hereby say it’s yours and I want you to wear the fuck out of it this winter.”

“No.”

“Yes. You have to.”

“Then what do you wear?”

Juju flicked her ash off the rooftop. She tossed the finished end. A rain puddle sopped it up. “No more winters for me. I’m done with that.”

“You can’t just be done with winter.”

“Yes, you can. And I am. I’m so serious right now. No more winter. Not me. Not in this house. I promised myself I’m never spending another winter here like this. That was, what, two winters ago? Yeah. That’s already two winters ago now.”

We smoked and watched one of our neighbors bring out a rubber mat. He threw down the rubber square over the street gutter so that the rainy stench couldn’t waft up into his house.

“Every year,” Juju continued, “every autumn I say, this is my last winter. This is the last cold degrading winter of my life. Every time I pick out a coat, it’s the last coat I’m buying for myself. Because by next year I’ll have some way to buy everything I need, a different coat every week, every day if I want, for the rest of my life. And I’ll have someone who loves me and I love them and we love each other so much that we bury each other under a mountain of coats.”

Below us, the landlady came out to sweep. All kinds of trash had floated down the alley, plastic food wrappings and hair ties and soggy flyers for payday loans and massage parlors boasting masseuses from Thailand, the Philippines, Vietnam, Russia. With her green plastic broom, the landlady kept the trash floating along, farther down towards everyone else’s properties. Her graying hair glowed in the streetlight. When she spotted a secret bowl of kibble that someone had nestled under a bush for the dirty stray cats that roamed around, she knocked it over and swept away all those pellets too.

A longer breeze. Juju reached out to gather my hair. She tucked it behind my ear. Her fingertips grazed my temple. The sharpness of her fake glitter nails felt good on my skin.

“You like my new nose?” she asked softly. “You like what they did to it?”

Her gaze lingered. I couldn’t recall how long it had been since anyone had looked at me like that, like my eyes had something to say.

“Yeah,” I chirped. “I like it. I think they did a good job. You’re even prettier now.”

Juju’s fake contacts gleamed. Her eyes and her diminutive nose reminded me of a cat, the kind of cat I passed by sometimes, the ones who lived trapped inside human houses, gazing out a window at some squirrels and sparrows. And then they looked at me, and I looked into the clear orbs of their eyes, and I wondered which was their truer nature: their side of the window, where they got their litter box cleaned and itches scratched by human beings, or my side of the window, where they hunted, got chased, kicked, bludgeoned with broomsticks, run over in daylight.

Something rustled from below. The landlady checked under her car, then huffed with exasperation. Someone had tossed a bag of dog shit there, had tossed several bags of dog shit for however many days, maybe weeks, instead of bringing them to the proper bins down the street. She straightened up and checked both ends of the alley, to make sure she was alone. Then she tossed the bags over a wall, onto her neighbor’s side, and scuttled back into the house.

My head kept ringing, maybe from our closeness, or maybe it was just the awful buzzing of the old billboard.
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As soon as the nights cooled, as soon as I could rush down to the train station without breaking into a sweat, I buttoned myself into Juju’s coat. I wandered the city. In her coat, I seemed to draw the attention of all kinds of people who had never noticed me before. Businessmen in creaseless suits, taxi drivers taking a smoke break, a child pulled along by their mother’s hand.

The workday was over. Traffic was blaring, and street vendors uncovered their carts to sell pancakes, chicken skewers, fish balls, fruit juices. Bright yellow leaves were just beginning to fall. Schoolchildren picked them up and stuffed their mouths before their parents could stop them.

Some girls brushed by me. They laughed so hard it made other people look back. Probably my age. Probably in college now, a little tipsy, heading back to their dorms after a spicy dinner at a street-side food stall, where they sat on creaky plastic chairs, cozy around the amber space heaters, grilling meats that fed their conversations deep into the night. A life that I had never really wanted, maybe because it had never wanted me.

Had the loan companies started harassing my mother yet? I figured I could give her a quick call, hear her voice answer the phone, make sure she was still there. I dialed her number, the eleven digits of my childhood.

“Hello?”

The familiar squeak of her voice stopped me on the street.

“Hello?”

I waited for my mother to hang up. But she didn’t. Instead, her voice dropped to a whisper.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “Are you eating?”

I heard my father in the background. It sounded like he was wrestling the phone from her, while she yelled and tried to hold on. Even when she was mad, her voice couldn’t get heavy. Just a long lonely whine. It reminded me of how young she had been when they married. Too young to really know how to fight him. To fight anyone, to fight for real, for blood.

My father’s voice crackled in my ear.

“Don’t you dare come home. You’re scum for leaving. You’re rat shit for fucking up our money. And you’ll be dead if you come back.”

The line cut off.

For a second, I worried that he would flip out and lose it and beat my mother for talking to me. But she knew exactly how to beg and cower, how to diminish herself to sedate his anger. As much as I hated her weakness, it would keep her safe.

I walked on. Past a shiny office building, closed and locked up for the night. My reflection rippled on the glass exterior. A hungry girl with crispy hair. Not even the sumptuous coat could distract from my meagerness. I looked away, crossed the street, fled down the steps into the first train station, but I couldn’t unsee my outline in the glass, a crude mimicry of a good life.

The coat sagged around my chest. Fresh from the cleaner, but it still smelled like Juju and her cloying perfume. The wool scratched up and down my neck. But I held its beauty even closer to me. I couldn’t wait to go back to our place. The mess of open windows I had begun to memorize, where neighbors washed dishes, folded plastic bags, hummed along to bolero ballads on the radio.

Rain gutters, eaves, pipes, electrical wires, broken electrical wires, ventilator ducts, sewer drains, dumpsters, ditches. Everywhere in the city, there were so many places where no one lived. And so many things that lived in the places where no one lived. Spiders, lizards, moths, centipedes, pigeons, cats, moss. I could too. Once I was disqualified from second-class loans, I could move onto the third-class and fourth-class ones, if they existed, I could start with the phone numbers taped all over the lampposts here. Just drip myself down the eaves and gutters and trickle to wherever.
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I kept bleaching my hair and dyeing it blonde. I took the train in the middle of the day, when I had nothing better to do. The train was surprisingly packed. I nestled in among the housewives running errands, the hustlers handing out sketchy business flyers, and the senior citizens who rode for free, something the retirees took full advantage of, sometimes they looped through the entire line, end to end, for hours upon hours, without getting off once.

Sometimes the elderly chatted me up. They asked me if I was married, if I was going to get married, if I was going to have kids, and for their sake I lied every time. Sometimes they asked for directions, or asked me to help with something on their cell phones. But mostly they wanted to tell me how to live.

“You’re free,” an old man once said to me. “You’re free to go home, right? No one is forcing you to be anywhere, are they?”

I wasn’t sure what he meant. I looked around, but no one was paying any attention to us. The other passengers were talking to each other or dozing or texting on their phones.

“You’re free? You’re going home tonight, right?”

Eventually I nodded.

“You weren’t kidnapped off the street and sold to godless gangsters?”

I nodded again.

“Ha. That’s what I thought.”

I looked down at our knees, side by side. The old man’s knees were not much bigger than mine. Mine were tougher. I could fight him, knock him down if I needed to. Very easily, I could keep him on the floor and throw my weight onto his skull. But I knew I wouldn’t do any of that tonight. He wasn’t threatening. He was lonely. Not so lonely that he would hurt me, but too lonely to leave me alone.

He reached over to examine my necklace, a new chain and pendant, plated in gold. Throughout the day it grew warm, then cold, then warm and then cold again, and I adored its heaviness on my heart.

“You sell yourselves now? No one sells you but yourselves?”

He curled his fingers around the pendant. His dry hard skin brushed my chest.

A few passengers glanced up. They stopped what they were doing to stare at us.

The man kept talking. “Those girls don’t exist anymore, do they? As a child I used to hear about them all the time. It sounded like a lie. But once I grew up, I realized it wasn’t a lie. We really used to be a country full of girls like that. Sold all over the country. Locked in a room and brainwashed and stinking of starvation. That’s how poor they used to be. How poor we all used to be. Before the war and after. But all that’s gone now. Now it’s just girls like you, healthy and educated and sure and lazy. That’s what happens when you’re free to go anywhere you want.

“It’s a good thing,” he added. “I’m glad. It’s a really good thing. I like seeing you live this life.”

His grip grew tighter. Everyone kept looking, but they wouldn’t move.

“My sister would have liked a necklace like this. She probably never got one.”

He tugged at the necklace, more and more. Until the chain bit into the back of my neck. “When I was a child, there was a winter when our house had burned down. We were forced to live with my aunts and uncles. They couldn’t really feed us because they couldn’t even feed themselves. Couldn’t warm the house. Barely had coal for the kitchen. You can’t imagine a winter like that, can you?”

I froze. If I moved, I would snap the chain and lose my necklace. The man knew this. He held the pendant with calmness because he knew I wouldn’t dare to push him and cause any damage to it. He knew I would remain next to him for as long as he wanted me to.

“You will never see a winter like that. I saw our family dogs eating their own vomit, their warmed-up bile and stomach contents, trying not to freeze to death but they froze anyway. And I knew my baby sister, I knew what would happen to her if she saw our dogs like that. So I got rid of the brown dogs before she came home. I didn’t tell her what I saw. I just said, I got rid of them. And I lied so well that she never forgave me, not even when I came back from war, from wrenching our country back, and even now, her daughter will send me pork ribs every New Year, but my sister still won’t see me. All that’s gone now. We don’t live in that world anymore. We live in this world where it’s girls like you in clothes like this. Where you get to eat whatever you want until your stomach bursts through your spine.”

He shook his head. “You girls are too weak. But still somehow you can find a way to ruin everything.”

Finally, he let go of me. He cleared his throat and looked away as if we had never spoken at all. He looked embarrassed of his outpouring, maybe even sorry. But he wouldn’t get up.

At the next stop, I got up.

I knew I should shout back at him, tell him he was wrong about me, but I couldn’t do it. Instead I just ran away, scared.

I needed to get away from him and the burning house and the sister and his war and the frozen dogs and their final hunger that would remain inside him. But once we parted, some trace of them followed me. Like spores of mold caught on my clothes.

I made my way back to my small room. I washed my face and tried to forget him. But sure enough, I couldn’t stop thinking about his winter and his dogs. I took off my necklace to hold it in my hand, the necklace that was mine even though it probably should have been someone else’s, maybe someone like his sister, but instead it was mine.
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I looked forward to my morning with the other girls, laughing and smoking in the stairwell. Discussing their cosmetic treatments, surgery downtimes, secret marriages, secret divorces, medical debts, gambling debts, the snaky dipshits they used to worked for, which creeps were surprisingly generous, which surprisingly aggressive, which fashion boutiques allowed payment in monthly installments, which doctors just shut up and prescribed the necessary treatments without lecturing them about social hygiene.

But as the season turned, the house hardened too. The girls quarreled with the landlady over rent, cockroaches, a gas leak in the kitchen, the drains were getting stinkier, and the water wasn’t heating up fast enough. Sometimes they quarreled over the phone, at a parent or a sibling or a lover.

“What’s going on?” I asked Juju as we smoked on the rooftop.

“The crash, you dummy. It’s bumming everyone out.”

“What crash?”

Her smile vanished. “What crash? The crash. The one. The only fucking one. Don’t you follow the news?”

“No. I stopped paying for internet on my phone.”

“There’s a stock market crash.”

“Oh. I don’t know anything about that.”

“Well, it’s here to fuck up my life.”

Juju raised her hand, clutching the bedazzled phone that constantly buzzed and blared its ringtone, a fizzy pop song. “The market’s crashing, which means their jobs are crashing, their houses are crashing, their wives are crashing, their sons in private school, or their fathers-in-law, or their company, or the investors in their company, or their trade partners in America, it’s the whole planet.”

We shivered in our baggy hoodies. The sun was bright, but it couldn’t stop the days from turning cold anymore. We huddled to light our cigarettes against the wind.

“And they want to complain to me.” Juju flipped her phone open to check her text messages. “I’m supposed to rock them to sleep and stroke their nonexistent hairlines and tell them my heart is shredded over how bad they have it.”

“Until when?”

“Not long. That’s what they say. And from everything I’ve read, I think they’re right. Plus it’s all still fresh in America. They don’t even know how bad it’s going to be over there. So it might not be too bad over here. Just wait and see, wait and see, that’s all they have to say about it.”

Her phone beeped, and Juju tapped her response with her fresh nails, a deep autumnal red. The phone beeped some more. She tapped some more.

“He’s hammered. Wasted. And it’s not even lunchtime.” She rushed her last few puffs. “But work is work. Can I borrow your eye shadow palette?”

“They still pay you, right?”

“Yeah. He’s one of the good ones. I’ll get a nice meal too.” She began to tidy her hair. “What are you doing all day?”

“Nothing.”

“Just hunkering in your room with your cup noodles?”

“I’m out of noodles.”

On our way down, we stopped by my room to fetch her my new eye shadow palette, twelve hues for autumn. Each shade deepening into the next one. I had bought it impulsively, knowing it wouldn’t work on me and that I didn’t have any use for it. But seeing it in the store had made me feel good, and I had bought it to carry home that good feeling.

Soon, I heard Juju slip out of her room and dash out to the main street to catch a taxi. She shivered in a slick minidress and no coat, still keeping her promise to herself to get out of here before winter. As she teetered down the alley in her stilettos, she turned to look back at our house again. This time I didn’t duck. I waved, and she waved back. The hues of my palette looked perfect on her eyelids. Like embers, secretly still on fire.

I watched until she walked and walked and melted into the corner. She oozed into a taxi and sped away.
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The rest of the day was quiet without Juju. I stole some other girl’s leftover soup in the kitchen and re-dyed my roots.

I ran into the landlady in the stairwell. With her green plastic broom, she swept the cigarette butts off the steps of the stairwell and into a bin. I knew the different ends, the different girls who smoked them—some brown and some white, all smudged with lipstick.

While she swept, I examined the empty mailboxes with flyers and ads stuffed into them. I tried to pry them out and tidy up.

The landlady stopped me. “Keep it full. Or they’ll keep shoving in more.”

She tossed the broom back into its place, a dim corner under the stairwell.

“It’s getting really cold,” she added. “You should keep that window closed.”

“I know. But the room gets musty.”

“The room gets musty because you’re musty. Why do you girls insist on living so dirty?”

“We’re broke. And tired.”

“Fair enough. I guess I am too. Only fatter. Broke and tired and crowding the world with my fat ass. I can’t even fix the pipes.”

“What’s wrong with the pipes?”

“They’re starting to stink. Every faucet, every drain. You can catch the stink rising. They keep getting clogged too. All you girls and your long ghost hair.”

“Well, how do you fix it?”

“There’s no fixing. It’s an old house.”

“I can fix it.”

“No, you can’t. You just pour some bleach down and hope for the best.”

“I can fix it,” I said again, but she just clunked down the hall, back into her own apartment.

I burrowed under my blankets, smoked, chugged a can of macchiato. Showered, dried my hair, plucked my eyebrows, swept makeup all over, and picked out what to wear. Motorcycles came and went. Finally, the sun waned.

I waited for the street vendors to open.

The first to arrive was the chicken-skewer lady, an older woman who worked the grill with her bare hands. I placed my order. The coals warmed up.

“I wasn’t going to open today,” the lady said. “But you know nothing sells better than street skewers right now. When people get kicked around by the economy, it’s street skewer time. Cheap and quick and mindless. I’ll probably run out of chicken before dinnertime.”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “Everything looks pretty okay around here.”

“It takes a while. They’ll hold on for as long as they can. But eventually they let go and settle into reality. The bills start flying in. Have to cut corners somewhere.”

With a thick brush, she dabbed seasonings on her skewers, which were beginning to smoke. “This hellhole has always been good to me. No other way to explain how I’m still here.”

I ate the skewers with a paper cup of broth. She lined up some more on the grill. Only a few people passed by. They coughed and steered away from the rising smoke, but she seemed confident that the hungry hordes would arrive. She pushed the skewers close together to make room for more.

“I’ve seen you around,” she said. “What do you do? Are you a student at that university?”

I nodded.

“What are you studying?”

“I’m going to be a teacher,” I blurted out.

“How noble. Your parents must be so proud.”

“Not really. I come from a long line of teachers,” I lied again. “It’s just the family business, I guess.”

She chuckled. “A long line of noble educators. Holding all of civilization together.”

I sipped on the salty broth. It didn’t feel great to lie, but I needed to stand beside someone who couldn’t see how alone I was, how adrift, how starved for direction. In an instant I had made her like me. Maybe she even respected me. Me and my whole imaginary family, an honorable family, a quiver of arrows that always flew clean through the air. I gripped the paper cup tighter. I drank it all, even the grit that had sunk to the bottom.

Before I left, she wrapped a couple of her juiciest skewers in foil. She tied them in a bag for me. “Whenever you get hungry,” she said, “come here. I’ll make sure you’re fed.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Don’t tell an old lady what to do.”

I reloaded on coffee and smokes at the convenience store. Outside its glass doors, I smoked and stared at the normal people rushing in and out, their hurried monotony in the harsh twenty-four-hour light.

I saw a woman in old clothes with the neckline stretched loose and wavy, in old shoes worn thin. My stomach ached with the fear that she was my mother. Then it ached because she wasn’t.

I was waiting to be found for good or lost for good. I wasn’t sure which was meant to be my fate. I would have to wait to find out. Maybe I’d only find out at the end, the very, very end, the real end that came after all the small fake ones. And in the meantime, no matter how quietly I managed to hide, how deep I dug myself into the earth, I couldn’t get any closer to it, the beginning of the very, very end. I could only be where I was, in something that only felt like an end but clearly wasn’t.

I went back into the convenience store.

“Do you have drain snakes?” I asked the cashier, a girl even younger than me. Her preppy bangs curled over her temples. Before she even opened her mouth, I knew she wouldn’t know anything.

I wandered to the back aisle of the store. Past the front aisles full of lip glosses, sheet masks, hair serums, candy, ice cream, katsu sandwiches, single servings of red velvet cake. The back aisle was where they kept house supplies, the actual necessities, crammed with first aid kits and bolt cutters.

I found a snake on the very bottom shelf, next to the toilet plungers and rodent killer. It was flimsy and not very long, I’d have to go to a proper hardware store to get something real, but for now this would do.

Traffic surged. I watched the sun drop behind our buildings, into the pretty pink haze of pollution. The streetlamps clicked and switched on. I headed back home.

With the snake, I went up to our communal showers. Between the two drains in the two stalls, one was much more putrid. I tried to pry off the grate, so I could reach inside, but the grate was stuck. I ran the shower water, as hot as possible, and waited. Sure enough, the hot water unstuck the grate. I lowered the snake, bit by bit, until it hit the bottom of the pipe, maybe where the pipe turned a corner to join a larger pipe. I swished the snake around to feel for resistance. I felt something, but I wasn’t sure what.

When I pulled it back up, there were clumps of hair stuck all over the snake. The landlady was right. Black and brown and blonde, all the colors of our vanity and boredom. Some gray goop too, soap scum and shampoo and makeup and bits of food. Months, maybe years, of marinating in our pipes. The stench burned my nose. I turned my face away and flung the giant clump into a plastic bag and tied it up. After a cigarette break, I returned with gloves to clean it all.

I found the landlady around the back of the house, pulling away dead leaves from the gutters and exterior drains.

“I fixed it,” I announced.

She scrunched her face. “Fixed what?”

“The smell. The drain smell.”

“Oh.”

“It was super easy. Don’t call any plumbers or handymen anymore. I can probably fix all of them.”

The landlady swept up the dead leaves with her hands. “What are you saying? You want me to pay you now? What do you want?”

“No,” I stammered. “You don’t have to pay me. That’s not what I meant.”

“Good. Because I can’t pay you. Or anyone.”

“You don’t have to pay me,” I repeated. “Just know that I’m useful.”

“Okay. You’re useful.”

“And capable.”

“Useful, I’ll give you that. But capable? Ha. You don’t even know what that means yet.”

She swept the leaves into a plastic bag. She tied it up, tight, and then when the street fell quiet, she tossed the bag over the wall, onto the neighbor’s side. She moved fast, in nimble flicks, but none of that could distract me from her tired, depleted eyes.

“I have some kimchi soup,” she said. “It’s the old-fashioned kind. I don’t know if it will taste any good to you kids. But I’ll bring some up for you later. A day’s meal for a day’s work.”

“Okay.”

“The first sign of being capable is that you always know how to feed yourself.”

Before I could thank her, she slipped inside the house.
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I came home one night to Juju’s voice. A drunken ramble that echoed over and over in the stairwell.

Mimi was trying to help Juju to her feet. She had clearly fallen several times before coming home. Her clothes were stained on all sides, in different shades of grime, and her bare legs were scratched up bad. Some cuts were starting to bleed.

Mimi was relieved to see me. Together, we brushed away the traces of dirt on Juju’s lap, her lotioned legs, her pale hands. We picked up the things that had spilled out of her purse.

“A designer eyelash curler,” Mimi murmured. “Stop wasting your money on this stupid shit.” She turned to me. “What does she think a designer curler will do for her?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I can’t deal with her anymore. I’m late for work. Can you handle this?”

I nodded. Mimi slammed the door on her way out.

The stairwell fell quiet. I picked up the rest of Juju’s things, old sticks of chewing gum and some folded-up business cards.

Juju opened her green bloodshot eyes.

“Are you hurt?” I asked.

She hesitated, but she shook her head. She tried to crawl her way up, tried to unclasp her shoes, tried to find her lighter, then finally gave up on doing anything at all. She slumped over again on the steps and pressed a cheek on the cold cement. I wanted to lift her off the floor, but she wouldn’t budge.

“Don’t touch me,” she slurred.

I sat on the dirty floor beside her. “Do you have your wallet? Your phone?”

“I love you, but you’re annoying the shit out of me right now.”

“Where’s your wallet? You still have that?”

“You tell me.” She knocked her purse closer to me. I poked through its contents. Her wallet and phone were there, along with some condoms, some painkillers, a minispray of her perfume. Under all of it was a fat wad of cash rolled up in a hair tie. Enough money to stop my breath. More money than I had ever held in my hands.

“Do you want to make some money tonight?” she slurred. “They’re freaking out about the crash. Dragging clients from bar to bar. Distracting them with all the booze and all the girls. It would be a shame to miss out.”

“That’s okay.”

“I’ll give you their phone numbers. They won’t care if you show up or I show up or a stray dog shows up. It’s a lot of money. Go out there and take it all. Have all the clowns. All the clown dicks.” She laughed. A bit of drool touched the steps, right under her cheek. “I’m serious. I can’t go like this. I got drunk too fast. Like an idiot. But someone else should go and make some clown money. You should.”

“I’m staying in. You too.”

On her lids, my eye shadow had faded into smears. I grabbed her. I thought I could get her up this time, scoop under her armpits to lift her all the way, but she whimpered and shrank away from me.

“I’m staying right here,” she said. She tucked her arms around herself. “I don’t want to do anything right now. I don’t want to touch anyone. I don’t want to deal with their shit. They’re all pissed off at the stock market and they take out that anger on me. And I just smile and thank them for it. And I just don’t want to do it right now. I don’t want anyone to touch me tonight. No one is touching me anymore. Not even you.”

As she writhed on the steps, the skirt of her dress rode up around her waist. I caught sight of her thong panties. A fresh wet kiss of blood on them, blood that had stained her dress as well, a bright red coin that might have been menstruation. But that seemed unlikely the longer she lay there and the more I took her in. Her bottom was covered in long lash marks. Some of them were bleeding too and all the ash and grime from the floor was sticking to them. They were already swelling into deep welts. She would bruise and ache for days.

Juju didn’t care about her dress or what was underneath. Her eyes opened. The tears almost fell, down her nose and onto the steps, but she blinked furiously to lure them back, somewhere back into her skull. She reminded me of fish at the market, their flat eyes. The vendors splashed them with buckets of ice, all day long, over and over again, to keep them cold and wet and fresh, or else their eyes fogged up.

“I don’t want to talk to anyone tonight,” she mumbled again. “I’m going to stab my guts out if I have to talk or touch or think about anything. Even you.”

“Fine,” I replied. “Just pass out here. And let one of the girls find all your cash and rob you and steal your ridiculous eyelash curler too and walk over you and tell everyone how much your breath stinks right now and laugh about it.”

“I don’t care.”

“And you can piss all over the steps and all over your nice dress.”

With a sigh, she rolled to her side. She pulled her dress back over her thighs. Slowly, she lifted herself up.

“Okay, I’m ready.”

I gathered her things with one arm. With the other, I led her back up to her room.

Her lamp greeted us into its warmth. The cup of flowers by her window had been replaced by a fresh cup. It made me ashamed of the naked corners of my room. I had meant to make it more livable, even just a little bit more like hers, to find small pieces of furniture to bring inside, an end table, a plush rug, a lamp with frosted glass, a proper ceramic bowl and cozy wooden spoons, but all I’d amassed so far were disposable food containers and clumps of my own yellow hair.

I carried Juju to her blankets. She whimpered as her backside lowered onto them. She was already sobering up and feeling the pain. Before I could leave, something jolted her.

“Wait,” she said. “Where’s my money?”

She got herself up and stumbled over to her purse. She found the bundle of cash, while everything else fell out onto the floor. Then she stumbled to her dresser. Her clumsy hand knocked some of the seashells out of their exact formation. She opened the top drawer.

Under all the slinky panties, bras, pantyhose, and scarves, countless other bundles of cash were stashed away. The green bills covered the bottom of the drawer like grass. She tossed her latest earnings in there and slammed the drawer shut, so hard that some more of the seashells rattled. Then she flopped onto her blankets.

I found another blanket to cover her. She pulled it up all the way over her head.

“Do you want some water? Or coffee?”

She remained still.

I fetched a glass of water from our kitchen and crept back up to leave it on her nightstand.

Was she going to be okay? She pulled her blanket closer. The mangled hair, the red oily face, the scratched-up arms, the deep clavicles, all covered now.

The top drawer of her dresser had bounced open again when she slammed it, just enough to reveal the bunches of panties and scarves and the rolls of cash underneath.

They were all ten-thousand-won bills. Some old, some new. The older version of the bill was mixed in with the new release, a high-tech print that the central bank had unveiled last year. The old bill was a dull green and heavier. It felt like real money between my fingers, unlike the new bill that didn’t feel like much of anything. A bright emerald sheet that I was still getting used to.

Not mine to touch, but I did. I stuck my hand in. Into the coils of pantyhose and money. Messy bundles in a messy drawer, a drawer that swallowed up my hand like a lion.

I knew I should drop her money and walk out. It was not mine to take, no matter how easy it was, in her drunk fog she might not even remember seeing me at all. No matter how much I missed the taste of food that wasn’t cooked in a plastic tray in a microwave. There were things in the world that just couldn’t be mine.

Clown money, Juju had called it. Money from the drunkest, dumbest, angriest of clowns who believed paying for girls made them real men. And if the men were clowns, so were the girls. Soon our corridors would fill with their sounds. Soon they would peel off their dresses, brush their teeth, wash their hair. In the morning they would gather in the stairwell to brainstorm plans for a different life, bartender school, flight attendant school, nail salon training, dog groomer certification.

All talk, all hollow. Plans required money, and none of these girls could hold on to the money they made. Not long enough to propel them out of their damp wallpaperless rooms. Gobs and gobs of cash had slipped through their bedazzled fingertips.

But somehow, Juju had figured out a way to hold her money close. At least some of it. Not enough to change her life, not yet, but someday it could be. For now it waited in a dark drawer with no good use. But someday, she would be ready with a purpose. She would leave this house for the last time, emptying out this room and lugging her suitcases down the steps and swinging a hammer to break down all her pieces of furniture and carry the plywood stacks to the proper disposal area around the block.

I pulled out some of her cash.

“I’m getting some medicine for you,” I said to her. “Your ass is going to hurt like hell when you wake up.”

She didn’t move.
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I buttoned the coat over a sweater. The subway station was shuttered, along with the gas station, and even the twenty-four-hour convenience store was temporarily closed for some emergency, according to the handwritten note taped hastily on the door. But I kept walking until I found an open pharmacy. It lit up the whole street. I grabbed everything I thought Juju might need. Painkillers, disinfectant for her cuts, an herbal balm to numb and cool. Rehydration pills, vitamin gummies. I picked up some cuticle cream for her hands and supplements for shiny hair.

I dropped the bag of stuff outside Juju’s door.

After all that, I still had most of the money left over. It wasn’t much, compared to what she had squirreled away. She wouldn’t miss it at all. I could imagine her offering it to me earnestly, eyes blinking wide, saying, yeah, go ahead, take it, don’t fight it, shut up and just take it, just stay comfortable for a couple more weeks. I imagined a room in her brain that understood why I was here. That I had my use too. A good one. We both had something better to make of ourselves, and until that happened, we could help each other bite and chew and swallow down each day.

I took the cash with me. A wind came in through my window. It swirled around my room, rustling my mess of paper bags, food wrappings, some cans, bottles, crumpled receipts. I went to sleep.
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Juju stayed in her room all day. I couldn’t stop checking. Every time I crept up the stairs to smoke on the rooftop, I peered down her corridor to glimpse the bundle I’d left at her door.

I stood in the corridor, listening for any rumblings from upstairs, from Juju’s room. I heard nothing.

“Have you seen Juju?” I asked the other girls. They were gathered in the kitchen, throwing all their food together in a pot to make a thick red stew. Nothing tasted good when they cooked together, but it was cheaper and it warmed their cold hands.

“Probably got asked to spend the night.”

“But I saw her come home.”

“Then she got called out again, how do we know?”

But something told me she was home. I stayed away from her room for as long as I could. I went up to the rooftop a couple more times. To smoke and study the cluttered, unfinished rooftops around me. During the day, the billboard was silent, and I could hear our neighbors opening and closing creaky windows, jangling keys, flipping TV channels.

A boy came down the alley. When he reached our house, he tossed a bag of trash under the landlady’s car and carried on his way. I didn’t stop him.

A girl came down the alley. She looked up to read the yellow sign. To see how old the sign was, how decades of polluted rain had left black streaks running down its surface. The girl pulled out her phone to save the number. Her clothes were simple and modest. She seemed like the kind of girl who lived with her family, who went to movies together, raised a dog together. A girl who would never need a hideaway room ever in her entire life. And yet here she was, looking over this house and this street, wondering if this was good enough, calculating how many hours of sun she could get from one of our windows.

I couldn’t bear the waiting anymore. I picked up the white plastic bundle, still untouched by her door. I knocked.

“Are you okay? Can I come in? Throw something at this door if you don’t want me to come in.” I paused. “Okay, I’m coming in.”

Juju was up. She was hovering over a plastic basin on the floor. Inside was her minidress and soapy water. It seemed to be the only thing she had removed from last night. Her face was still gunked in makeup, and the grime all over her legs had dried into smears.

“Oh, hey. Is that detergent?” She reached for the bag in my hand. She shivered in nothing but a baggy T-shirt.

“Um, no. This is just some stuff I thought you might need in the morning.”

“What I need is detergent.”

“Looks okay to me,” I said. “It’s a dark dress. The stains won’t even show.”

“You think?”

“Pretty sure.”

Juju looked down in the basin and prodded her soggy dress. She had tried to wash her underwear too. It had mostly worked. The panty lay on the floor, along with empty packets of travel-size soap.

She wrung the dress gently and brought it to her window, to hold it up in daylight. Then she draped it over the clothesline. From the soggy hem, a few drops fell to the floor. As she worked, I studied the welts and scratches on her backside. She had been scratching at them all night.

“You should take these hangover pills.” I opened up the bag. “And use all this herbal balm for your cuts. Use all of it, like just goop it on. That’s how it works best.”

“I’m fine. You should go.” She wouldn’t look at me.

“You should shower first though. In case they get infected. You were falling over a lot.”

“People get drunk and fall over all the time. I’m good.”

“Or I can bring some hot water here. I can fill up that basin for you and bring it here. Wash up here. If you don’t want to leave your room just yet.”

Juju snapped. “I don’t want to wash. I don’t want to dab herbal medicine. I just want to stew in my filth for a while and figure out what I’m going to do with the rest of my life. Is that okay with you?”

She looked at me, daring me to respond. Without her contacts, her dull eyes looked plain and sad and small, just like mine. Before I could think of what to say, she covered her face with her hands. She rubbed them up and down, harder and harder, smearing the makeup even more.

“Where was I?” she asked through her hands. “On the street? Where did you find me?”

“In the stairwell.”

“Was I loud?”

“No. You were sad. Really sad. But not loud.”

“Good. That’s good.”

Her phone kept buzzing in her purse. Instead of answering, she just threw her blankets over it to muffle the sound.

As her blankets lifted, I caught sight of a few clementines that had been hidden underneath. At least a dozen bright orange globes. Each one was no bigger than a chicken egg. I wondered if she had slept on them all night, for many nights, like an actual chicken waiting for her brood to hatch.

“Oh, right. I forgot about these.” Juju laughed, embarrassed. “They just taste better when they’re warmed up a little.”

She picked one up and gave it to me. The peel came off in one easy go.

“You know I used to eat so many of these clementines that my palms turned orange?” She held up her hands. “Even before I could walk. I don’t remember it that well. But I remember crawling around, sort of, and looking down at my orange hands. My grandmother kept feeding them to me and I kept eating them and my whole body turned orange. My earlobes. The bottoms of my feet too. I still eat a lot of them but I don’t get orange anymore. Did you ever do that?”

“No. I’ve never eaten that much.”

“My mom started freaking out, and she made me stop. She took me to the doctor and everything. He just laughed and said it was normal but she hated it for some reason. She made my grandmother stop buying them for me. And we stopped having them around. Just gone. I don’t think I had another clementine until I was old enough to make friends by myself. And go over to their houses and eat them with their families.”

I caught her new manicure, the fresh glitter tips that she’d wanted for so long. She broke into the warmed peel anyway, digging out the juicy sections.

“Eat up,” she said. “Once winter passes, they won’t taste this good anymore.”

I broke into mine too. The fragrance bloomed up to my face. We split the sections and pushed them in our mouths. Juju ate fast, wolfing down one after the other. The peels stacked up between us and her hunger comforted me. It was an old hunger, from deep in her memories, from long before she had embarked on this life.

“My mom loves fish,” I told her. “But we never got to have any fish in the house.”

“Why not?”

“My father hates it. He can’t stand it. He won’t even look at it frozen in the fridge. So we never had them around and I just thought she hated them too. Until she brought me to an open market. We ate fish on the street, and I saw how much she was loving it. She even crunched the bones. She taught me how to crunch the head and the tail. How to crunch them properly so they don’t choke you. And then we went back home and washed our faces and my father complained he smelled fish and smoke everywhere. We just pretended he was crazy.”

Juju took the peel from my hand and plopped another clementine on my palm. “That’s fucked up. I’d just go back home and storm in the kitchen. Cook her all the fish she wants.” She scooped up the peels. “Great, look at that. I ate too much. I should have saved more for you.”

“That’s okay,” I replied, “it’s too healthy for me.” I gestured to the bundles of cup noodles and canned sausages in the corner of her room, the same kind we all kept in the same corner in all of our rooms. “If I eat another real piece of real fruit I might die.”

From her makeup bag, Juju picked up a pocket mirror. She combed through her blonde fluff. She wiped the oil from her nose and under her eyes and grinned to check her teeth. All the smeared makeup, she tried to smear back into place. “Are you ready?”

“Where are we going?”

“Let’s go find some fish.”
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Already, the afternoon sun was falling behind the buildings. But a bit of warmth remained on the pavement and walls and trees. The office workers were still caged in their offices, the kids in their schools. We still had a while until everyone came pouring out. At this hour, the city belonged to no one.

I thought we’d go to the usual food stalls near our house, but she took us to the bigger market far away. It was much too soon for dinner, but the stalls were busy. We picked the emptiest one and settled into our squeaky plastic chairs. A motorcyclist tore down the one-way street in the wrong direction. We held our breath as they passed.

Juju gave our order to the stall owner. Soon we were hit by the smell of fish and char, the skin turning crisp. The owner even brought around an extra plate of snacks to go with our beers. When we tried to send it back, he slapped our shoulders. I’ve got to be good to my first dinner customers, he explained. It sets my fortunes for the rest of the night.

“Cheers.” Juju clinked our mugs together. She gulped down her beer and ordered more. She shivered in her ratty T-shirt, but her face lit up. “Hey, my coat looks really good on you. I’m glad it fits so well.”

Another stall was opening up. Eventually, all the squeaky plastic chairs on this street would get taken over by office workers, couples on dates, groups of friends arguing about a movie they’d just seen. And for the most part, we’d blend into them. Our hair wouldn’t look so bright in the evening, and I could even hide my whole face under my baseball cap. It had been so long since I’d been on a street like this, where people gathered from all corners of the city and huddled together, where no one left until they had bathed the entire night in fish smoke and talk.

A woman sat down at the empty table next to ours. She took a call from a friend, who was running late. She looked over at us once or twice, but she was distracted by something on her mind, something way more important than Juju’s oily face or my tangled hair. She wasn’t much older, but her hair was trimmed into a smart, professional bob. Her nails were bare. The rest of her was hidden in her black coat, a stiff and conservative blend of wool.

She was the kind of woman I saw often on the train, commuting back and forth from a serious job where she cultivated serious relationships. These women could never stay awake for the whole train ride. They nodded off between stops because their serious lives left them drained, and sometimes they didn’t even wake up when the train got crowded with rowdy kids or when a fight broke out or when their sensible heels got stepped on. And yet somehow, they always woke up just in time for their stop. Something inside would jerk them awake, and not a second too soon, they scrambled out the doors at their intended destinations.

I never knew how I felt about these women. If I wanted the respectable pulse of their lives, or if I was glad to observe from so far outside. All I knew was that I seemed to linger on them every time, but they never lingered on me.

“So exactly where are you from?” I asked Juju, who had already ordered another beer. “Are you from Seoul too? Or did you come here from far away like Mimi?”

But Juju was drunk, and the ease in her eyes was gone. The impulse for kindness, for closeness, whatever it was that had brought us here together, that was gone too. She ignored my questions.

“You like this chick sitting next to us?” she asked.

“I’m just looking around.”

“I guess you think she has a pretty nice life.”

“I don’t know about pretty nice,” I replied cautiously. There was an edge in her voice that I didn’t want to touch. “But she seems fine. She seems busy. Driven.”

“Driven.” She picked at her dry lips. “And that’s something you like?”

“I don’t know. It’s just something to look at.”

“Do you think that could be you someday? Driven?”

“I don’t know. Why are you asking me?”

Her mouth twisted into a leer. “I just think it’s funny. You do nothing all day. You sit on your ass. That’s all you do. But now you take one look at an entry-level bitch and you think you’d like to be busy like her. Driven. Do you really think you have that in you? It’s a little funny.”

I clasped my hands in my lap, to hide their unsteadiness from her. The owner came around with another plate of free snacks. We didn’t eat them.

“She’s not any better than you,” Juju muttered. “She’s not worth your admiration. And you know what? If she knew, right now, if she knew what I did to make my money, how easily I did it, there’s no way she’d willingly sit this close to us. She might lose her appetite. She might throw up. So save your admiration. She’s really not worth it.”

Juju finished her beer. “I used to laugh at all the girls who were still running around like me at thirty. Maybe even twenty-eight. I used to tell them their pussies were souring. I used to tell them to go kill themselves. And now it looks like that’s going to be me. I used to tell them I’d buy a new house by the end of the year.”

“You still can,” I replied. “Maybe not a house. Not a big one anyway. But you have so much time to get something. Get started. You could still do that.”

“Ha. Can I? A real home, a healthy body, a decent life, is that what you think I’ll get? Do you think even this entry-level princess bitch over here has any of that? Anyone who wasn’t just born with all of it?”

I caught her eyeing my beer mug. Instinctively, I placed my hand over the top. “This is mine. You’re done.”

“Don’t do that,” she said. “I think I need to slam it down before I go to work.”

“You look sick. You’ve been sick all day. Take the day off.”

“I can’t just do nothing. I can’t let that be me. I’ve been lazy. And laziness makes me angry.”

She stared at the beer. I didn’t move my hand.

The woman next to us sipped on her drink, a refreshing shot of clear liquor. Then she started waving ecstatically. Her friend had finally made it. The friend was another woman just like her, clever and industrious. They were genuinely pleased to see each other, to talk about the market crash, the economy, the politicians, their bosses, colleagues, boyfriends, wedding plans, summer holiday plans.

Before any of that could begin, Juju flattened some cash under a plate. She stood up. “Maybe you’ll still be admiring them when you’re thirty too. Bye. I need to go get busy now.”

She snatched my beer from me and drained it. She rubbed her cold hands together, then shoved them in her pockets. Without another word, she walked off, and I hurried after her. Into the flow of pedestrians crossing the big intersection.

The stalls were packed now. Crowds surrounded us.

I tried to calm myself. I hugged my coat tighter and chased after Juju’s small shoulders. A part of me didn’t want to leave the market. Wanted to be the kind of person who could stick around, who could sit on the street alone and enjoy the streetlamps switching on and order a new beer and pass time on a simple winter evening.

On the train, Juju closed her eyes. And for the first time I closed mine too. I studied no one. I buried my face in my coat, took in a lungful of air, then let it out. There was anger in my breath. Anger at the women from the food stall, their prudent comforts, and anger at Juju for ridiculing them. Anger at myself for still wanting her beside me anyway. The shreds she pieced together to become herself every night, I breathed that in and out too, until I found myself back at my small window close to hers.
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The older I got, the less and less I wanted to see my parents’ bedroom. The ironing board propped in the corner, always ready to press my father’s shirts as needed. My mother’s dressing table. The makeup she never used anymore, the bottles and finger pots and brushes, all thrown into its drawers. The scent of the dressing table itself, the thick varnish. Her wedding gift. From who, I never asked.

But as a child, I crept in there as often as I could. To dive into my mother’s closet. I pushed my way through her clothes and into its darkest corner, where she kept stacks of fancy tissue boxes for formal occasions. Dinner parties with my father’s colleagues, his college buddies, his golfing group, his birthday, but never her own. On those special evenings, she presented our soft tissues for the guests. And once they left, the tissue boxes were returned to the closet as well. For every other day of our lives, I wiped my nose or my mouth with whatever she gave me—cheap napkins that she’d taken from restaurants, rough fragments torn from a roll of toilet paper.

Once, I went in and found the treasured tissue boxes. I carried them out into the living room, where I sat and pulled out all the tissues from each and every box. I yanked them out, one soft white square after another.

That’s how my mother found me when she came home. Wasting her tissues. And I thought she would punish me for my destructiveness. By yelling at me or hitting me or simply by crying. But she didn’t. She just watched me empty one box after another. Until I was surrounded by piles of delicate sheets.

“Having some fun?” she had asked, standing over me. “My little goat is having a little fun?”

I remembered wishing I hadn’t emptied all the boxes so quickly. Wishing that I’d offered her some so that she could join me on the floor and feel for herself the pleasure of wrecking something so protected. But as sorry as I felt, I still couldn’t stop. Not until I had wrecked it all, had all the fun I could pull from the day.
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In my dream, we finally wrecked the tissues together. They puffed up in the air and landed silently. Some of them were still landing when I woke up.

I heard a cart rolling down the street. Followed by our front door slamming. Once, twice, again. All the girls were running away to someplace else, coffee shops and internet cafés and noodle booths and motels. I heard Juju and her unmistakable stilettos too. But I stayed in my room.

Impulsively, I called my mother again. I wasn’t sure what I would say. I could tell her where I was, I could ask her to meet me, would she show up, would she recognize me with my new blonde look, would she like it, would she hate it, how easily I had wrecked my precious baby goat hair? Or I could just tell her about my dream, ask her how she could be so stupid to save such nice tissues for people who never noticed them. But when I dialed, I reached an automated message. The number had been disconnected at the request of the user.

did u block me? I texted her, knowing that, in a moment of weakness, she would unblock me and read everything I’d sent.

did he make you block me?

you could have told me

i’m going to pay you back

tell him i’m going to pay all of it back

he’s such a loser

you are so weak

you’re worse than him for that

I rolled around on my floor with my smokes and listened to neighbors and pedestrians complain about the stagnation of their wages, the ugliness of the neighborhoods they kept relocating to, in hopes of wringing a few more drops of life out of what they had, but a few more drops for what? In such old houses, the pipes flooded in the summer and froze in the winter. Everything they saved went into fixing everything that kept breaking. None of these structures had been built all that soundly to begin with, and with all the mountain runoffs underneath, they couldn’t build anything better, no one with any sense would invest in this part of the city now, it was only going to get worse, it wasn’t worth saving and maybe at this point it wasn’t even worth destroying.

The more they complained, the more I listened. It soothed me. Like so many other things in this neighborhood, the pipes were caught in a ridiculous cycle, unmade and remade over and over again. But that was how it had lasted all this time. A few more weeks, a few more seasons, that was all it was meant for, but somehow these houses built to crumble had outlasted the ones built to last. There were crazy flashy malls and towers from my childhood that had eventually crumbled to greed or earthquakes or something even crazier and flashier, but these houses kept going, one janky fix at a time. They had outlived all those monstrosities, and I hoped they would outlive me too.
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The first thing I noticed was the car. An imported luxury sedan. White all over and glossed up like toothpaste. The elaborate hood ornament didn’t belong in this part of Seoul. I couldn’t see into the tinted windows at all.

When the driver’s side door opened, I expected an older man in a grand suit, some executive who had taken wrong turns and ended up far from his important lunch appointment, yelling on his phone to a subordinate who had nothing to do with his mistake, spewing unreasonable demands through his nicotine teeth, but in a little while he’d calm down and figure out how to back out of our crooked alley and resume his life.

But the man who stepped out didn’t look so scary. He was barely a man, maybe a couple of years out of college. His face hadn’t gone red and bloated from years of binge drinking with clients. A face that hadn’t yet found the power of ruining someone. A gentle face, a boy’s face, drawn in milk.

He didn’t look lost in our neighborhood either. He just leaned on his car, flipped open his phone, and ashed his cigarette on the ground. He looked up at our building, scanning over the windows between old bricks. He didn’t see me on the rooftop, or my own cigarette smoke pulled up into the sky. After typing a few messages, he stared at our front door. When it finally opened, he smiled.

“How the fuck did you get here?” I heard Juju’s voice before I saw the top of her bright yellow head, her bare arms hugged around herself.

“I followed you. You’re too easy to follow. So this is where you live, huh. It’s not too awful. Why couldn’t you just tell me?”

“I told you to leave me alone.”

The man sighed. He took a few steps closer to Juju. He wasn’t much bigger, but she shrank as he approached. I thought he might try to touch her, but he didn’t. He only stood there in the middle of the alley, trying to lock eyes with Juju, who only rubbed her shoulders and looked away.

“I can’t do that,” he said softly. “I’m sorry but I can’t leave you alone. A better man would. But not me. Let me in,” he pressed. “Let’s go inside. Show me your gorgeous room.”

“No.”

But a motorcyclist appeared. He slowed down and revved the engine a couple of times to get the man’s attention. The man ignored him and stood still, never taking his gaze off of Juju. The cyclist reversed to find another route.

Juju flicked her hair and looked down the alley. “Fine. I’ll get in your car with you. We can drive around and talk. You can talk as long as you want.”

He shook his head. “I’m going inside. We’re talking in there. Where you live. I’m not going home until I smell like your girly pillows. That’s all I want to do with my life right now.”

“Fuck off.” But her voice was trailing.

“I can embarrass you here on this street. Or I can embarrass you there inside. Up to you.”

But the man didn’t wait. He ran over and grabbed Juju by the hips to pick her up and spin her around. She shrieked and he kept spinning. One of her slippers fell off her toes. He scooped that up too.

Soon they came up to the rooftop, opened the rusty door.

I ducked behind the other side of the billboard. If they had seen me, I would have had no choice but to wave and join them and maybe smoke together. But they didn’t see me, only each other and the hazy skyline of buildings and smog.

“I want to fuck you in your room,” he said and stroked her hair.

She pushed his hand away. “Never.”

“Why do you keep lying?”

Juju shivered and turned her back to the wind. The wind hurt me too, but I gritted my teeth to stay still.

“And where are your real clothes?” The man took off his suit jacket to drape it over her shoulders. “Where’s the coat I got for you?”

“I got rid of it.”

“You didn’t like it? We’ll get you another one.”

“I hated it.”

“Why didn’t you say so? I only spent all that money because I thought you’d like it. If you wanted a different one, you could have just told me. It wouldn’t have been a big deal. You know I’m glad to find you something else.”

“Because I don’t like fakes. And I didn’t find out it was a fake until I went to get it altered.”

The man opened his mouth, but he couldn’t say anything.

“I was completely humiliated at the tailor’s,” Juju continued. “He ripped off the lining for me and showed me how fucking cheap and sloppy and raggedy it was inside. Utterly humiliated. So I had to go along with it anyway. I just went ahead and got it altered, pretending I’d known all along. I even thanked him for doing such a nice job. Is that okay with you? Is that an acceptable reason?”

The man’s neck was turning red, and now his ears too, his nose. But Juju wasn’t finished.

“What would you have done?” She waited. “No, answer me. What would you have done?” She hit his shoulder to make him face her, make him look into her bright green lenses. “What would you have done standing in that basement tailor shop with a pathetic coat split open? With an old man looking at you like you were the saddest little drowned rat in the world?”

“I don’t know,” the man whispered.

“Well, I didn’t know either. So I got rid of it.”

They smoked in silence. Now he was the one shivering in a white dress shirt.

“It’s just been a rough couple of years,” the man tried to explain. “Last year was bad at work. We lost some big bids and nothing really worked out. And this year might be even worse. This crash might really do something. The banks are safe for now but who knows. In a week, in a month, we could be gone too. It’s not a joke.”

“So?” Juju cut him off. “Maybe you shouldn’t be blowing money on girls if your life is that hard for you.”

“But I wanted to get something nice for you. I wanted to see you happy. Because that’s what you deserve. Can I ask you a question?” he demanded. “When you saw the coat, when you unwrapped it, did you feel good? Did it make you happy?”

Juju shrugged. “Of course I felt good. I was duped.”

“No. You felt good. You felt good and that’s the end of the story. That’s it. That’s all I wanted. That’s all I meant by it.”

He slung his arms around her waist. He took a deep breath in and out, exhaling into her hair. Juju let him. She seemed exhausted, nauseous. But as upset as she was, she still remembered to light his cigarette first, before hers.

“I know,” he offered. “I know this crash has been bad for you too. I’ve seen what guys do when we all go out. They’re so fucking stressed and worried about losing their jobs, some of them have already lost their jobs, they’re just not telling anyone about it yet. And they just get hammered and act like idiots. I’m human and it hurts me too. Because it’s all the girls like you who have to see them like that and cower and grovel and giggle and purr and make them feel better. Then they go back home to be a better person for their wives and kids. Better for them. And never for you.”

“Min,” Juju interrupted again. “Do you think you’re any better than them?”

“Of course I am. Maybe you don’t see me that way. But I’m trying to help you. And I’m trying to be better. Trying to make something of myself.”

“Tell that to your girlfriend.”

“She knows. Trust me. She is very, very, very aware of how much better I want to be.”

“Did you humiliate her with a sorry little coat too?”

Min rubbed his temples to keep his patience. “No. She buys her own stuff. She comes from a good family. They take good care of her like that.”

“Then what is she doing with a dumpy fake designer slut like you?” Juju pulled away from him. “Don’t make me feel sorry for her. Wow. She could do so much better. Does she know that too?”

From behind the billboard, I looked down at the other side of our house for the first time. The back wall that shut out all the sunlight for the lower houses behind us. I wondered who those neighbors were, living with windows that only opened out to walls. And they had no choice but to keep the windows open all the time, the only way air came in and went out. Someone was home. I heard them humming and frying meat in oil. The golden aroma found me.

Juju’s stomach must have rumbled too. Min laughed and pinched her side.

“Next time we’ll eat a proper meal together, okay?”

He stuffed some cash into her limp hands.

“Next time, I’ll come over and we’ll eat something good around here. Something simple and warm. Then we’ll take a nap together in your room. Just rest together. That’s what I want. But in the meantime I want you to take this and feed yourself well for me.”

“Fuck you.”

“Please think of how I feel. How I’m going to feel when I drive away and leave you behind in a house like this. How low my heart will sink. Take it. Get some food.”

He held her face, rubbed her small nose.

“Food and gloves and socks. That’s all.”

Juju still hesitated.

“Look, you know what to do. You’ve seen more than I have. You’re wiser. When someone offers you something, you take it. Just take. There’s no point in trying to be right or wrong about it. Either it’s yours or it’s gone.”

Juju took the money. Min hugged her and escorted her back into the house.

Even after Min drove away, Juju stood by the door. Until our landlady appeared at the end of our street. With a cart of groceries that rattled over the bumpy pavement.

The landlady came and spoke to her about the cockroaches gathering in the kitchen. We had to, absolutely had to, wash our dishes immediately after each meal, and also something about the usual rent hikes at the end of the year, which would help pay for a bigger water boiler so everyone had more than two minutes of hot water. She was also looking into switching out all the old locks with keypads instead. Juju just murmured and nodded, not really listening. Her soul was still with Min. She clutched the lump of cash under her armpit, to hide it, to keep it warm.
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So this was her real life stashed under that doll face. I had always pictured her creeps as fleeting shadows in the background. They weren’t human, they were barely real, just wisps of smoke that she waved away after a long puff of money. But Min was human, with his fake gift and bloated car. That was what Juju had been giving herself to, and her genuine affection for him had shocked me. She was human too. Despite her tidy room and her bundles of cash, despite her puffed-up words about leaving and getting her shit together, deep down she was just as weak and lonely and sloppy as me.

I heard the splash of hot water somewhere in our house and imagined her glittered fingertips washing her pantyhose in the basin, clipping them onto the clothesline before bed.

In the middle of the night, a gentle knocking woke me up. I rolled over to face the shadow of someone standing at my flimsy door.

“Are you hungry?” a voice whispered. It was Juju. “I’m hungry. Do you have any food?”

In the dark, we gathered all of my snacks between us. Some of the orange streetlight seeped in. She examined my stash. Her contacts were gone again. She held every item up to her plain dark eyes. Salted crackers, string cheese, dried squid, energy drinks, canned caramel macchiatos, powdered vitamin packets.

“Where are your clementines?”

“I ate them all.” She stuck out her palms. “See? I’m turning orange again.”

I squinted, but was there a difference? “That’s right, you are,” I said anyway.

Her bottom still hadn’t fully recovered from the other night. She winced as she sat on the blankets.

We listened to our neighbors across the alley, still awake. Someone fiddled with their radio. Most of the stations had gone silent for the night, and there was hardly any music, just more updates on the shocking suicide of a famous movie star, in the prime of his career, who had plummeted to his death after breaking a window in his penthouse hotel suite. The radio hosts drew connections to the stock market crash and the actor’s reputation for reckless investments and ties to loan sharks.

“Nine years,” Juju said.

“Nine what?”

“I’ve been living like this for nine years. In rooms like these. I didn’t want to answer you when you asked me, but the answer is nine. A big fat nine. How sad is that?”

“I don’t know. It’s not so bad.” But in truth, it hurt my stomach to imagine her nine winters all alone.

“I left my town after the crisis. My father had lost his job. I hated being a burden. Another mouth to feed. So I said I’d go out there and figure my life out. Maybe even find some steady work and send money back home. Ha.” She nibbled on some string cheese. “Like so many families I guess back then. I really thought we were going to pull through. We were going to make it. I really believed that.”

She opened a bag of dried squid. “But you were just a little kid when that happened, weren’t you? When the economy ran off the cliff? Did you even know what was going on?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Sort of. It was everywhere. Even if I couldn’t get it. I was still living in it.”

“You were breathing it. Like the rest of us. You just didn’t know what you were breathing.”

“Right.”

“Maybe for the best.”

The radio hosts dedicated the next song to the departed movie star. It was sad and sweet, like the only movie I’d ever seen him in.

“I used to move every year,” Juju said. “When I first got here. I moved almost every season. Following every guy who wanted to shack up with me. And then sooner or later they’d kick me out. And I’d have to start all over again. Compared to that, this isn’t so bad, I guess. At least I have my own place to think.”

“Not bad,” I agreed. “Nine isn’t bad.”

“You know,” she said, “you should have seen my first room.”

“What kind of room?” I asked.

“I didn’t even have a window. Can’t even call it a room, really. But there were twelve of them crammed into a house. A sad dumb bitch in each one. None of those bitches had anything so they kept stealing everything from each other. But I thought I was happy. I had my first room and my first boyfriend, and I thought I was happy enough.”

“What happened with him?”

“Nothing really. We were kids.”

“In the good way or the bad way?”

“Is there a bad way? We could barely fit in that room, the both of us, but whatever. I let him fuck me while all the other cunts listened to us through the walls. Laughing at me in their moldy beds, but I didn’t care.”

“You weren’t embarrassed to show him? Such a shitty room like that?”

“Not at all. His room was even worse than mine so he couldn’t say anything.” Juju ripped open a bag of crackers. “And I wanted to show him. I wanted him to see. And that felt so good at the time. I can’t really explain it now. But I felt good with him. Like I wasn’t trying to fool anyone into thinking I don’t need them. I brought him everywhere with me and didn’t care that he’d see how pathetic I was. I just wanted him in there with me.” She counted the crackers in the bag before eating them. “I grew up, though. We both did.”

The radio hosts began to argue with each other. We’re one of the safest economies in the world, one of them proclaimed. We lead in heavy industries. We make all the ships in the world, all the steel in the world, all the construction, the car parts, the phone parts, the road parts, the skyscrapers, the TV sets, the computers, that’s all us. We do that. And that stuff can’t stop. They tentacle into modern life itself. They’re not going anywhere. They can’t go anywhere. So won’t these foreign investors come back?

At which point the other speaker cut him off. What we really need is to stop relying on a few industries held by a few companies to boost us up. We can do better. Can’t let ourselves get demolished every time they tilt the pinball on the other side of the planet. We need to build more than this. More for us, for our people, not just for the world. But we always pick impressing the world over taking care of our own people. Why do we do that? Why does this always happen to us?

“They sound so desperate.” Juju sighed. “Fucking screechy. No one even cares about our crummy little country. There’s nothing here. No culture, no nothing. Cavepeople. We’re six million years behind.”

Juju had finished the crackers, most of the squid, two cans of energy drinks. She looked around my room for an empty bag to hold all the wrappings. Her eyes landed on her coat, draped carefully over a pile of other clothes that had been draped not so carefully on the floor. She nodded to it.

“Trash that. I’ll buy you a new coat.”

“No.” The firmness of my own voice surprised me.

“Come on. It’s no good. It’s pilling all over and you’ve been waddling all over town in the rain.”

“But I like it.”

“You look stupid when you wear it now. It’s ratty. It’s gross. You’re gross.”

“I don’t care. It’s nice. It’s the nicest thing anyone’s given me.”

“Stop. Shut up.”

“It was really nice of you to give it to me.”

“Shut the fuck up. Right now. The both of us.”

She headed for the tidiness of her room. As she went up the stairs, I saw that she had put none of our trash in the plastic bag, only a round wad of cash for me.
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I wore the coat every day, even as winter hit and dumped gray snow all over us week after week. I roamed every windy night for hours.

I saw a boy with his mother, holding her hand, and I wondered at what age I had stopped holding my mother’s hand. I saw a girl smoke outside of her building, in plastic slippers, admiring a shrub on the sidewalk, caressing the green buds with her fingers, with such tenderness that it made me want to hold her face, and then when she was done with her cigarette, she put it out on the buds, without a drop of hesitation or remorse in her eyes, she smeared the burning tip into its leaves.

I saw another girl, maybe visiting from a foreign country, run out into the snow for the first time. She had never seen snow before. She sprinted over it and fell and rubbed her bottom, giggling. She scooped up a handful. I think it’s cold, she said, and removed a glove to touch its temperature.

I saw a boy chase down another boy on a motorcycle to try and stop him from leaving, he was yelling the whole time about the heartbreak and love and loyalty involved, and he actually managed to catch up with the motorcycle and tackle the rider and crash the bike into an iron gate. The rider flew off his seat but got up right away. He picked up the bike and got on it again and screamed, Who are you, who are you to do this and ask this of me. The other boy lay down on the pavement, in front of the front wheel, to stop the rider from leaving. But the rider drove over him anyway, right over his thighs, the thickest bones of his body, and the boy cried out and writhed on the ground as the rider cut in front of a bus and sped away. In the end, the boy and his legs appeared to be fine. He got up to find an untaken spot on the curb where he could squat and call a friend to explain everything that had just happened.

On some nights, the winds grew so cold that we couldn’t smoke on the rooftop anymore. Juju and I huddled in the stairwell with the other girls.

We listened to their gossip, mostly about a girl they knew who had recently left the city with one of her creeps, a pathetic dweeb in civil service or civil engineering, a job as dweeby as his bowl haircut. He had been transferred to a minor branch of his employer in the boonies, and given the economy, he couldn’t afford to say no or quit, and somehow he’d managed to persuade this girl in her prime to move with him.

“She’ll be back,” Mimi said. “She’s just going out there to rest for a minute. Not drink so much. Rescue her liver. Tune up her face. Grow some peppers and tomatoes and raise some geese. He’ll be good for that. He’ll help her pull herself back together and then she’ll dump him and look for us again.”

“You think?”

“Of course. I know her. She turned down some really decent salarymen before, I think she even turned down a prosecutor once, he was all ready to leave his wife and kids for her too, but none of them were good enough for her. So no way she’s happy with a dweeb in the country. No way that’s what she’s feeling. But she just wrecked her body for too long. She’ll die if she doesn’t take a break.”

The conversation unspooled more girls, all the other girls they had known. Who moved, who married, who finished school, who got sick, who recovered, who got sick again, who lived, who didn’t. At which point Juju returned to her room for the rest of the night.

I thought I could hear her up there, tidying up, rearranging her furniture to rearrange her solitude. Or maybe she was just rolled up in her blankets on the floor, waiting to warm up. She refused to borrow any coat she was offered and taxied to the nightclubs in nothing but her minidresses. When she taxied back, her thighs were red and blotched, and she rubbed them in the cold stairwell for a few minutes before she went up to her room because her frozen skin hurt more if it warmed too quickly. Waiting for the feeling to come back into her legs, waiting to run up and pass out and wait a little less for the next thing in her life to happen.

Waiting for the giant white luxury car that appeared in our alley almost every day now. It blocked all traffic in the alley, no delivery cart or motorcycle could pass by it, sometimes not even pedestrians, they could only stop and talk shit, before they turned around as well.

Gray snow melted and froze and melted and froze, over and over. A thick shell of ice hardened over the alley. No one wanted to salt the road because the salt would run into the gutters and rust the old sewer pipes, or leach into the ground and hurt the old buildings and the few wild shrubs left in the neighborhood. The tenants complained but the landlords insisted. We had gravel thrown over the ice instead, and the girls learned to walk on gravel and let it ruin their nice shoes.

Every time the white car came and went, it left behind a clean square of pavement where the ice had melted under its heat.

In nothing but a sparkly dress, Juju stepped out of Min’s car. Her cheeks were flushed from stinky booze, stinky soups, the stale sofas in private karaoke rooms, the rough carpet under the sofas, whatever else she had shared with him that day. Whatever that kept her warm. She stood there to watch him drive away. The tires crunched over gravel and ice. I’ll see you soon, Min called out the window. Juju didn’t speak. She stepped back to get out of his way, splashing her shoes in gutter water, folding herself into the smallness of someone already waiting again.
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“He’s going to drop her in a month, maybe two,” I heard Mimi say. “He’s too young and accomplished. Too big a catch with too much life ahead of him. Young and ambitious and arrogant and unreliable. One day he’s painting her cunt and her brain with dreams. Then she’ll never hear from him again.”

“She’s not dumb.”

“Dumb enough to bring him here.”

The girls complained to each other about the white car blocking the alley, the long hours it clogged with impunity, but when the landlady asked about it, whether any of us had seen who the car belonged to, where they might be found, the girls just mumbled and shook their heads. Admitting that the car had come for Juju might shatter the last bit of denial the landlady still enjoyed, that she wasn’t housing a bunch of aimless chain-smoking whores, these were just some young girls who needed a little time to gather themselves before they found legitimate work or legitimate education to start building their humble families. Until their proper lives buttoned into place, a beautiful car like that would never come for them, not for any legitimate reason.

“I can’t take my car out at all,” she shouted at the girls. “Can’t they see we have other cars on this street too? Or do they think they drive the only car in the world? Where do they go when they park here all day?”

“Stop shouting.”

“Well, is it a man?” the landlady asked further. “A woman? How have none of you girls seen who it is?”

“We have shit to do. We can’t sit around watching a car all day.”

“Maybe it’s someone looking to buy property around here.”

“Maybe.”

“Then I can sell this place and kick all of you girls out. That’s what I really need to do.”

“Yeah, okay, fine. You do that.”
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On a rare day that Juju wasn’t out with Min, she called me into her room to eat and talk and pass time. Her window, only a story above, couldn’t show much more than mine. I missed the rooftop where we took in the red glow of church steeples.

“The landlady hates that car,” I informed Juju. “It’s been pissing her off, blocking everything all the time. Just letting you know. She might file a report or something.”

“No, she won’t.” Juju spat out the window. I watched the ball of white saliva drop to the pavement below us. “She won’t file a report. She won’t do anything.”

“You’re sure of that?”

“Do you know how many housing codes she’s violating with this rinky-dink dollhouse? The capacity, the plumbing, the gas, the walls, the windows, even the number of stairs in the stairwell, nothing meets the rules. All the neighbors know. If they report her then she’s really fucked. Like really, really fucked. So she’s too scared to piss them off. She’s loud and annoying, but in the end she’s a coward who knows exactly where her place is.”

“Then why hasn’t anyone reported her? She doesn’t like them. They don’t like her.”

“They feel sorry for her. She’s an old hag with nothing else but this. They don’t have the nerve to take it away.”

The sky was darkening. So was our street. I couldn’t see the spot of her saliva on the pavement anymore.

“What’s up with you two, anyway?” I asked. “Where do you go all the time?”

“Nothing. We just hang out.” Her voice softened. “We eat. We sing karaoke. We get a motel room and sleep. Really sleep. We just hug and drift off. Then we wake up and eat some more.”

“Around here? There’s nothing good to eat around here.”

“We get skewers. Bean stew. Pepper stew. Chicken stew. Loach stew. Fried fish. All that good stinky stuff.” She laughed. “You should come with us. Since you like that cheap stinky stuff so much.”

“Who doesn’t?”

“That’s right. Who the fuck doesn’t.”

We got so bored that we tried to go up on the rooftop. We could brave the cold, at least for a minute or two, at least for a little fresh air. But the snow had fallen and melted and frozen over so many times that the door couldn’t budge against the ice.

On our way back down, we passed by a room that had just been emptied of a girl. Her things were still there, but with one glance we knew there wasn’t anyone to use them anymore.

I wondered which of the girls had gone. From the objects left behind—a worn black suitcase, some cheap plywood furniture from the discount mart, a stack of unused plastic bowls—it was impossible to tell which one she was, or if her departure was a success or a failure, if she had graduated from some program and secured a real job scanning documents and pouring coffee, or if she was moving into a cute one-bedroom with her lover, or if she was simply trudging back home where Seoul couldn’t get its fingers all the way around her neck to strangle her.

We went inside the room. The landlady was already there. Our three bodies crammed the space. The landlady was tossing the last of the girl’s stuff into trash bags.

“Wait.” I caught a pale sleeve in her armful of clothes. I pulled on the sleeve. The whole uniform revealed itself, a training uniform for a flight attendant at an aviation school. This one was pale blue. Barely worn.

“Did the girl take classes?” I asked the landlady.

“Who knows. They all try. They all think they can do it just because they’re pretty. Ha.” With her bare hands and knees, she broke down all the furniture into flat boards.

“Well, who was it?” I asked. “Who left?”

The landlady ignored me, but Juju spoke up. “Mimi,” she said.

“Mimi?” I couldn’t believe it. “She was just here yesterday.”

“I know. But this is all her stuff. This is Mimi.”

“Didn’t even pay for the last month,” the landlady griped. “I should have known. And now I’ll have to pay someone to come and take all this junk away.”

I joined to help her pull the cheap boards apart. “She said nothing at all?”

“No. They never do. And you know what, when you go, you probably won’t either. Not even a polite kid like you.”

[image: ]
We swept the room of screws, nails, dust, hair. Then we sat on the front steps and sipped the cans of coffee from my stash. Somehow cold coffee in cold weather tasted sweet. Juju picked at my ratty coat, trying to make it look nicer, and then she sighed and gave up.

The landlady shuddered in the cold and pulled her stretchy skirt down to her ankles. Her mouth twitched and twisted, as if to speak, but nothing. The whole of her face was like her hands, dark and rough. It hurt to imagine her younger hands, her younger skin, before all the sun, wind, time, work.

I looked to Juju. The carved nose, the zapped temples and cheeks. I couldn’t imagine her skin hardening and brittling into bark. Even though I knew it would, because it had to, like all the skin in the world had to, in order to keep breathing on Earth.

“What are you going to do with that uniform?” Juju asked me. She picked at the balled-up dress in my hand. “Signing up for classes?”

“I don’t know. This is a different school. This one’s blue. I’ve never seen a blue one before.”

“I think that’s the better one.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. The one on the south side of the city. That’s where the serious girls get trained. You see this blue?”

I nodded.

“This is their blue. No one else can use it.”

“So they must be super expensive.”

She flicked my forehead with a smile. “Your problem isn’t money. You’re too short. You’ll never work first class.”

“But I don’t need to work first class.”

“Yes, you do.” She gulped the last drops of her can. “Otherwise it’s not worth it. It’s only worth it if you get to work first class. It’s so much easier in the front cabins. Good money, good people. You work your way up there. Eventually. So don’t bother, if that’s not your plan. If you’re just going to stay in the back and run the cattle drive forever. Then don’t even start.”

I held up the uniform to inspect it again. It was so new that I could still make out the creases from when it had been folded up in the factory. I wondered why Mimi had given up so quickly. Or maybe she had also taken the uniform from another girl, some other girl in this house who had come long before her.

When we were done with our coffees, and we couldn’t stand the cold any longer, the landlady took our empty cans and threw them over the wall that separated us from the house next door.

“Hey,” someone shouted.

We heard an iron gate slam open and shut.

“Stop throwing your trash over here.”

“Oh no,” Juju muttered. “Watch it,” she warned the landlady. “Don’t piss off the neighbors.”

The landlady stood still as the neighbor approached. She was an older woman too. She stomped over in rain boots and a sun hat. I wondered if she had been watering her potted plants in the backyard when our bag of trash flew over. I had looked down on the collection of pots from the rooftop sometimes. White flowers, orange flowers. All crammed together in the backyard where everyone threw their trash into, a patch of dirt that barely got any sun. I had always wondered who cared enough to grow them here.

“Follow me,” she shouted at the landlady. “You come with me and take your trash back.”

“That’s not mine,” the landlady replied. She feigned surprise. “I’m just discussing some important matters with my tenants.”

“Fuck your tenants,” the neighbor said. “We all know what they do. Polluting our community.” She pointed at Juju. “She’s the worst one. The most chewed-up piece of gum I’ve ever seen.”

I thought Juju would fight her, or at the very least walk away, excuse herself to her room, but she just sat on the step with her arms folded over her lap. She was scared. Too panicked to move. Her feet, her fingers. Everything was frozen. Even her eyelids.

“You’ve been throwing trash too,” I blurted out. “Your bags of dog shit. You keep throwing them here. Under her car.”

“Who’s this? How old are you? Who said it was okay for you to live here? Are you old enough?”

I held my fists tighter.

“Look,” the landlady interrupted. Now she was scared too. “It’s clear you’re upset. I’ll come clean the trash out of your yard. We’ll take care of that. Okay?”

She reached for the neighbor’s arm, but she brushed her off.

“I can go to the municipal office right now,” she insisted. “I can march in there right now and get your whole house torn down.” She pointed to the wall that separated her house from ours. “That wall, it doesn’t match the property line. It’s way over on our side. At least forty centimeters. You stole that from us.”

“Okay,” the landlady mumbled. She waved a hand in frustration. “Okay. Stop it.”

But the neighbor wasn’t done. “And that other house. The other side. And this other side here too. You bit off twenty, thirty centimeters from each of them. The people all around you. All around you. And they know it too. They said that’s how your father built such a big house. Because everything was so messy and rushed and broken after the war and people were barely feeding themselves so no one was checking and bribes were cheap. And your father just took everything for himself.”

The landlady lowered her head.

“You want to make it right? You want to pay up? All over some bags of dog shit?”

“Okay. Let’s stop.” The landlady closed her eyes. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s not that simple.”

“Sounds pretty simple to me. Sounds like you need to just shut the fuck up and be glad no one around here has the money for litigation. Be glad we’ll never afford it. Take our dog shit with some gratitude.”

The neighbor waited, catching her breath. She took a step closer to the landlady. Dared her to say something, anything.

She pointed at me and Juju again. “And get these girls out of here. Enough is enough.”
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The neighborhood was quiet. Too quiet. Was everyone listening to us? Had they been waiting for this moment? I looked up, but no faces flickered in the windows.

“I’m tired,” the landlady said. She opened her eyes now, but only to gather her skirt and go back into the house.

Just before she disappeared, she nodded to me. “If the fucking car blocks our street again, bang on my door. I don’t care who they are, how big they are. I’m ramming my car into them tonight. Let’s see if they come back after that.”

“Then what happens to your car?” I asked.

“It can sit there and rust away forever. I don’t care anymore. If you’re really so worried for me, then find me a girl to take that empty room.”

The door locked shut behind her. A few moments later, I heard her switch on the lights for the rooftop.

Juju still hadn’t moved. I rubbed her shoulder, hoping to thaw her terror.

“Are you okay?”

Her dry lips finally parted. “Yeah.”

“Really?”

Juju sighed. “They’re both idiots. That’s all. My mother always said this about Koreans, and I didn’t want to believe it. But the longer I live the more I see it’s true. We can’t let anyone get ahead and make something of themselves. We can’t let anyone have anything good. We can’t stand to see it. We have to burn and break and crush it all and have nothing instead. That’s the only way we get along with each other. When we have absolutely nothing. That’s the only way we’re ever happy. Miserable but happy. All of us are incredibly stupid. All of our brains are bags of dog shit.”

“Are we in trouble?” I asked her. “The neighbor really hates us now. What if she calls the cops?”

Juju shook her head. “She won’t. She can’t. Her house is breaking a bunch of laws too. All these houses are. That’s how they got built. If one goes down, they all go down. She’s all talk,” she added. “The landlady too.”

“Still,” I replied. “Maybe all that’s true. But still. Talk to Min before he shows up in that silly car. He should probably park somewhere else tonight.”

Juju shook her head. “He’s not coming tonight.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. He’s with his girlfriend. It’s her birthday or something.”

She grabbed the blue training uniform out of my hand. She flopped it over her head to warm her red ears.

“It’s good to have some time apart anyway,” she added. “I don’t like spending too much time with any of them. Even the nice ones.”

“Is he a nice one?”

“Money. Brains. Clothes. Wouldn’t that make you nice?”

She was trying to sound aloof, but when she looked at me, I knew she was lying. Lying about all of it. She didn’t want to be alone at all, she was dying to see Min tonight. I knew because she had kept her expensive green contacts in the whole time, all day, blinking and bathing them in quiet hope.

“When’s the last time you ate real food?” she asked. “Sitting down at a real table? Food that was cooked in a real pot?”

I couldn’t remember.

“I’m serious,” Juju went on. “It’s a serious question. That was the last straw for me. Many years ago. Many, many, many, many years ago. I wanted real food. Not something in a plastic cup that I microwaved that’s leaching toxins into my half-frozen rations. I knew I could buy real food once or twice but I wanted it every day. I wanted to sit in a restaurant with real people every day and eat real food and come home to a real kitchen with a fridge full of real food too. I remember that day. I remember how bored I was all day, sitting in my sunless broke-sad-bitch room. So I made a connection. It was easy.”

“Just bored and hungry.”

“Yeah. I really was. That’s really all it took.”

“Well, don’t worry. I’m not there yet.”

“If you ever want to eat real food, you come to me. Okay?”

“Okay.”

From this close I could feel how much older she was. How much longer she had been living in rooms like ours. Old enough to have a child to teach words to. A child who would hate growing up in these rooms. Or maybe a child could love it, until they knew better.

Before we went in, Juju yanked the old coat off my shoulders.

“And enough of this too. I’m buying you a new one tomorrow.”

She threw the coat onto a mound of trash that someone in the neighborhood had left a couple of days ago. They had probably assumed the street cleaners would take care of it, or that the stream of pedestrians and the snow and wind would somehow kick and scatter the trash into far corners. But the pile only grew, as more and more of our neighbors dumped more stuff on it, some old study books for a law exam, a pair of stinky shoes, a broken lighter, a broken phone charger. Juju plopped the brown coat over all of it, and now the pile looked like a sleeping animal.

We ran up the damp stairwell and got ready for bed. We pattered back and forth from the bathroom with our towels, toiletries, toothbrushes.

“The fucking bitch.” Juju dug through her makeup bag.

“Who?”

“Mimi. She took my fucking eyelash curler.”
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We went to our separate rooms. I couldn’t sleep. I listened for Juju, but I heard nothing. Was she playing with her phone? Was she looking out her window, still waiting for Min, trying to blink and blink away the dryness of her green eyes?

I looked out the window too. This time, instead of looking down, I looked up. Sure enough, against the chalky sky of a city that never went dark, I saw that Juju’s window was still bright.

Everything was closed. The laundromat, hairdresser, plumber, key maker. A boy turned into the alley, rushing to meet someone, and he stopped only to glance at his reflection in the windows.

Then something else came into the alley. Another reflection, a bright white car, rippling over the glass. It swam slow. A whale in night water. One arm popped out the driver’s window. Then I heard Min. His burst of delight when Juju finally answered his call.

“I’m coming up,” he announced. “Coming up there right now. I’m seeing your magnificent shithole of a room tonight. You can’t stop me.”
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Juju kept Min waiting in the car. A while but not too long. I listened as she rushed through all of her rituals, padding back and forth to check out each outfit in the mirror, each pair of new shoes, ripping off the tags, the final spritzes of perfume and hair oil. I thought I’d seen the danger of her life, the bruises and blood and blackout nights in the hands of strangers that her memory could never stitch back together, but this was danger too, the intoxication in her steps as she raced down the stairwell, the gratitude, all for someone who could simply take her somewhere nice for a few hours.

Juju fluttered to Min’s car. From my window I only caught bits of him at the steering wheel, the glint of his wristwatch and his hair gel.

“Go away,” she whispered. “I don’t want to see you tonight.”

“You came out here smelling like butter cake for that? Just to tell me to go away?”

“Yeah.”

“You were waiting for me.”

“I thought you had a birthday to tend to.”

“I did. And it’s past midnight. The birthday is officially tended to and done.”

“Where is she?”

Min sighed. “With her family.”

“Family? Why?”

“Juju, that’s how normal, healthy, put-together girls end their birthdays. At home, quietly, with their families.”

Min leaned out the window to scan the old building, the sign on the roof. If I stood perfectly still, he wouldn’t be able to tell I was at my window. But I saw him, and I saw what he saw, our darkened windows, so many of us living together as a huddle, a swarm.

“Let me guess,” Min said. “Your boilers are small and broken half the time and your shower drains and sink drains smell like rotting corpses. And you were just gonna shiver and toss and turn all night instead of letting me take you to a nice room where we can pass out on a warm sinking bed together. Clearly you don’t want that. So I came here. So we could be cold together in the rotting stench. Take me up.”

He opened his door, but Juju slammed it shut again to keep him in.

“No,” she hissed. “You can’t come in.”

“I showered.”

“You can’t park here anyway. The landlady will wreck your car.”

Min laughed. I was beginning to recognize his laugh, to recognize him inside it, the long cut of his breath. “She can’t wreck my car with that toddler toy of hers.”

“Well, she’s pissed enough to try.”

His hand reached out to slide between Juju’s bare legs. As he touched her, he looked up at her face. She let him.

“I didn’t even want to be there,” he murmured. “You know what the birthday of a rich girl looks like? Like every other fucking day of her life. It means nothing. Complete waste of time.”

“That sounds kind of nice.”

“Yeah, it was nice. And her necklace was pretty fucking nice even though she didn’t like it. Or the steak. All French and squishy. You didn’t eat today, did you?” He slid his hand deeper under her clothes. “Yeah, you didn’t eat at all today. I feel it. You’re empty. You’re hungry. Your stomach is shriveling. It’s as small as your nose.”

“I’m tired. And going back inside. And you go home.” Juju tried to step back, but Min held on to her, in between her legs, where her two thighs always kissed, the part of her that would always stay plump no matter how much she starved.

“I had a stupid night.” Min wouldn’t let go of her. “And you did too. But now that I’m here and we’re together it’s less stupid right?” He yanked her closer to him, and she almost slipped on the ice and fell, just barely catching herself by grabbing on to the car. “So we should do something too. Something better than a birthday. I want to feed you and sleep on your cold floor with you. Let’s go eat.”

Juju hesitated. Her hair shone with the oil she had rubbed into it, the oil that came in a plastic bottle with gaudy pink and gold ribbons drawn all over, a bottle that always stood at the far edge of her dresser, if I closed my eyes I could see all of her things that sat in that room with her, a room that I knew and Min didn’t, though probably not for long.

She nodded.

“All right. Where to?”

Min reached over to open the passenger door for her. Softly, narrowly, just enough to squeeze her in without scraping the door on the opposite wall. But before she got inside, she looked up at our windows. At me. She had known all this time, my listening in the dark.

“Okay, but we bring her too.”

Her fake eyes found mine. She waved at me to come down.

Min squinted. “Who?”

“That little baby puppy over there. We feed her too.”
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The last time I touched my father, I hadn’t yet decided to leave. I had only decided to lock our door completely before he came home drunk again. Not just the deadbolt but the chain too, the chain I had been instructed to never use, the chain that, like my father, I hadn’t touched in forever.

When he came home and rattled the door, I gripped my mother to keep her away down the hall. Her fresh new eyebrows were still healing, surrounded by red inflamed skin.

“Open this,” he slurred. “It’s my fucking house and my fucking door.”

My mother squirmed in my arms, anxious to let him in so that he wouldn’t wake our neighbors in the middle of the night, but I clutched on to her and held my ground.

“My house. I make all of this happen. Open it.”

My mother couldn’t speak. The sound would only anger him further. She searched my face for the reason why I would do this, all of a sudden, why I would disrupt the little certainty we had on nights like these, that we would let my father in and he’d pour himself on the living room floor with his suit and hair reeking of booze, somehow even his socks reeked of booze, and he’d stumble back to work in the morning with the clean lines of the floor tiles still pressed in his cheek. And on any other night I would have yielded to the urgency on her face, to give up and let him do as he wanted.

But that night I didn’t let go of her. I didn’t let myself get swayed by the fear on her face, the fear that was ordinary to me now, the face of too many families around me.

“You want to keep me out? You think that’s what you want?”

My father eventually found his keys and unlocked the deadbolt. When he realized the chain was still there, he howled. It echoed up and down the apartment corridor and I knew it, I could sense it, all of our neighbors waking.

“Did she do this? Is this her idea?”

His face appeared in the narrow opening of the door. He kept trying, but the chain wouldn’t budge.

“Don’t listen to your daughter,” he said. “She’s done nothing but take from you. From us. I’m the one who gives and gives. I gave you a home when you were a shit-stink piece of cunt from bumfuck nowhere, don’t forget that.”

My mother tried one last time to run to him and let him in. She hit my arms to unravel them. But I was stronger now, stronger than her, maybe even stronger than him.

“Do you remember who you were before you met me?” My father kicked the door. “Do you remember? I do.”

My mother gave up fighting me. She went limp. I released her. She slipped back into their bedroom. In the morning, she’d put on a big smile and send me off to school and greet our neighbors to display that she was okay, I was okay, she would force them to take in just how okay we were.

My father stared at me. It was just the two of us now, in our tiny doorway.

“Open this.” He tugged at the chain. Harder and harder to snap the bolt loose. “You, right now. Don’t make me open it.”

The door and its shadow covered half of his face. The half I could see was red, bloated, steaming. It had been so long since I’d seen the other half of him. Not too handsome, a little ordinary, but a face you could bring to work. A face that belonged at work. I wondered if I would ever see it again. I was okay with the anger as long as I could have the other half too. The two halves of his face, of our home.

I unlatched the chain.

“Yeah, that’s the daughter I know.”

He fell to the floor to press his hot chest into the cold tiles. He turned and flopped and asked for a hand, because he was about to throw up, and he needed help to find the toilet. But I didn’t help him. I didn’t touch his outstretched hand.

Soon he did throw up. It gurgled up out of his mouth and splattered back on his face. The dinner he had gorged on earlier, the cheapest and grayest cuts of meat our city had to offer. A couple of spurts and I thought he was done, but there was more. He began to choke. He coughed and swallowed and vomited only to swallow and choke again.

He reached out to grab my ankle. Before he could, I stepped back.

Just the two of us now, in our doorway. I observed him like I’d observed the snails, unable to crush them but unwilling to bring them somewhere better. My father’s red bleary eyes watered and retched at me, watched me as I watched him, but only one of us was choking, only one of us was puddling in decades of wasted time.

His lips grew purple. He reached for my ankle again.

I shoved my foot under him to flip him on his side. I thought that would be enough, but it wasn’t. I slapped my palm on his back, then harder with my fist. He coughed. Sour puke cleared out of his throat and dribbled on the floor. His colors evened, his breathing fell quiet.

I wondered if I had saved his life. I wondered if all lives were this small, this easy to flip over and save. Was everyone so easily savable or killable? Were the two paths always so close?

That night I slept next to my mother, pressing my thudding heart into her back. Into the papery thinness between her life and death. I wanted to thicken that skin with my own. I pressed us together to make her twice as big and twice as heavy. She scratched her new eyebrows in her sleep. Even with the windows wide open, the heat of monsoon season buried us under it. Not a single breeze came to stir the leaves or brush our hair. Sweat bloomed, but I held on to her arms, her rib cage. It was the last time I couldn’t let go.
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Min sailed us through a blur of electrical wires, trees, round bulbs of streetlamps. I had walked these windy alleys a hundred times, but they looked unfamiliar now from these warmed camel leather seats, and it was really late, an hour when even the cross-country buses and garbage trucks and ice-melting trucks had stopped running.

The rearview mirror glowed with his face, a perpetual smirk, but he wasn’t a bad guy, not even half as bad as my father. He thought he was bad, he thought he was intimidating, but there was nothing scary about nice jobs and ambitions and cool clothes. It was the ones like my father who deserved to be feared, the people with no money and no destination to speak of, just one red oily bloated day after another. Success could never slice into you the way failure could. Pride could never find your guts the way shame could. Shame broke you down into rocks and then into pebbles and then into sand. Until one day you reached down into your guts and that’s all you felt, dry sand, that’s all you were made of. All that was left to do was grab handfuls of it and fling it into the eyes of the ones who still saw you.

Juju flipped through radio stations. The political experts were in a frenzy. We’re certain now, their voices boomed, our currency is in a tailspin and it’s going to dive for months.

Then the experts hushed to offer their condolences to the family of the movie star who had jumped off the hotel, his mother and his wife who had held a press conference to officially confirm his suicide and announce the date of his memorial, in a famous Catholic church downtown, open to the public, to be broadcast on TV.

“Oh man,” Min said, “traffic is going to be shit that day.”

“Good,” Juju replied. “I love shit traffic.”

“Why?”

“I like watching everyone go mad. Honking and yelling and slamming the wheel. Especially assholes like you in cars like these. Makes me laugh.”

He glanced at Juju beside him, then he focused on me in the mirror. “Does she talk? Or did the cold ice her mouth shut?”

“She’ll talk when you feed her.”

He looked at me again with his bright, clean eyes. “Isn’t she too young? Aren’t you too young?”

“Too young for what?” Juju countered.

“To live in that house with the rest of you girls.”

“I was that young when I came out here.”

“You were?”

“We all were.”

We didn’t drive for long. Just until we reached the edge of our district, the edge where new developments had been approved years ago.

An entire intersection had been razed to the ground, in anticipation of America finally withdrawing its military base from the heart of Seoul. Every politician promised the same thing, that we would finally kick out the American soldiers, be done with their drunken nights of hurting Korean men and women and facing zero consequences, be done with their development restrictions that prevented the surrounding buildings from getting tall enough to look down into the base and pose a security risk, the land would be fully ours again to cram with a shopping mall, a skyscraper, an aquarium, an artificial lake. The developer’s plans and their artists’ renderings were plastered all over the intersection. But behind the fencing, each lot stood eerily empty. No stacks of steel beams, no tents for the workers to warm up in, no portable toilets, just the wide-open nothing of yellow ground hollowed out.

“It got pushed back,” Min explained. “Again. They won’t withdraw after all. Not for a few more years.”

“Not in our lifetime,” Juju added.

“Yeah, probably not. And now with the market like this, I don’t know what the fuck they’re going to do with this land. It’s bleeding debt every day.”

Min parked under a streetlamp, right in its glare. We were the only car I saw.

We rushed to a quiet back street. Towards an old poster for a movie that hadn’t been shown in years, not since my childhood. As we passed under it, I saw that the poster wasn’t some cheap glossy print but a hand-painted canvas, stroke after stroke of real color, which would explain how the image had survived all these years, the delicate pink lips and cheeks of a pale woman whispering in a man’s ear, feeding him a secret.

“Do you like loaches?” Juju asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “I’ve never had it.”

“You like stinky stuff. You’ll love it.”

From the back street we branched into an even smaller alley. Just a few turns, and I lost any grasp of direction I’d had. Old wooden signs creaked in the wind. Bean stew. Chicken stew. Pig bones. Pig intestine. Pig feet. Boiled belly. The walls grew narrower and dirtier, and a strange odor reached out from them, all the animal parts that had simmered here for decades, maybe centuries—we would never scrub it out of these walls.

“We’re almost there.”

The alley was crammed with customers who had stepped outside for a smoke. Older men, much older than Min, and without the crisp suit or sparkly wristwatch or gelled hair, and they all stared at us without the slightest hint of surprise, just examined us and flicked their empty packs into the sewer, and I wondered how long guys like Min had been bringing girls to this alleyway to eat in total anonymity, how long people like us had also deposited our stench on these walls.

We stopped at a sign for loach stew and went inside. The lady running the shop seated us in the far back.

“See,” Min said, “she’s too young. They didn’t seat us so far back last time. They think I’m a fucking creep now.”

“Well, they still want us to eat here, don’t they?” Juju held up three fingers to the shop owner. “Three. All mild. Throw in all you have, please.”

Two beers came for Min and Juju. They clinked their glasses and took long gulps. While we waited for our food, we watched the TV mounted on the wall. The crash was bumming everyone out. Pension funds were in jeopardy, public programs had been demoted, and college degrees grew increasingly worthless. Which wasn’t anything new, wasn’t anything that hadn’t already been happening for a long time. But now it seemed to accelerate, the withering before our eyes.

I listened to a pair of older men sitting near us, two old friends catching up. They spoke in a thick southern dialect that decades in Seoul couldn’t erase. They both carried conspicuous sprinkles of dandruff on their shoulders. I wondered if their families cared to notice it, brush it off every morning for them, or in the evening when they came home, or if they had families at all.

One of them had just been offered to take a humiliating cut in his salary. It was that or lose his job altogether. He poured out a shot for himself and another for his friend, loud glugs that dribbled all over the table.

“You know what my father did?” he said to his friend. Both of them looked old enough to be fathers themselves. “You know what he did as soon as he retired from his illustrious post as the principal of a shit-rotten dying school in a shit-rotten dying town?”

“What did he do?” the friend asked.

“He built a small house in the mountains. He said he was sick of people. Sick of all the terrible things he’d been forced to endure and enact, just to hang on and provide for us. He built a house from nothing and then he dragged our mother with him. Even though she hated it there. She was used to seeing her friends, taking swimming lessons, playing in local volleyball tournaments, and now she finds herself sequestered in the boonies. She never forgave him for that. But he did it anyway. His own father was a general in the war. His mother came from a family of freedom fighters. But none of that meant anything to him anymore. He refused to take care of them, his own parents. He ran off to that house in the mountains and never came back. That’s how sick he was. Of people.” The man threw back his shot. “I used to think he was crazy. Now I envy him every day.”

Min began to take off his suit jacket. But then he saw the chair next to him, the strange stickiness of its sheen, and decided to keep the stiff jacket on.

The men glanced over at us. They couldn’t take their eyes off Juju, her slender bones and sweeping eyelashes, her plush sweater that stretched over her round fake boobs and stiffened nipples. They admired her but didn’t want her, not really, because they understood pretty girls like that belonged to guys like Min, just like the glistening steaks that restaurants aged in see-through refrigerators and the apartments that came with balconies overlooking the river. There would be none of that in the mountains, and none of Juju. The men looked at her with eyes that didn’t want to see her anymore. They were sick of seeing things they couldn’t take. No more of that sickness in the mountains. Only rivers that you could see through all the way down to the rocks at the bottom and frogs that keep you up all night.

“This,” Juju said when our food arrived. She pushed my bowl of stew, still boiling, closer to me. “This is what winters are made for.”

Thick steam warmed my cheeks. It took a while to clear and reveal the stew, the muddy yellow of a flooded street. The smell was muddy too. I could taste it in the back of my throat before I even touched my spoon, and I didn’t know if I could finish the whole scoop of floodwater.

“What’s wrong?” Juju stuck her spoon into my stew to sift through the greens. “You see something you don’t like?”

“All of it,” Min replied instead. “She hates all of it. She’s a kid. She wants chicken nuggets and egg rolls. Not beggar food. War food. Not a bagful of rice paddy worm fish that you have to kill in a screaming bucket of salt just to get them to release all their slime.”

“Shut the fuck up. It’s so good for you,” Juju tried to explain. “They grind it up and filter out the bones. They make it really good here. Other places just throw it in a blender but here they grind them and separate the pulp the old way.”

“It’s disgusting.” Min blew on a spoonful to cool it down, then ate it in one loud slurp. “I don’t care how good it is for you. It’s still disgusting.”
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While I turned the stew over and over with my spoon, Juju and Min dug into their bowls.

Bitter greens had been added to cut through the oily loaches. Pungent sesame, too, heaps of it, but still the gritty stink rose to the surface. As much as it nauseated me, the smell was familiar. I knew it the way I knew what old cotton blankets felt like, the ones sold in the outdoor flea markets with a million cars passing by and dousing them in exhaust fumes, blankets that I’d never touched in my life because the old ladies who sold and bought them looked poor and brittle and bitter, and I held my breath every time I had to walk past their hunched shoulders and leathery hands. The blankets were heavy, I could tell, stuffed thick with plastic fibers, and some families still came around to buy them as dowry. Those families looked heavy too, stuffed thick with dumb hope for the upcoming marriage. It was a relief to not know those people, to never know what would become of the dowry or the bride. But the blankets I knew. How big and complete they would feel unfolded over me. Their ancient patterns, patterns for good fortune and long life and fertile progeny. Maybe those same patterns had been stitched into my making as well. And maybe I recognized the smell of this stew because I had also been made from that same water, stagnant mud water that gave them a million little bones and gray slime.

“That bad?” Juju smiled at me.

“No. Not bad.” But I couldn’t bring the spoon to my lips.

“I just thought we’d eat something good together.” Gently, Juju pulled the bowl and its nauseating steam away from me. “You know, like this. Sitting at a real table and not just hunched over a plastic cup in our rooms. I’m sorry. You don’t have to finish it.”

While Juju and Min finished their stew and beer, the men beside us got up to pay and leave. They murmured something to the shop owner, who apologized profusely as she bade them out the door. The men looked back at us, then stepped out for their cigarettes.

The owner came to our table and bowed to Min.

“Thank you for your patronage,” she mumbled. “There’s no payment necessary. You can just go if you like. You can leave now.”

Min needed a while for her words to sink in. “You want us to leave?”

“It’s been brought to my attention that it would be best for you to leave.” The shop owner wouldn’t look at any of us. She kept her head down. “We are so grateful and so sorry.”

“Did we say something? Did we do something?”

Min looked around. All the tables had been cleared, except for the one right next to us where the men had been eating just a while ago. He turned and saw them through the windows, just by the entrance, smoking and spitting and stealing glances back into the restaurant, right at our blinking eyes.

“What did they say?” Min demanded.

Even in anger, the muscles of his face remained calm. His anger didn’t burn but ran cold, a steady gush of tap water that drowned out any thoughts between his ears.

“We’re just living,” he continued. “And they can’t stand to see someone living good. I’m living good.” He tapped his empty beer glass for a refill. “Just minding my own business and paying for my meals.”

The shop owner didn’t move. She only held her gaze on the blackened floor that she probably mopped vigorously every morning and night, though it would never be clean again.

“We need the families,” she whispered. “We still have some families that come here. And older people. But mostly the families. And we really need them. We can’t lose them. Not right now, not in these times.”

“Is that what they said to you?”

“They’ll talk.”

“We come here all the time.”

“We won’t survive if they talk.”

The two men had been peering in through the windows the whole time, but they suddenly straightened up, flicked their stubs, and zipped up their jackets to head home. Maybe they sensed what was to come—Min slamming down his cash and rushing to the door to accost them. Juju chased after him, so I ran too.

The men tried to slip away, but Min caught up. He shoved past some smokers to grab one of them by the elbow. He threw him into the old wall of the alley. His chin slammed into the cement. His jaw dropped to let out a moan. But he didn’t turn to fight Min or run away. He was too drunk for that, the red flush crawling up his neck, the fog eyes.

“Where’s your family?” Min grabbed him again by the collar of his jacket. “You care about families, so where’s yours?”

The man just closed his eyes. A crowd gathered in the alley, diners in neighboring shops who had come out. They watched and pretended to smoke.

Min shook the man until his eyes opened again. Then he twisted him around to make him face Juju and me. “Your family’s so much better than them?” Min got louder. “Your family can’t eat with them? Is that how special and precious they are? Do they shit diamonds? Where are they now?”

Juju rushed over to pry them apart. “He’s just wasted,” she urged Min, “just leave him alone.”

“Do they even care where you are?” Min continued. “Do they ever say thank you for the pennies you bring home? No. They don’t. You wasted your whole life on nothing. No one told you to do it. But you did.”

Juju tugged on Min again, but he let go of the man on his own. He was winding down. He straightened out the sleeves of his suit jacket. When he glanced at the people in the alley, they instinctively looked away, flipped open their phones, chatted with each other, whatever they could do to make the night normal again and let the drunk old man go home.

Min tapped the man’s face. “Go make some money,” he said. The taps grew a little harder. “Go make a lot and maybe you can have some pretty young pussy again before you die.”

He shoved the man down the alley, back towards the main street. The man stumbled and kept walking.

Juju shivered and rubbed Min’s arm to calm him down. “You shouldn’t have been so mean,” she said. “He just wanted to fuck up someone’s night a little. Mess around and feel big. You know. But he was harmless.”

Min brushed her hand away. “He called you a whore.”

“So?”

“He called you a whore and he called me a whorefucker.”

“Who cares.”

“I do. I’m not a whorefucker.”

Juju laughed. A sharp jerk of her voice that made everyone in the alley look over again. “Yes, you are.” She said it loud enough for all of them to hear. “You are you are you are you are.”

Min shoved his fists into his pockets and turned the corner. We rushed after him down the alleyways, left and right, towards the sound of motorcycles and trucks. The turns made me dizzy, and it was hard to keep track of our shadows. Sometimes they stretched long over the wall to the left of us, sometimes to the right, sometimes they stayed puddled at our feet. Juju caught up to Min.

“If you don’t like being called what you are,” Juju said, “then maybe you shouldn’t do it. Look at me. I don’t mind. Not at all. And you shouldn’t either.”

Min walked faster. “You want to know why I was so mean? I did that for you. I felt sorry for you. I wanted to defend you. But you don’t even want to defend yourself.”

“Oh, shut up.” Juju pushed him from behind, just slightly, just enough to let him know she was still there, right on his heels. “You did that for yourself. For your own pride. Because you got caught. You got caught doing exactly what you do. For being exactly what you are.”

Min didn’t respond.

“You know I fucked a hundred guys like him, too, right?” Juju persisted. “And it wasn’t in French restaurants and hotel suites with the bathrooms that keep your towels warm all the time. Sometimes it’s just a sad guy in a sad room. And I don’t mind those sad guys. At least they don’t come into my life thinking they’re some prize. At least they know how to feel pathetic. They know how to see it and feel it. They wash their lying, cheating dicks in the sink and cry and cry.”

Her last words jutted out into the air. They hooked into Min and spun him around. He put his palm on Juju’s chest and backed her up against the wall. When I flinched, Juju glared at me to stay away.

“I care about you,” Min said. “You should be very careful and think very hard about what you say to the people who care about you.”

“You care about me?” A sad smile curled up her face.

“Yeah.”

“If you really care about me, then the next time someone calls me whatever, just leave them alone. Just shut the fuck up and eat your fucking food and give me my money and send me home and leave everyone alone.”

Juju looked away first. She couldn’t look at him anymore, or at his hand still pressing into her chest, the one with the wristwatch that had never stopped glinting, in the car and in the dusty light of the restaurant and now in the syrupy wash of the alley.

“You don’t care about me,” she said. “You don’t even care about a top-shelf girl who wants to marry you and wants a big birthday with you and wants to open a roomful of pretty presents from you. You can’t even care about her.”

Min let her go.

We walked back to the car, passing the movie poster from before and the construction site too. We walked against the wind. My teeth chattered and I couldn’t feel my toes or fingers anymore. Soon the car appeared. The white shell, bright and slick.

“Min.” Juju had to call his name a few times for him to hear it over the wind. “We’ll just grab a taxi.” She nodded at me. “We can call one now. You don’t have to wait.”

“What?”

“You go home. And we’ll go home too. Let’s just say goodbye here.”

“What are you saying?”

“Let’s just say goodbye,” Juju repeated. “I don’t think we need to say anything more than that.”

In the artificial ray of a streetlamp, Juju looked more beautiful than the car. Certainly more than she had ever looked in sunlight, bumming around the house, stuffing her face with potato chips and jars of cheese sauce, smoking the day away.

Here, right now, I couldn’t see that her eyes had been slit open a few too many times, that her fillers and chin implant and silicone boobs had moved over the years and no longer quite sat in their intended spots. Had they ever? But all the irregularities got melted down in this orange glow, even her minuscule nose seemed perfectly balanced on her face. A face for nighttime, a nocturnal flower that conserved its bloom for when its pollinators woke up to live.

“Goodbye?” Min took a step towards her.

She took a step back.

“Why? Because I tried to stand up for you today? Because I didn’t let someone just shit all over you?”

“It’s not that. I just don’t think we’re a good fit anymore.”

“I didn’t say anything out of line to him,” Min insisted. “You were thinking it too. I just said everything you wanted to say but couldn’t.”

“No, you didn’t. You were cruel. You were mean. It’s embarrassing.”

“Embarrassing?”

“Yeah. You’re a child. You’re doing what a child thinks a man does.”

“Me? I embarrass you.”

Min took another step. A car zipped by.

“I embarrass you,” he said slowly. “I see. With your veiny tits that look like they’re gonna explode blood any second and your cunt that needs pills and creams you can’t even pronounce, I’m the thing that embarrasses you.”

With a finger he twirled some of Juju’s hair. A few cars sped down the smooth empty streets. I wasn’t sure if they saw us or not. It seemed they were going too fast to take in anything. Maybe we were too small to be seen, and too still, as still as the abandoned construction site behind us.

The twirl became a pull of her hair, then another pull, then a thick fistful at the crown of her head. Min forced her head down into a bow, forced her gaze onto the fresh cement sidewalk. “Tell me again,” he said. “Tell me again how I suck, I’m so mean and I’m a child and I embarrass you.”

Juju opened her mouth to say something, I wasn’t sure what. Before she could say it, Min let go of her hair and slapped her. She slapped back. Then she tried to hit him, to really hurt him, and push him away, but he pinned her into a hug that she couldn’t break. With his free hand he grabbed her jaw and forced open her mouth. He shoved his fingers in until she gagged.

“Look at these rotting teeth,” he said. “But I embarrass you? Look at these cheap ass fillings and resins and your gums peeling away. What the fuck, Juju. I’m embarrassing? Are you serious? Is this your life? What the fuck are you doing with your life?”

Juju coughed. Min shoved his fingers down again.

I ran into Min. With my whole body, I ran into him, hoping it would knock him off balance. But he saw me coming and I bounced off his shoulders. I fell on the fresh sidewalk, so new that not a single cigarette end had been stomped into the cracks and not a single weed had poked through yet. My hands burned from catching my fall. But I knew I could run into him harder. I could do it again.

Juju stopped me. Min hadn’t let go of her jaw, hadn’t stopped gagging her with his fingers and pulling back her lips to expose her teeth, hadn’t stopped jerking her left and right like a hooked fish, but in the midst of all that, she held up a hand to me. One flat colorless palm that said to me, Stop. Keep away.

I knew I should ignore it and bulldoze him anyway, but I hesitated. Her eyes were crying, but there was a steadiness in her blinking and gasping that scared me. It scared me to see that she wasn’t scared at all. She was just waiting him out, keeping herself conscious and breathing until his tantrum passed. He would let her go, and her life would pick up again. Her nostrils flared, as wide as they could on her pinched nose. A strand of drool dangled from her chin. She closed her eyes and forced her body to go limp. Sure enough, he released her.

Min wiped his wet hand on her face, then her hair, her coat, her fluffy sweater, smearing her saliva all over. She didn’t fight that either. Her long hair laced her cheeks.

“You’re a fucking idiot for pissing me off,” Min said. He was still breathing heavy, but a calmness had returned to his voice, a firm rhythm that reached out like a handshake. “I didn’t think you were this stupid. With all your experience and maturity from being such an overused, overwrecked blow-up doll. I thought we could make some memories together. I thought you knew better.”

He patted his jacket for his car keys, then looked for me. “Nice meeting you. Don’t end up like her, okay? Don’t end up in the junk pile. Stay far away. Don’t listen to anything that comes out of her busted mouth.”

Before he turned to his car, he raised his hand towards Juju once more. She flinched and he laughed. He decided he would do it again. But this time when his hand got close, Juju seized it. She grabbed his whole arm and bit into it, right into the thick muscle above his elbow. Through his jacket and shirt, she got him somehow, enough to make him yelp, enough to hurt him with confusion.

“What is this?”

He kicked her legs, hard, but she held on.

“What are you doing with your life?”

He palmed her face like a basketball and shoved. Her jaw hung open and she stumbled back.

Min squeezed his knuckles and shook out his hand. He examined the sleeve of his jacket, where Juju’s lipstick had left a stain.

“You made me drop my key.” He pointed to the plastic key fob on the pavement. “Pick it up.” He repeated his command when Juju didn’t move. “Pick it up right now or lose your entire fucking dirty clit nose.”

Juju looked to the fob on the street. Just one stretch away. She put all her weight on one shaking arm and with the other she retrieved the key. Instead of giving it to Min, she threw it.

Two bounces off the curb, and it landed on the street. Right in the middle of the lane. Near a patch of ice and old brown leaves that had frozen together. A car came again. It almost crushed the fob as it sped by, just barely missing it as the driver swerved to dodge the ice.

“You pick it up,” Juju said.

A smile appeared, a smile that bared her teeth, her own patch of hard and slippery ice.

“What?”

“You pick it up. Go. Reach down and get it. Crawl like a slug.” Her forehead gleamed in the streetlight.

That was the last thing I saw before Min charged at her and yanked her hair again. He dragged her to his car and held her head up to the side door, and then he slammed her face into the white exterior. I thought she might fall, but she leaned on the car to hold herself up. A strange growl came out of her mouth, the mouth with glitter lip gloss smeared all around it. She tried to feel her nose, but when her fingers grazed it, she growled again, even louder this time, hurt by her own touch.

When he let go, Juju wasn’t sure he really had stopped, so she kept her head down. Her hair fell over her face. A drop of blood appeared on the ground and went nowhere, just pooled by her spiky shoes.

Min went out to the street to pick up his key fob. He squinted and covered his eyes as another car came with its high beams. It raced past us, but instead of going straight ahead into the inky night, it made a sharp turn to come back around.

The plain gray sedan slowed near us. The window rolled down to reveal a young woman inside, a plain gray hoodie framing her plain gray face, her exhausted eyes.

“Is everything okay?”

She wasn’t sure who to ask this question to, me or Min. We both nodded. The woman twisted around to see better. Maybe she saw Juju, the unmoving lump collapsed against the fancy car. Maybe she knew immediately what it was and knew she couldn’t afford to care.

“All right, just checking.”

She drove away. We were alone again.

Min tapped Juju with his soft leather shoe. “Are you happy now?” he asked. “You made a fucking mess of tonight. Does that make you feel better?”

He sighed and lifted her up. She let him. Her head drooped. Hair covered her face. Min placed her in the back seat and signaled to me, You get in too, so I did.
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The first time I saw a map of the world, I was in elementary school, spinning the globe in the back of our classroom. The first time I saw Korea in its place among all the other countries. Until then, I had only been given a flat page that depicted us in isolation, connected to nowhere else. Only our mountains, our rivers, our lakes, our coasts, filling the entire piece of paper. There, we looked big.

When I finally found our country on the globe, I couldn’t accept that this was the same Korea I knew. Smaller than a bean. And we were filled in with the same shade as our more powerful neighbor. No one at the globemaker had realized this mistake. Or no one had cared to reprint all the globes again just to fix this one blemish.

As Min zipped us up and down empty streets, getting us closer and closer to our house, I felt that same dizziness of staring at the globe, of realizing that the sprawling life around me held so little. Min was almost nothing to the globe, to the universe, I couldn’t forget that, just a flake of grit that somehow found its way into your shoe, your porridge, the tear duct of your eye.

And so was Juju. A piece of almost nothing sitting next to me, in the back of an almost-nothing car slumped against the cold door. A stream of almost-nothing blood that she kept wiping into a messy smear all over her chin. Her skinny nose was swelling fast. It looked like an elbow. A long gash crossed the bridge, from under her right eye and down to her left cheek. She breathed, barely, in small sips.

Min wiggled out of his suit jacket and tossed it behind him. Juju held the sleek fabric to her face and tilted her head back. I wanted to touch her arm, but that would disturb her silence.

He drove faster and faster. Ignored a yellow light, another yellow light, and then a red one.

I was terrified by what Min had done. By the bigness of it, how he had seized Juju and dragged her like a flash flood that came out of nowhere to bury a city in minutes, all its cars and buses and trees and strays. But when I looked out the window, Seoul was fine. The hills fell and rose as always. Office buildings polluted the sky with silver light. Nothing had changed. We were all living inside that small brown bean in the back of my classroom, a quiet dot on the shell of the world, that was all. Even Juju’s mutilated face fell neatly into place.

I caught my reflection in the car window. It was dim, and I couldn’t really see my eyes. But I saw my bright hair disappearing into the shadows of my neck.

Min studied Juju in the rearview mirror. “There’s nothing I can say, is there?”

Juju didn’t talk or move or wince or open her eyes or anything.

He returned his gaze to the road and kept driving. Into traffic, neighborhoods, long shadows. His jaw was clenched, still proud, still in control.

“You take things too far,” he said calmly. “That joke you played with my key fob back there. That wasn’t funny. You go too far.” He stuck out an arm. “You want to bite this other one too? You want to make it even?”

Juju adjusted his suit jacket until it covered her whole head.

The roads narrowed. We reached our alley. Min cut the lights.

He remained seated and only gestured for me to get out. When I reached for the door handle, Juju spoke. The suit jacket muffled her voice, but the words were clear.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

Min turned around. “What do you mean? You’re home. You’re here. All set. Your friend will help you up.”

“No. We’re going to the hospital.”

“What?”

“Hospital.” Juju spoke as loud as she could, which still wasn’t much. “The big one. By the universities.”

“Just shower and sleep. I’ll call you tomorrow and we can talk about the rest. No one needs the hospital. Go.”

“Let’s see what the hospital people say about that. Let’s see if they think I need a hospital.”

“Don’t do this.”

“Don’t do what?”

“You can’t play with stuff like that. Like the hospital.”

Juju uncovered her face. It was swelling, still, and she was already having trouble keeping her eyes open. She let go of Min’s suit jacket. Before it fell to the floor, I instinctively grabbed it. Her blood had left a big stain, as big as her hand.

“Hey,” she said to me. “Can you go in and ask the girls for some taxi money? And the hospital address?”

Min gripped the steering wheel. When he spoke again, all the softness in his voice was gone. “No one cares, Juju,” he hissed. “No one wants to care. They have a hundred worse people over there right now. Real emergencies. Every night.”

“Well, tonight they can deal with me. Right now. My face is boiling and my brain hurts.”

“Ha. So this is what it comes down to? Is this how you threaten and milk everyone for money? This is all I am to you in the end?”

“Fuck off.”

I couldn’t tell. I didn’t know who to believe. Was Juju really after more money? Or did she really need me to get her in a taxi, get her to some nurses and doctors to examine her condition? She just sat there, a boulder lodged in the same dirt for a thousand years.

Min couldn’t tell what Juju was after either. He took a deep breath and stared ahead into the empty alley.

Some of our windows were lit, but I knew the girls were all asleep. There were always a few who needed bright lights in order to relax their bodies and pass out, who had grown up with their siblings studying or playing video games next to the bed and couldn’t stand the stark shadow of sleeping alone.

“Look,” he tried again. “It’s going to be fine. I’ll bring you up to your room. Get you settled. You’re fine.” He unclasped his seat belt.

“You’re not coming up. Take me there now, Min. Otherwise you can just go home.”

Juju opened her door. Maybe she didn’t know either, what it was that she wanted from Min. His money, sympathy, frustration, bewilderment, repentance, maybe she wanted all of those things.

Min hopped out of the car and grabbed her before she went inside. Really grabbed her, not to throw her off like before but to actually keep her. Her chest on his chest. Her toes on his toes. He whispered into her hair.

“The hospital is for real shit. Okay? Real shit not this fake shit. So stop it.”

I watched her whole body soak up his touch. His attention. It must have been a beautiful feeling, to hear someone drive up to your ugly door and wait for your shape to emerge in its ugly frame. To want to see you when you didn’t even want to see yourself. Even if the flowered crap that came out of his mouth wasn’t always real, his body was still real, and very, very loud. It couldn’t solve any of her problems, but she could get flooded by its noise. Maybe she wanted that more than any kind of respect or freedom or solution, just a flood to subsume her one more day.

Min hoisted Juju’s arm over his shoulder. I led him up the smoky stairwell and into her room. One of the girls had just come out of the bathroom. When she saw us, she knew to go back in and close the door and pretend she had seen nothing.

In Juju’s nightstand drawer we found some portable tissue packets and tore them up to stuff up her nostrils. They got drenched immediately. We replaced them.

I guided Juju to her blankets. She relented and lay down.

Min looked around. He clearly felt out of place among her things, the small and glittery tubes of cosmetics, the scraps of furniture that hid deep scuffs on the walls, the plastic washbasin where pantyhose slept in soap water. But to me, he fit perfectly. He blended into the tidiness of her room, the order that made it feel bigger and cleaner. He was exactly the kind of object she would scavenge in the wild to bring back to her cave. A soothing, sturdy brick of fine taste and design. To stand in the corner and hide a few more of the widening cracks on the wall.

Juju watched Min through puffy eyelids. Most of the gunk on her face would wash off. She could get the hot water in her basin just right, just steamy enough, and in a few sweeps the crusted blotches would melt. But it looked like her nose would melt off too. Like it was trying to run away from her face. What was left of it, a crooked elbow of a nose, jutting out not to breathe but to fight.

“You made your room sound like a rat hovel,” Min murmured. “It’s nice.”

He knelt over her to get a good look.

“It’s a nice room.” With one finger, he stroked her hair out of her eyes. “Don’t worry. And it’s a nice nose. Still. We just have to daub the cuts and wash off the city grime all over it and in a couple of weeks you’ll see yourself come back.”

Her stiff lips finally moved. “You’re so full of shit.”

Min held her by the chin to get even closer. “If you want to fix it up again, we can do that. We’ll wait until the swelling goes down, when it’s the right time, and then we’ll fix it. Okay? But the hospital can’t do any of that for you right now.”

Juju pushed his hand away. “And if I still want to go to the hospital in the morning? What then?”

“Then I’ll take you. Hospital, zoo, water park, we’ll go wherever you want.”

The faint buzz of the billboard hummed through the walls. I tried to lift Juju’s blanket from under her, to cover her with it, but she refused.

Min touched the cup of flowers on her windowsill. He plucked her clothesline, like an instrument, though it didn’t make any sound. Replaced the red tissue in her nostrils with new shreds. Started opening and closing her drawers, and only stopped when he found all her money.

“What is this?” He sifted through the jumbled cash. “This is a lot. You have a lot, Juju. This is enough for a real room. And a car. Not the best one but a car. A little toy car for your cute butt.” He looked back at her. “What are you doing with all this?”

Juju lay still. He hovered over her.

“What are you saving up for?”

He plopped down on her blankets beside her.

“Get under the blanket,” he demanded. “Here. Get in with me.”

“I don’t want to move.”

“Too bad. I’m here to make you move. Make you feel good. Fuck the hospital.” He nuzzled closer.

“What the?” He pulled out a clementine from under his back, then another. “What’s all this? You’re fucking the fruit man now?” He tugged at her leg. “Come on. Get under. I won’t do anything to you. I’ll let you sleep.”

Juju turned on her side, facing the wall. “I wanted to be away from you tonight.”

“You have the rest of your life to be away from me.”

“It’s really starting to hurt. I don’t like how it feels when I breathe.”

He rolled the stained jacket into a pillow. He forced it under Juju’s head. With his face pressed into her hair, he squeezed her close. He rolled a clementine up and down her hip. She only breathed, into the wall with the long drippy stains. They could both touch them if they wanted to.

“What are you saving it for? What else have you been hiding?” he whispered. “You sneaky little piggy bank. Is this where I slip my coins in?” He slipped a hand over her stomach. “Is it here? What else have you got here?”

Min jiggled his hand to shake her belly, her whole body. Down the hall, a toilet flushed.

“Was there a cake?” Juju asked her wall. “For your girlfriend?”

“Yeah.”

“You got it for her? You brought it to her?”

“I brought it to dinner. Of course. I know what to do. Nice candles, the right number. I sang to her. I did everything right. I know.” He paused. “I can do all that for you too. Is that what you want?” He shook her belly some more. “You want some cake and a coin for the piggy bank?”

He kicked about under the covers. “What the fuck? There’s more?” A clementine rolled out onto the floor. “You’re just shitting these out now?”

Juju stifled a laugh, a little, maybe, though she refused to speak or turn around. The clementine rolled far away before it stopped. You roll away too, it said to me, you go too. Pushing me out of her room.
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I returned to the stairwell to smoke.

I wondered if someone had already taken my coat from the trash outside, but it was still there. I put it on.

I shivered all the way to the twenty-four-hour convenience store. All the talk of the girlfriend’s birthday had made me hungry for cake. I picked up a slice, a perfect wedge of pineapple cream. I got some painkillers for Juju, and more tissue packets, headache medicine, microwave noodles, contact-lens solution, tubes of green herbal balm, bottles of energy drinks, bottles of soju, ten packets of detergent.

I left the bag outside her door again.

I held my breath to try and hear what was going on inside. But they had already turned off the lights. No talk, no whisper.

From my window I waited for morning.

It came quietly, just a few motorcycles here and there, then some trucks with their morning deliveries, then the birds chirping, then finally the sour yellow light.

The landlady woke up to turn off the billboard and sweep the steps. She saw Min’s car outside, blocking the alley again, and she flipped out. She smacked the car with her green plastic broom but that wasn’t enough. She looked for something better to use. She remembered the bags of dog shit left under her car and scooped them up in her arms. They would burst as soon as they hit the car and make a most disgusting and satisfying splatter. Maybe even trigger the car alarm too and get it shrieking loud and good and fuck up everyone’s ignorant sleep.

She walked faster. The flimsy bags of dog shit swayed at her sides. But just before the throw, she stopped. Reason took over. The piece of her that knew. An owner of a car like that wouldn’t be impeded at all by dog shit, would barely feel inconvenienced, would simply have someone else drive it away and get it power washed and delivered to their doorstep in an hour.

In the end the landlady decided to rest the bags on the hood instead. A small pile on the gleaming exterior. Some of the bags looked like they had been frozen solid for days and wouldn’t have splattered at all. She scurried back into the house before any of the morning commuters could see what she’d done.

When Min finally emerged, he was alone. His shirt and pants were creased and wrinkled all over, but he still looked sharp. He yawned and shook out his legs. No Juju, no drive to the hospital, not even to a neighborhood pharmacy, no destination at all. When he saw the bags of shit, he simply tossed them to the side of the alley, by the gutters where children sometimes squatted, they took turns shouting into the grates to see who could leave the longest echo.

The children came in shiny backpacks and uniform shoes. When they saw the bags, they kicked them to each other. They squealed. Then they got bored, kicked them into the gutter, and ran to school.

I slept until the sun went down. It would be easier to think and move at night. Without the brightness of a normal day pressing down on me.

Min didn’t show up that day, or the day after.

Juju stayed in her room. Once in a while I heard, through her door, a plastic bag rustling, probably my bag from the convenience store, she was probably gulping down the medicine and soju and blacking in and out of sleep. I waited, lingering in the hallways and kitchen, but she never came out to heat up her noodles or smoke in the stairwell.

I picked up more medicine, more drinks, more tissues from the store. The bag rustled every now and then to let me know she was in there, awake, alive.

The other girls noticed the absence of Min’s car.

“Did the hotshot finally drop her?” they asked me. “Has she finally crashed on planet Earth again?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

I really didn’t. She might never rejoin planet Earth again, might just shrivel up and desiccate like a winter weed in her room.
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But slowly, she returned. The first clue was her toothbrush left in the communal bathroom. Then her hair clogged in the shower drain. I found the strands as I cleared the drain again—it had only been a few weeks, but the smell had returned. I told the landlady I’d take care of it once more. When the snake pulled up our usual goops of scum and hair, I didn’t think much of it, I threw the gunk in a trash bag without a second thought. But a long strand of yellow hair caught the light. And then I saw another one, and another one, tangled up with the rest of ours.

Then I saw her cigarette butts in the stairwell. The brown filters with the precise marks of her teeth. Her perfume sweetened our corridors.
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I was bleaching my roots to re-dye them, wrapping my hair in foil, working slowly to kill time, losing myself in the bathroom mirror, when Juju finally appeared behind my reflection.

“Stop using that cheap stuff,” she said. “It’s dissolving your hair into paste.”

Her eyes barely opened. Her voice had rusted. But her mind was squirming, from somewhere inside a face puffed into a loaf of bread, it was still beating and strong and floating close to mine. She stared at the mirror.

“How absolute shit do I look right now?”

My thoughts were spinning. I couldn’t believe I was talking to her again, reading her eyes again. My own eagerness, cold and fizzy, rose up in my throat. I tried to swallow it down.

“Amazing,” I replied. I tried not to fixate on her nose, still swollen, or the gash, still open and sticky, or her bruises that had grown into puddles on her face. “You look amazing. Not shit at all.”

“I’m sorry.” She blinked, just barely. “I wanted to feed you some good food and show you a good time and it ended up being such a gross embarrassing night. You probably think we’re crazy.”

“You want to go to the hospital now? You feel strong enough? I have cash for a taxi.”

She shook her head. “It’s actually getting better.”

“We can go now. It’s going to snow tomorrow.”

“I feel fine.”

I had never taken anyone to a hospital before. Not even myself. It had always felt like a grown-up undertaking to me, something only the most sensible and effective people did in a moment of crisis, bringing a loved one to safety. I knew it was what she needed. I needed it too. There was safety for me as well, waiting there, in the reassurances from nurses and doctors that everything was going to be okay.

“But you do look shit,” I blurted out. “Absolute fucking shit. We should go. The thing is purple. All of it. The whole fucking thing. Like it’s been dying on the side of a country road for days. Weeks. All winter.”

Juju only turned to reexamine her face in the mirror. “Mmm,” she murmured. “Well, as long as it doesn’t fall off.”

“Well, it might. It really might. Not even lying. That’s how it looks.”

“Okay, then it falls off.” A quiet laugh escaped her mouth. “And then they can bury me with it. Like the dogs in Mongolia. They bury their most beloved dogs with their own tails, you know. When the dogs die they cut off the tail, the bone, the fur, the whole thing, and put it under their heads like a pillow. And then they bury them like that. They say it brings them back in the next life as human beings.”

“And what would you come back as? If they buried you with your nose?”

She laughed again, for real this time. “Clever.” She poked my cheek. Her touch dug into me, unfastened something. “I guess I’d come back as Min. I’ve been a loyal dog.”

Juju unwrapped the foils from my hair. The soggy clumps stank of bleach, and they pulled like melted cheese. She combed them carefully. The blood vessels in the whites of her eyes had burst. Her eyeballs looked stained, the red glass of church windows. It felt good to fill an hour with our words again, to stand so close to her again, chest to chest, guts to guts, tailbone to tailbone. As I rinsed my hair, she slipped back into her room.
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There were stories I couldn’t recall being told. No memory of the faces speaking them to me. And yet I knew them because I’d been told many times. Like the story of the tomb where a king was buried, a king from our land, maybe another land, I wasn’t sure. He was buried in his tomb with his queen and concubine. I didn’t know much else about this king, except that he had found a young girl in the countryside, an anonymous girl with magical fingers who could craft him a crown made of gold.

She wove the gold into mesh. Then she shaped the mesh to wrap around the king’s head. As the final touch, she sewed dragons and jewels all over the fine netting. The entire endeavor took her three years, more than a thousand days and nights. By then she was a woman.

When she was done, the king had her killed. That way, she would never make a crown like that again for anyone else. Only one such treasure would exist in the universe. The crown would be buried with him. The girl had been buried nowhere.

It was a story that frightened me every time I remembered it. I was scared for the girl, weaving gold with no knowledge of what was waiting for her when she finished. Or maybe they let her know, since there was nothing she could do about it anyway. Maybe the news hadn’t even slowed her down. Maybe her fingers worked harder, to weave her death faster because she might as well, maybe she could at least weave a part of herself into the hideous crown. And where was the crown now? Destroyed in war, maybe. Or worse, encased in a museum, adored by idiot tourists under glass. Or maybe it was still in the tomb, trapped in ancient walls, underground tunnels, far from daylight, far from living people. That’s where I wanted it. The intricate stones and patterns, a girl’s unbloomed life, I hoped they would never get touched again.
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The next day came quiet, windless. I went out to get some chicken skewers for Juju. When the lady saw me approach her stall, she grinned and waved me over.

“You look exhausted, little baby teacher.” She slapped me on my arm. “Are you taking care of yourself? It’s the big midterm season, isn’t it? That’s all the students are talking about.”

“It’s okay.”

“Well, eat up. You’ll need lots of energy to whip our future generation into shape.”

She threw in some extra skewers into my bag. I ate one on the way home. She had lathered on lots of sugary sauce, and it dripped down my hands. I licked it all off and knocked on Juju’s door.

“Wanna come out for a smoke?” I asked. I knocked again. “I got some food for you. She put on extra sauce for you. Come out and get it, okay?”

I left the bag at Juju’s door. I smoked at my window, wondering how many more loans I could take out. I wondered if Juju was feeling okay enough to help me with the paperwork. I was scared to check my account balance, to see how many days or weeks I had left on my own. All I had to do was call a number and punch in some numbers and a pleasant professional voice could tell me everything. But I couldn’t bear to hear it.

am i still blocked, I texted my mother.

im gonna pay you back

did u tell him that

tell him i can pay it all back in a few years i’ll do it

do you hate me

do u want to talk to me, just talk

I smoked in my room until a girl complained about the smell. I trimmed my fingernails and toenails. But I was still bored, so I found the training uniform in my pile of clothes. I had never tried it on.

I found the hidden zipper and stepped into the dress. The shoulders were loose, the hips too, but I liked the room for me to grow into them. The pale blue brightened my face. I looked fresh and ready. I swished the skirt around.

The day had softened under the sun. It almost felt like spring. I smoked in the street instead of huddled in my room or hiding on the rooftop. I’d wear the uniform just to see, just to try persuading the neighbors and pedestrians that I was a real trainee, even if I couldn’t persuade myself.

The uniform caught everyone’s eye. Young women seemed to recognize the color. They shot me another glance instead of passing me by. I threw my shoulders back, hoping the blue could speak for me, I’m going to travel the world, I’m going everywhere, I’m never coming back.

Before I could finish my cigarette, Min showed up. His car turned into our alley, slow and heavy. It crunched over the old snow.

I watched him get out with a massive shopping bag from a department store, the one across the river, the historic one that everyone knew had dubious ties to the Japanese colonial government before the war, but it was so pretty and airy that no one cared. When he saw me, he came over to squeeze my shoulder. He smelled as clean and expensive as ever. With his generous smile, he looked me up and down.

“Flight attendant? Since when did you start training?”

“Since a while.”

“What do they teach you? How to fuck a rich guy and rip a condom?”

“I’m learning four languages and how to knock a gun out of a hijacker’s hand.”

He didn’t seem to hear me. “How is our sleeping beauty?” he asked.

“Sleeping.”

“Yeah? Is she feeling better now? Ready to get back to enjoying life?”

He coiled his way up the stairs. Without a knock or a hello, he swung open her door.
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The bright scent of clementines pulled me in. Their dried-up peels formed a pale mound on the floor. But otherwise, the room was as tidy as ever. The slender lamp, the battalion of cosmetics, the pantyhose soaking in soap water. Nothing moved. The top of Juju’s head peeked out from under her blankets. The black roots of her hair were growing out. A widening crack down the center of her head to match the ones on her walls.

Min nudged her with his foot. “Come on. Get up, pretty lady.”

He plunked down the glossy shopping bag. Then he plunked himself down next to it. He caressed her head. “Come on. Sleeping enchantress of the sleeping forest. See what I got for you. You might like it.”

Juju turned and showed her face. Min jerked his hand away.

“There you are.” He tried, but he couldn’t hide his alarm. “You look so much better. We can go to the clinic and get you fixed up in no time.”

Juju said nothing. She barely even looked his way. She just stared up at the light coming in through her window and rubbed the bridge of her nose, softly, then patted the crooked middle. The purple around her eyes was fading into green.

“What’s that?” Min asked. “That red wound. Is that new?”

“Can you get me my mirror?”

He hesitated, but he fetched her hand mirror from the dresser.

My stomach knotted when I saw her face. It had only gotten worse, not better. A lot worse.

Juju fingered the red skin around the cut and winced. “My implant,” she said. “That’s probably what that is. Almost forgot I had it. It’s doing something under there.”

“Great,” Min replied. “That’s simple enough. We’ll replace that at the same time. So simple. Done.” He grabbed the shopping bag again. “Now get up so you can try this on.”

He ripped the plastic wraps and tissue paper until they revealed a massive parka, all the way down to the floor, all black. The black of crows, guns, an oil spill.

“It’s real.”

Juju didn’t get up, but she reached out to take the coat. It squeaked in her arms. It cocooned her in its puff. She looked at me, for the first time. I forced myself to smile.

“It’s waterproof,” Min continued. “And it’s all real inside too. Real feather. Feel it.” He squished the padding. “This is the new style now. All the movie stars are wearing it. Not much winter left, but it’s sturdy. You can’t go the rest of the season without something like this.” Min reached down to zip her up, from her ankles to her chin. He snapped the buttons into place. “Awesome. You look like an assassin. Take a shower and wash your face a little and tomorrow I’ll take you to a clinic and see what they want to do. A real clinic.”

“No” was all Juju said.

“No what?”

“I’m not going.”

“You want to give it another week or so?”

“I don’t want to give it anything.” Juju unsnapped the buttons. She shoved the parka away from her on the floor. “I’m not going to any clinic.”

“I’ll cover it. Don’t worry about that.”

“I don’t want to.”

“And why not?”

“Because I don’t.”

“Wow. You really just want to piss me off, huh.”

“Why not? You just want to get rid of me. Fix my nose so you can walk away with a clean conscience like you did something good.”

“Well I’m walking away regardless,” Min spluttered in frustration. “So you might as well get something out of it.”

“I want nothing from you.”

“You don’t mean that.”

Juju looked at me. “You want a new winter coat? Take this one.”

Min laughed. “You really hate me. Wow.”

He took a deep breath. He kicked the parka out of his way. He picked up the dried-up clementine peels on the floor. “Where should I throw this out, my beautiful orange queen?”

“Just go.”

“Nah. You’re not throwing me out. I’m throwing all your trash out. But not me.”

He gathered the peels and dumped them in an old plastic bag. He examined the cup of wilted flowers by her window, growing white fuzz, and knocked them into the bag too. He knelt by the basin of soap water and swirled the pantyhose around.

“Is this how you wash this stuff?”

Juju wouldn’t look at him. But her irritation made her get up. She groaned and shook her sore legs.

She went over to the window to watch our landlady, who wasn’t bothered by the giant car blocking the street anymore. She was too busy trying to break the old ice that covered our gutters and storm drains. She took the long end of her mop and smashed it into the ground to try and crack the layers of ice and leaves and trash.

“I’m sorry.” Min wrung the pantyhose as delicately as he could. “See? Do you see how sorry I am? Is this how I show you I’m sorry? Is this how we punish our criminals? Is this how we pay? Here I go. Paying.”

He draped the pantyhose over the clothesline and waited for her approval, her gaze, anything. They dripped water on the floor, just a few plinks. He wiped them off with his socked feet until it stopped.

“When do you even wear this? I’ve never seen you in it.”

“It’s not for you.”

“Who the fuck is into this shit? Creepy basement-dwelling never-touched-a-real-woman losers?”

“I guess you would call them that.”

“What do you call them?”

“Old-fashioned. Shy. Not self-important dickheads. Not burning my brain right now with ass-juice cologne.”

The landlady smashed the ice a few more times. It looked good. In a few hours the gray pulp would melt into the drain.

Min tied the top of the trash bag into rabbit ears. “Where do I throw this out?”

Juju stayed at the window. “Take it with you.”

“For real?”

“Yeah. Take it now. And throw it out properly.”

“Indeed, I shall, your highness.”

A motorcycle passed, and then another. Juju squinted to look out into daylight, or maybe her eyes still hurt when she blinked. No makeup, no emerald contacts like wet stones at the bottom of a creek. Nothing to mask her face, although her face was her mask for now, green and purple skin over what used to be there.

“Well,” Min ventured, “can I come back?”

“Can I stop you?”

“Don’t put it like that. Why put things like that. But hey, until I come back, disinfect that red lump. And ice it all night. Don’t let it get bigger.”

He threw a bundle of cash into the drawer with her other bundles. He opened his mouth to tell her, to try one more time to force her to see his generosity, but he closed his mouth again without a word. Then he took off.

“I think you scared him,” I said. “He really thinks you’re going to keep your nose like that.”

“Good. He should be scared. He can’t tell me to sit or stand or hide or fetch or run to the clinic. He can’t tell anyone. He shouldn’t be allowed to. That should scare him.”

“So when are you going, then? To fix it?”

“I don’t know. When I feel like it.”

“And when is that going to be?”

“I said when I feel like it.”

“It looks disgusting. Just so you know. Even more disgusting than the other day.”

“Thanks. I see that.”

From the window we watched him hesitate with the trash bag, not wanting to bring it into his nice car, not knowing where else to put it. One of the neighborhood kids passed by, maybe skipping school, maybe too young for school. Min whistled at him and offered him the bag. Do this for me, he said. But the confused kid just stumbled away.

Min sighed and got into the driver’s seat. At the last second, he rolled down the window and dropped the trash on the street. Right in the middle of it, where everyone would have to walk around it. He drove into the bright winter day. Juju shook her head.

“What a clown. Couldn’t even do one simple thing right. One simple thing that doesn’t get in everyone’s fucking way.”

“I’ll go move it,” I told her.

“Where can we put them?” she muttered. “Where can we build an island and ferry over all the putrid assholes and let them poison each other and hunt each other and eat each other alive? And just leave the rest of humanity alone?”

“I think maybe Seoul is that island. I think maybe this is it.”

“Ha.” Juju gathered the brand-new parka off the floor and held it out to me. “I was serious. You wear it. All yours. My face is not going anywhere for a while.”
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The chicken-skewer lady eyed my new coat as I walked up to her booth.

“Be careful where you go in something that nice,” she said. “Don’t walk late at night. People are desperate. I don’t like to get scared by the news, but a man just stabbed his mother for cash the other night.”

“Is it really that bad?”

“It’s bad. I’m glad you’re tucked away safely in that school. It’s not a good time to be out of school right now.”

“How much worse is it going to get?”

“Who knows. Every day I get a hundred people coming here who can’t talk about anything else. I used to listen to them. It used to make me angry. Now I just feed them. I’m happier that way.” She sighed and wrapped up my skewers. “But you just keep your nose in your books and focus on graduating. When are you graduating?”

“I don’t know,” I stammered. “I mean. I think in two years? I think.” I couldn’t stop talking. “I think so. I took some time off. So my timeline got a little wonky. But I’m back on it.”

“Some time off?” Her face scrunched with concern. “What happened? A family emergency?”

“Actually, I was sick last year. But I’m all better now.”

After she gave me my bag, she opened the cooler where she kept her marinated meats. She took out a small bottle, a brown herbal energy drink that tasted like rat piss to anyone under the age of seventy.

“Here, take this too. I have too many back here.”

I walked away from her stall with my lies ringing in my head. I hated the feeling of deceiving her, but I liked the person I was becoming when we talked. A proper girl in a teacher’s college, from a long line of honorable teachers, and now on top of that, a valiant survivor of a mysterious illness. Who could be more deserving of chicken skewers? Of walking this city, of wearing a nice coat, of living a good life? Who could question her place in a world so in need of good lives to fill it up?

Farther down the street, a vendor cleaned her shopwindows. She wiped them down slowly, their crust of time and pollution. She ditched her browned rag for a new one.

I walked to the convenience store to restock supplies for Juju. More painkillers, herbal balm, a box of Band-Aids, shampoo, chocolate, candy, electrolyte powder that dissolved easily in tap water.

Farther down, I spotted a car accident. It didn’t look serious, just a busted mirror. I passed a row of restaurants. Pot after pot of hot stew boiled away inside. They fogged up the windows.

Every restaurant ran the same channel on their TV screens. Or maybe every channel ran the same broadcast. A memorial of some kind, a procession of beautiful people crying and quivering in black. The ticker reminded me it was for the movie star who had jumped from the hotel.

Several of his friends spoke, also movie stars, the faces I’d grown up with. They tearfully asked for contributions to a donation fund that would help pay off the remaining debts of the brilliant artist who had poured his soul into every performance. It was the least we could do for his innocent wife and children. Any excess funds would be used to set up a film scholarship in his name.

I went from window to window, looking for a clearer view of the TV. As manufactured as the whole ceremony was, I admired the movie star for amassing enough people to enflower his blip of time on this rolling planet with nice clothes, interminable speeches, a string quartet, white wreaths bigger than his own corpse.

I watched until the end. The channels resumed their regular programs on politics, tennis tournaments, intrepid mountain climbers, animals on the verge of extinction. I walked on.

I texted my mother again.

am I still blocked?

are the loan people still harassing u?

is he still mad? still flipping out?

what kind of burial do u want? in an ideal world

we should settle these things they’re important

even if u don’t leave enough money for a burial that’s ok i’ll just cremate

btw i want to be cremated too

who cremated ur mom?

where did they put her?

I arrived at a public parking lot. The cars were clearing out for the end of the workday. Attendants dragged out traffic cones to block off every space. FLEA MARKET, a simple sign read, EVERY WEDNESDAY SPRING AND SUMMER. Early tomorrow morning, the lot would fill up with crates of vegetables and fish and clothes and chipped bowls and expired face cream and stolen digital cameras.

The streets darkened into evening. Headlights switched on.

I watched a man untie a large banner at an intersection, one of the missing-persons banners that got strung up to be seen by millions of people every day, whoever drove up and down these main arteries of the city, anyone who might be a witness, might care to help, might commit to memory the face of a young girl and her name and the date and location of her disappearance.

This particular banner, this particular missing girl, I’d seen since my childhood. Her family had cared enough to look for her in every nook and cranny of the city. I’d seen her banner on my way to movie theaters, arcades, on school trips, on our family’s long drives to the countryside back when my father was sober enough and soft enough to want fresh air for us.

She was just as familiar as the movie star, her small features bleached out by storms and sunlight. She would be a grown woman by now, if alive at all.

The man removed the banner carefully. He unfurled another banner just like it from under his arm, and he fastened its corners to traffic poles, a new banner with bright fresh colors, the same picture of the girl in her school uniform, the blazer, the white shirt, the tartan bow.

I called the phone number on the banner. No one answered. A prerecorded message played instead. Please, a voice pleaded, no scammers or jokers, please don’t waste our time, please we beg for your help. Then I was directed to leave a voice message. I hung up.
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“Cremate me,” I told Juju when I got home. “No nose no tail. Just burn it all.”

She peered into my convenience store bag, then poured its contents out on her floor. She opened a candy bar and chewed slowly. She rubbed the bridge of her nose. The purple bruise was turning blue. It had swelled even more in the few hours I’d been away.

“What’s this? Who’s cremating you?”

“You are.”

“I’m not sticking around here that long. You’ll have to cremate yourself.”

“Where are you going?”

She nodded at her drawerful of money. “I could probably figure something out.”

“What are you saving for, anyway?”

“Maybe a nail technician course. Or a dog grooming course. Or real estate school.”

“You’re not doing any of that until you fix your face.”

“I’ll do it when I feel like it.”

I took the other candy bar and wolfed it down. “Well, what do you want? Cremation or a burial?”

“Why does it matter? My tits won’t rot. They probably won’t even burn properly. Just toss me out the back of a truck.”

Min called a couple of times that night. Juju ignored it.

I checked the door to the rooftop. Just a day or two of a little sun, and the door had come unstuck again.

I sucked in cold air, quiet air, the whiff of bulk detergent from the laundromat. Our neighborhood still looked the same from up here. Our yellow sign too, so old and battered that one more icy winter had made no difference. Steam gushed from the laundromat vents.

Min wouldn’t come tonight. I knew it, but I still watched out for his car up the street and imagined his burial, because that’s what people like him worked so hard for, a big proper burial, they spent their lives schooling and befriending and marrying and hiring and promoting and spawning and rearing and investing—you only lived like that in order to be missed by the people you needed desperately to miss you.

Would Juju miss him? Of course she wouldn’t. But she knew a part of him better than any of those other people would, the people who shared his parking spaces and billing addresses and bank accounts and blood. She knew what seemed the most important part to me right now, the scraps of ourselves we shed all the way to our graves without ever giving them a second thought. Our dirty fingernail clippings, underwear crust, the stupidest hours of doing selfish shameful things, it all added up to something. There was our blood and money in them too. And she would be the one who had seen and tasted all of it, his refuse and sediment. She would have known him better than anyone.

I slept in the parka to keep warm. A wind came, but it didn’t howl anymore. It only swirled around the alley, the electrical poles, into my room. Rustling the tissue papers, the plastic bags, some cans, bottles, crumpled receipts, torn plastic, and I heard a season turn.
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I woke up the next morning with the landlady banging on my door.

“Get that girl out of there,” she yelled. “You go in there and yank her out.”

“Who?”

“Your friend. The one with the dying nose.”

I opened the door. “What did she do?” I asked.

“She can’t walk around here like that. She looks bad. She looks like a broken bottle in the bottom of a landfill.”

“So? That’s what happens when you recover from an injury. That’s what you look like.”

“Well, it’s fucking up my life. A girl came by to check out an empty room, and I thought for sure she’d move in. I needed her to move in. You have no idea how much I needed it. But she took one look at your friend and ran away. I can’t talk to her. My anger. It won’t let me talk. So you go. Tell her she’s out. Out by the end of this week.”

The landlady huffed at my door, waiting for me to spring into action. Her leathery neck had turned bright red with rage.

“What kind of place is she turning this into?” she continued. “I need decent normal girls. You girls can’t turn my house into a landfill. I won’t let you.”

“It was trash before we got here,” Juju’s voice shouted from the stairwell. “That’s how we got here. And it’ll be trash after we’re gone.”

I followed Juju’s voice to the stairs. She lit a new cigarette when she saw me. The swelling had gone down a lot, she could even blink again with the bad eye. But overnight her bloody cut had darkened. The longer I looked, it wasn’t even red anymore. It was purple maybe, or black. A pale green crust circled the wet wound.

“I didn’t do anything. The bitch ran out of here because this house is falling apart,” Juju muttered. “She was running before she even saw me.”

“What’s happening to your nose?”

“Every other place around here, they fixed up the rooms. They put in air conditioners and internet cables and completely redid the electrical wiring. What the fuck has she done for us? For this place? What kind of girls did she think she’d get? Letting this place rot like this? Who else would come?”

“It looks infected. It looks rotten. How can you stand it?”

“She hoots and hollers and changes nothing. Paints over mold, tapes over windows, saves a few pennies, while the innards melt away.”

“Let’s go to the hospital. Someone needs to take a look at you. Let’s figure that out. Before she sweeps you out with that broom.”

“She won’t do anything. She can’t get rid of me. Or you. We’re the one putting rice in her rice cooker. Fat in her fatass jowls. We all are.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“Then you can fuck off and leave me alone too.”

The bitterness in her voice, I would never get near it. Still, I couldn’t help but try.

“Want to eat?” My voice squeaked.

“Nah. I’m all set.”

“But I’m hungry.”

“Then go eat. Knock yourself out.”

“And I need money,” I blurted. “I kind of need some more loans. I think.”

Juju didn’t blink. She exhaled and looked at me, hard. “Well, I showed you how. Call them up. Sign their papers. You can take care of that yourself, can’t you?”

“Yeah, well, of course. Sure I can.”

“Then you do that. I can’t think about anyone else right now. I can barely think about myself. And that’s what I really, really, really need to do right now. I need to think about myself, okay?”

“Okay.”

The redness in her eyes reminded me of the lipstick she hadn’t worn in a while. I wanted to ask her out to the street vendors again, to eat skewers together, to become two jobless mindless dipshit girls wandering the city together. To feel how surely she took each footstep, how her heels smacked the ground. To be anything but who we were right now, shivering in our corridors and rooms so small that nothing ever got lost in them.

The landlady appeared at the top of the stairs.

“Be useful,” she bellowed down at us, “and make yourselves scarce for an hour. I have a couple new girls coming to see the rooms.”

“They’ll run too,” Juju replied.

“They might stay if they don’t see you.” The landlady swept the scattered butts around our feet and down the stairs. “Be useful for once and help me out.”

“We should go eat,” I said to Juju. “Let’s help her out.”

But Juju shook her head. “You eat. Have fun. And don’t bring me anything either.”

[image: ]
Bundled in Juju’s parka, I tried to get lost a little. In alleys, in crowds, in the loud techno thumping from every shop. I floated down sunlit streets.

I stopped at the convenience store to withdraw some cash. I ripped up the receipt before I could read my balance. Thousands or pennies left, it was easier not to know.

Have you changed your number? I texted my mother.

I typed out her full name. Is this still you?

While I waited for her response, I microwaved a frozen corn dog in the back of the store. I ate as slowly as I could. My phone still wouldn’t buzz.

The city had dispatched its arborists to prepare the trees for spring. Their small branches got pruned. The tops of their thick trunks got sawed off, beheaded, into an eerie flatness. I couldn’t wait for the leaves to grow and cover them up.

I found myself in the public parking lot again. The flea market was in full swing. Piles of old sweaters, tables overflowing with gadgets and digital clocks and dulled silverware, stray dogs lying in the sun.

On my way to the house, I passed two girls with luggage bags. They were in a rush. Hair fluttered over their faces. They tugged at their bags to go faster. I wondered if they were the ones the landlady had been waiting for, the ones who would fill her emptied rooms.

We can’t live like that, I imagined one whispering, as they hurried away.

We won’t, the other replied.

Maybe they’d go back home and stay there, year after year, quietly hardening into small bricks in the walls of their homes, schools, jobs, and never coming through this alley again, never looking up at the sky to see clouds but only seeing jumbled wires heaped over lampposts, angry black knots that I had once mistaken for birds’ nests.

When I turned the corner for our alley, I saw Min’s car again. I wondered if he was up in her room, lavishing her with more gifts, trying to drag her to the surgeon. But when I got close, the driver’s door cracked open. Min called out to me.

“There you are. I need your help.”
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From the passenger seat, I watched the neighborhood go by. The same shop lady was outside again, wiping down her windows with some wet rags. In a few weeks, her rags would turn bright green with pollen. That was how I knew it was springtime each year, watching everyone sneeze and cough up the green snow that fell over the whole city. Our skyscrapers, our cars, our laundry on the clotheslines. My schoolbag, my white uniform socks. On my way to school, I passed dozens of cars coated in green dust. I played with the pollen, drawing faces, hearts, stars, rabbits. My handprint on the windshields, especially the one in the back, which would look like a child waving to the driver behind them. I was always too chicken to write my name. But my handprint I could leave, a hand that looked like every other hand to everyone else, although to me it always looked like mine.

Then the heavy rains came, erasing all the mindless marks I’d made on the cars, sending bright green rivers through the streets.

Min drove us down the hill. Away from the crooked alleys and out to the new roads. The shops blared the latest pop songs. Soon the children would pour out of their schools and fill up the sidewalks. But for now, it was just some cars and buses and the last few touches of daylight.

He rested his hands on the steering wheel. Pale, delicate, pristine. The same as they had always looked. Hands that liked to pretend they never lost control. I wondered how Juju could continue to let them touch her. As soon as I began to wonder, I blinked the thought away. I looked down at my own hands instead. My small fleshy fingers that had never wounded anyone. They seemed even smaller inside the colossal car.

We almost sideswiped a taxi driver, and he was about to yell at us, but when he saw our car, the long white curves, he just rolled up his window and went on.

“This is what she wants,” Min said to me. “She wants me freaking out. Worried she’s going to rot her face. Worried that’s going to weigh on my conscience forever. She wants this power over me. Doesn’t she?”

“I don’t know.”

“Ha. You’re from Seoul, aren’t you? Only Seoul kids know how to just slice through someone with words like that. Ice cold. You and me.”

He flipped through the radio stations, but it was just past the hour, and every host was reporting on the crash. The same words in a dozen different voices, stocks, exchange, industry, economy.

“So what should I get her? Just tell me. What will she like? I mean, really, really genuinely wholeheartedly like?”

I thought of her room. The perfume bottles on her dresser, the shoeboxes stacked in the corner, the cracks running down her walls. I couldn’t think of anything that could make her happy. In the end, she’d have to bring it into that room to keep with her, and it would become just another pretty thing that didn’t belong in a cell, another reminder of a better life somewhere far away.

“You could get her a nicer room.”

Min laughed. “Why would I do that?” He didn’t miss a beat, switching into the next lane.

“Because that’s what she’d actually like.”

He shook his head. “I’m not doing that. I’m not becoming one of those guys.”

“One of what guys?”

“Married with a whole other life squirreled away in some studio apartment where I go on my lunchtime breaks to get relieved by my mistress in her coop. Fuck that.”

“But you’re not married.”

“You know what I mean. That’s not going to be me.”

We had driven all the way to the southern side of Seoul, the newer districts with glass buildings and skyscrapers. The lanes were packed, we were nearing rush hour, but he just rolled down a window and stuck out an arm, and cars stopped to let him in.

“How would that be any different?” I asked. “It’s basically what you do now. You’d just have a nicer place to do it.”

Min snapped, “I’m not having this conversation with you.”

But I couldn’t let his hypocrisy go. “How much money do you spend on her anyway? For food, going out, drinking, hotels, shopping. Just put that money into a nice place for her. Something she could actually use.”

I half expected him to throw me out of the car. But he took a deep breath and kept driving. “I don’t know what kind of money you think I have,” he said. “But it’s not like that. I don’t have it like that.”

“Right.”

“You can believe me or not believe me. But it’s true. This crash is no joke. It’s been hammering Japan. We’re slowing down too. It’s not a good time to be in finance.”

“Well, when is it going to get good again?”

“I don’t know. It might turn out all right. But banking isn’t going back to what it was, I don’t think. At least not for us at the bottom rungs still trying to climb up. Our corners are the first they’re cutting. Our bonuses, our offices, our meals, our travel, even our fucking dry cleaning, all our perks. Our golden age is over. We’re not going back.”

We passed by an old Kia, almost as old as the one my family had driven. I couldn’t believe the ancient model was still puttering along on the road. I recalled how embarrassed I used to be, whenever our family had to be seen driving that old piece of junk. But once it was gone, I couldn’t believe how much I missed it, the luxury of having a car at all, of curling up in a padded seat, shielded from the wind, quieting myself to hear the world go by. Even now, looking at the old car, I couldn’t decide how I really felt. Did I hate it, or did I miss it? Had it been a burden or a gift? I couldn’t understand how it could be both.

We ended up on a quiet street, away from the tide of commuters. Min turned off the radio. We turned corner after corner through residential roads. Past joggers, cyclists, neighborhood moms huddled together, to go have dinner or pick up their kids maybe, in long coats that swished as they walked. Their sleek hair also swished in the wind. Once in a while a shop appeared, offering leather goods from overseas, flowers, fresh cheesecakes, designer-bag repair.

“Don’t let it fool you,” Min said. “Some parts are nice. But don’t let that make you forget. This is still a shithole city. Can’t wait to get the fuck out of here. As soon as I save up some money.”

“You’re leaving?” I looked up at the tallest trees I’d ever seen in Seoul.

“Everyone’s leaving,” Min replied. “Everyone’s always leaving. My parents should have left too. When their siblings and cousins made the leap, they should have followed.”

“But don’t they have a good life here?”

“Good in comparison to what? Good compared to the rest of the country? Sure. Compared to the big house they could have owned in Canada? No. They fucked up. I’m going to start saving money too. As soon as I figure my life out. I’m going to save and go somewhere. Canada or New Zealand. Skiing and minding my own fucking business. Instead of working around the clock just to breathe in this cesspool.”

The tall trees kept coming, one after the other. It seemed they would never end. I couldn’t imagine being the people who lived here, who got to walk under these trees every day but still begrudged them, only wished for more beautiful trees of a more beautiful place.

“My friend just came back from Iraq,” he continued. “I took him out to eat and he looked so different. He looked like he’d been starving, and I just figured he was hungry, but it didn’t go away even when he ate. He looked wasted. He told me the war was ending and we’d pull out long before the Americans, we’d be done soon, and he kept telling me this was the best time to sign up for the draft, no real deployments, I could just serve my time here doing office work and get it over with. And I kept thinking, no fucking way I’m doing that, but I couldn’t tell him. I couldn’t tell him how fucked up he looked to me.”

We passed by an apartment complex. I squinted at the opulent fountain at the entrance, the water rushing out from a lion’s open mouth, probably a replica of something in Europe that Koreans flocked to go see. I wondered if this was his home. Over the ornamental gate, I saw that their communal garden had rock sculptures around a pond. They had their own subway exit too, a glass enclosure with sliding doors, in case the residents ever needed the subway, they could slip underground without ever having to walk the main street with the rest of us.

From behind, another nice foreign car, a bright blue one, sped up to overtake us. It rocketed down the road. Min sped up too, trying to catch up.

“So you’re just killing time,” I said. “Just messing around with Juju until you go off to Australia or Austria or wherever.”

“I’m feeding her. Giving her everything she needs. I wouldn’t call that killing time.”

“You won’t even give her a nicer room.”

“I’m keeping her alive.” He believed it. The blue car was gone, but we kept going faster. “I’m sorry I don’t have a sob story. I’m sorry I’m not another broken child pecking my way through Seoul like a pigeon. I was born okay and I’m going to die okay. More than okay. I’m going to die living a fucking amazing life somewhere. Invest and travel and grow as big as I want to grow. And I don’t have to do anything for her. I don’t owe her shit. I still do it anyway. I’m not unreasonable. But I’m also not an idiot. So she can do whatever the fuck she wants with her face. She can let the whole thing rot and melt. I don’t care. It’s not going to change my mind. I’m not the one who’s going to live with it forever.”

“What about your girlfriend?”

“What about her?”

“What’s going to happen with her?”

“I don’t know. I’m figuring that out right now.”

“Figuring it out?” Now it was me rocketing down the road, my thoughts, my anger. “Why do you have so much figuring out to do?”

In that moment, we were both thinking of Juju’s face. I could tell. I saw the purple of her wound in his eyes.

“You’re a kid,” he said. “You think she’s amazing and I’m the evil cunt. Of course. I’m selfish. I’m out of touch. I’m cruel.”

He stepped on the gas to accelerate even more. The mocking in his voice was starting to scare me. It was a voice I’d heard before, the voice he used when he lost control with Juju. I looked around for any place I might get out and find my own way back home. The trees and pedestrians passed in a blur. The suburban quiet I’d been enjoying a moment ago suddenly felt blue and fathomless.

I gripped the handle on the passenger-side door, wishing I could jump out. “But you are,” I said. “Selfish and out of touch. You are all those things.”

“Right. Well, that’s okay too. If I’m selfish then I hope I never learn to be grateful. I can’t believe I have to live in this shithole city and I will never be grateful for that. I’ll never give two golden years of my life and my career to the military. I mean, just look at us. Look at how weak we are. That’s what we always are. Weak. Always groveling to more powerful countries. Chasing after everyone else, and we can’t even do that properly. We can’t do government properly, we can’t do economy properly, we can’t even do culture. We just keep falling behind. Don’t believe how big they say we’ve become, in the bigger scheme of the world, we’re still nothing. Still fleas on the dog.”

We were slowing down now. Kept slowing down, until Min pulled over, and we came to a stop. He shut off the engine.

“Where are we?” I wondered, again, if he was going to throw me out.

He pointed to a boutique hair salon, just a few shops down from our spot.

“Are you serious about flying?” he asked. “With an airline?”

I didn’t know what to say. I certainly couldn’t say the truth. So I just nodded.

“Good. We’re going in there. You can’t go to that training school with yellow hair like this anymore. No airline will take a second look at you.”

“The training school doesn’t care,” I said. “We all go to class looking whatever.”

“You need to get serious. Get professional.”

The automatic doors slid open, but no one came out.

“They know me,” he added. “It’s going to be fine. My mom goes there all the time.”

I knew I should say no. But as we sat there, the doors opened again and a woman came out with a fresh haircut. She walked up and down the sidewalk, waiting for her ride to come pick her up. She couldn’t stop touching her own hair. Glossed and straightened, a sparrow brown. Kissing the shoulders of her elegant wool coat. The woman stopped in front of a store window to check out her reflection. She played with the silky strands.

“You want that cut?” Min said. “We’ll get you that cut. There, it’s yours.”

He unlocked the doors and reached for his wallet in the cupholder. I didn’t budge.

“Let’s go,” he said. “You want this yellow rat hair forever?”

Another woman rushed out from the salon. She came straight to our car, waving the whole time. A black apron fastened neat around her waist, the strings knotted at her side. Silver hair pins were clipped to the pockets.

Min got out to greet her.

“You just missed your mom,” the woman said breathlessly. “Do you want me to give her a call?”

“That’s okay. I was just hoping you could help out my cousin.”

They both turned to me, still in the car, still gripping the door handle. Min reached over and opened the door. The woman came to help me out and warn me about the step on the sidewalk. As soon as I stood straight, she studied my hair.

“We can fix this,” she announced with furrowed brows. She held up the ends to the light. “It might take a few visits. But come in.”
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Before he lost his job, his real job, when he was still living the life that he deserved, my father shaved his face every morning. At five o’clock, because that’s when he always woke up. That’s when every soldier got woken up during their thirty-six months of mandatory military service. Decades after his time, my father still couldn’t break the habit. At five his eyes flew open, and the day would begin.

He shaved his face in the bathroom, standing at the mirror. It was the only time I really saw him look at himself. Not even when he got dressed, because he always had the same shirts and suits and shoes. He couldn’t be bothered. But when he shaved, he stared at the mirror and took his time. On good days, he sang to himself. Songs I used to hate because they sounded old, dated melodies and lyrics about crows or swallows or cranes.

When he switched from a plain razor to an electric one, he couldn’t wait to show me. The shiny new gadget. He made me join him in the bathroom as he snapped the batteries into place. The shaver began to hum. Isn’t this incredible, he said, I don’t need any water or soap or anything. He sang one of his usual songs, and I rolled my eyes and walked away.

That became my morning too, my five o’clock. I’d wake up to the brr of the shaver and my father’s croon. Then a hot soup for breakfast, beef and radish if I was lucky. I slurped each oily spoonful and watched him finish his routine. Shaving, then aftershave, then the suit, then the shoes. And then the very last thing, his brown leather briefcase.

When he got his new job, he stopped bringing the briefcase to work. There was no need for anything so nice. The five o’clock mornings disappeared as well. Drinking had finally broken him of the habit. Most days he woke up too late to shave properly, too hungover or still too drunk. The electric shaver sat on the bathroom counter, collecting dust. And his briefcase, it just sat in the back of his closet. From time to time I took it out to feel the grain of the leather. To sniff the handles that still smelled like his aftershave, his hands, the thousands of happier mornings that he wanted to forget.
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Despite Min’s protests, the hair stylist only trimmed my ends.

“She can’t go to work like this,” he complained. “Like a sulky teenager.”

The stylist cut him off. “Too bad. The ends are too damaged. If we dye it now, she’s going to end up with worse. We’re going to let it grow out some more before we do anything.”

But after the trim, and a warm shampoo, my whole head felt new. My scalp tingled from the blow-dry.

“How does it look?” she asked me. She bowed to lean in closer, to hold her face next to my face, to see what I saw in the mirror. “Do you like it?” She teased out the ends and studied their lengths.

Was I ready to see my reflection? The salon mirrors were nothing like the mirrors we had at the house, blemished and cracked. These mirrors were so clean I could run into them. I wasn’t sure what I’d see. So I looked at her reflection instead. Her face was still next to mine, her own chestnut bangs cascading over her ears. She was completely relaxed, even serene, confident that she could rescue my hair.

Slowly, my gaze drifted over to my side. The yellow rat hair was still there. But a little softer, a little lighter. I finally locked eyes with myself. Until I did, I hadn’t fully believed I would, that anyone would still be there to return the stare. But she was definitely there, even a little impatient. Where were you, she blinked. All this time I’d been looking away, she had never stopped waiting for me.

We drove back without the radio. Min was sick of the talking, the fretting, sick of our measly country and its measly problems.

“Your yellow rat hair isn’t forever,” he said as he unlocked the doors. “Juju isn’t forever. That house isn’t forever. Take your training and make something of yourself. Join an airline. A good one. I’ve seen plenty of girls do it. They completely turn their lives around. One day they’re crawling to men for crumbs and the next day they’re happily married and running a ridiculously successful café in the neighborhood and bouncing a couple kids on their hips. It happens all the time.”

“All the time?”

“Yeah. All the time. So when you get your airline uniform, your real flight attendant uniform, use it. Hem the skirt and find yourself a guy with money. Prick a few condoms and make a new life. That’s what it’s really for. There are some good guys out there. Once you have a baby they’ll change. They’ll grow up and give you a real family. It’s possible.”

“Is that what you tell Juju?”

“Juju knows this already. Everything I’m saying right now, she’d tell you the same.”

“Then why won’t she do it?”

Min sped up to catch a yellow light. “I don’t know. Maybe she waited too long. Too many years on the vine. Don’t ever do that.”

“What about my next appointment?” I asked.

“What about it?”

“The stylist said I’d need a few more. Did she say when?”

“Oh.” Min sighed. “I don’t know. I thought we’d get it fixed in an hour. I didn’t think it would become such a production. I just thought we might as well.”

“Might as well what?”

“Might as well take one hour to fix your life. You looked like you climbed out of a gutter when I saw you. I didn’t know it would take so long to turn you back into a normal kid.”

“She barely trimmed it.”

“Well, it’s fixed enough. An hour’s still something.”

I couldn’t stop touching my hair. All the strange new oils and creams that had finally smoothened it into silk. The unfamiliar smells pricked my nose. For the rest of the ride, I just inhaled the cloud of perfume and watched office workers on the sidewalks, chatting with each other in their tasteful zip-up fleeces, sipping their afternoon coffees. It irritated me that my hair was still yellow, still cheap, that it might still remain yellow and cheap long after Min had flown overseas with his ambition that had outgrown Korea.

“Have you told Juju? That you’re leaving someday?”

“I don’t have to tell her anything. That’s how this works. It works because it isn’t real life.”

“What if I tell her?”

“I don’t care. Tell her then. Maybe you’d do me a favor. Finally get her to leave me alone.” He sped through another yellow light. It turned red just as we crossed under it. “I’m never going to make my real life with her. But someone will. And you too, someone will want it with you too. That’s when you take it, okay? Grab that real life when it taps your shoulder.”

“Has it tapped yours?”

Min waited a long time before he responded. “Yeah,” he said slowly. “It’s tapping.”

He dropped me off before our alley turned the corner. Well out of Juju’s sight line in her room.
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I found Juju on the rooftop. But instead of leaning on the ledge, looking out to the alley, she was crouched by the yellow banner. I squeezed in beside her.

“Damn,” she said. “You look fresh.”

“Not fresh enough.”

She held up the ends of my hair and sniffed their new scent. “Where did you go? This looks expensive.”

“I don’t know. Somewhere across the river.”

“Who paid for you to go across the river?”

I didn’t answer. We puffed away.

“Did you see them?” I asked.

“Who?”

“The new girls. The ones who came to check out the rooms?”

“Oh. Yeah. They came by. Suitcases and everything.”

“Well?”

“It’s a no.”

“So she must be really fucking pissed?”

“Yeah. But she won’t do anything.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Yeah, because it keeps being true. I’m not going anywhere. You’re not going anywhere. She can’t afford to lose us. So don’t worry about that.”

I stood up to examine the back of our building. The older, smaller house behind us that I’d forgotten about. I looked down. Down at their walls so close to ours that I felt I could reach out and touch them. So close that our shadow swallowed them completely. Their windows that hadn’t seen the sky in decades. But a window was still open. Even though it faced nothing but our bricks. Our rusted pipes and grime that had rained down in streaks. But that was still worth it for a handful of real air.

Nothing moved in the narrow space between our building and theirs. Just a sharp drop to the pitch-black bottom. No daylight would ever touch the ground. A ground that was surely covered in heaps of dirt, rotting leaves, dead rats, maybe even some bigger and stranger insects and animals that I’d never seen before, mutant life-forms that couldn’t live anywhere else. A gap just big enough and darkened enough for maybe one person, maybe only a child, to scurry through.

Juju brought her lit cigarette up to the yellow sign. It burned a small black dot into the banner fabric. She held it there, the glowing end, until it burned a hole.

“What are you doing?”

Juju kept going. She burned another hole right next to it, then another, and another, black pearls on a string. The paper gave off a sharp burnt smell, some kind of plastic polyester coating. Instead of catching fire, the material only puckered and melted around each new hole. She kept stringing the dots together, trying to write something, maybe, or draw a face.

“I saw you too,” Juju said.

“Me?”

“Yeah. When you were standing on this street with your suitcase and looking for a place to live. I was up here.” Juju squinted in concentration. She puffed on her cigarette harder to make a fatter ember to keep burning into the sign. “And you were down there.”

Another puff. “I saw you,” she continued. “I saw you hesitating. You almost rolled your suitcase away and went home. It didn’t last long. You snapped out of it pretty quickly. Pulled out your phone to call the number up here. But I saw the confusion. You were confused as hell.”

She kept puffing and burning holes in the fabric. Until she had enough holes in a line to grab and twist and rip into one long slit. She pulled until a handful of paper ripped off completely. The last digit of the landlady’s phone number was covered now, with the loose flap fallen over it.

“Someone should have done this a long time ago. Her phone number is cursed. I’ve never seen anything good happen to any girl that’s ever called and moved in.”

“She’s really gonna kick you out now.”

“We’ll see.”

She slid to the ground to sit and catch her breath. We smoked and examined the blank where the last digit should be.

It warmed me to think that Juju had been up here all along, the whole time, even on my first day when I felt I had fallen off the edge of the Earth, she had been perched on this roof like a sniper or a lighthouse keeper or a pigeon, watching me, watching over me. But how many girls had she seen come and go?

And what about her own first day here? Her own confusion? Had there been some other girl up here doing the same thing, watching over the girls of her time, someone I would never know?

“What else do you remember?” I asked.

“About you?” Juju thought for a moment. “I don’t remember much else about you, to be honest,” she said. “I remember more about me. What it felt like to look at you. Another sad stupid girl in this alley. I remember wanting to throw something at you. Something big and heavy. Straight at you. Down. Hard.”

“To kill me?”

“No. I wouldn’t hit you. Just land something very close to you. Smash something at your feet. Near your head. Just close enough.”

“To scare me, then. Scare me back home.”

Juju’s hands disappeared into the puffy pockets of her coat. “Maybe just to freeze you. The book or the brick or the bottle would land and make this big sound and for a second you wouldn’t know where it came from. You wouldn’t know to run forwards or backwards. Or move at all. So you would just freeze.”

“And then what?”

“I don’t know. But that’s what you wanted. At least that’s how it looked to me. You didn’t really want to go anywhere or end up anywhere. You just wanted to freeze. To stop. The end. All done.”

Juju puffed deep again. This time she grabbed me, held out my arm. Then she pressed the lit end of her cigarette to her own parka.

“What are you doing?”

She burned a hole through the black shell. Then she stuck her finger through it. Poked and poked, until she pulled out what wasn’t delicate feathers at all. Just coarse synthetic padding.

“Do you see that?” She pulled out some more of the white tufts.

“Yeah.” I pulled some out too.

“Wow.” Juju sighed. “I sort of believed him this time.”

“Burn a hole in him,” I said. “That’s the next thing you should try burning through.”

“Yeah. I should see what stuffing comes out of him.”

I glanced up at the yellow sign. The ripped hole looked wild. I still had the landlady’s number, though, in full, somewhere in my head. But I didn’t have to, did I? Couldn’t I simply will myself to forget it? Couldn’t I start to forget this very moment? Years from now I would remember only the ugly hole, the blot of clear blue sky through it.

From the ledge, our alley stretched empty. I stared down until I grew dizzy. There was no one, no girl looking for a room. But every room, every little window that dotted the walls of this alley, they were all looking for a girl. A girl like me, like Juju, all the girls who had believed that hiding in a little room would keep her safe. I tried to see all the way down the alley, all the way to the end, where the paved road disappeared into a flight of concrete stairs, where there had once been a beautiful magnolia tree, all of the elders around here loved to remind us lowlifes of the lost magnolias, their pillowy fragrance, their tragic displacement, but the same elders never once mentioned how much money they’d made in rent and property value by agreeing to the great displacement and developing the area into a hundred shitty little rooms instead.

Every room out there, every window had been waiting for me. For the first time I sensed their waiting. How lonely they were. Windows with no roots, no trunk, no stem, no fat white petals to perfume good memories long after they were gone. No heart, no brain, no arms. No one would miss these windows when the future finally came to replace them all with something better.

The yellow sign fluttered. Pretty soon it would grow dark and the landlady would switch on the spotlight.

I stuck my hand through the ripped hole. The banner seemed even thinner than before. I ripped it some more, to see if I could erase another digit from the number. The seven didn’t tear off completely, but it folded over itself, illegible.

I kicked the flimsy light fixture. The brackets rattled on the beam.

I kicked it harder.

“What are you doing?” It was Juju’s turn to ask.

I kept kicking until the bracket loosened. Until the electrical cord snapped. Until the head came off clean. I picked it up.

“Careful,” Juju yelled. “You’ll fry yourself.”

But the light was nothing in my hand now. Some dead bulbs in a plastic brick. There was no one in the alley, no young girl to stop and freeze. So I tossed it over the other side of our roof instead. Into the narrow gap between us and the house that had lost all its daylight because of our building.

The thick shadow gobbled it up. I wanted to hear something smash. All we got was a thud and a long, rumbling echo.

So I zipped off the parka and released it into the shadow as well. It fell like a person, the sleeves puffed out into arms. If it landed, we didn’t hear it. Just our own heavy breathing and a motorcycle racing far away.

“I wish you would have thrown something,” I said. “When you saw me down there with my suitcase. Wish you would have knocked me on the head.”

“Would that have scared you away?”

“Maybe.”

Across the way, the laundromat lights switched on. At this hour, I’d usually see at least a few girls inside. Greasy hair, clunky phone chargers plugged in the walls. Sometimes they even did laundry, but mostly they just came for a warm place to kill time.

But now, the laundromat stood empty. The girls were probably out somewhere, wandering the streets, the mild evening, the woozy songs that trickled out of shop radios. The char of street barbecue in the air. Nothing bad was happening to them. No part of their lives was irrevocable, not yet.

“Let’s go.” I said to Juju. “We’re going.”

“Where?”

“Out. Let’s just go out. Come on.”

“I can’t go like this.” Her hands shot up to her face. “I’m not crazy.”

“You’re already crazy. Look at you.”

“Stop. You go out.”

“No one’s gonna look at your face. Wear a hat.”

“Leave me alone.”

Below us, the front door creaked open and slammed shut. Even without looking down we knew it was the landlady, out to war again with her broom, sweeping the steps outside, the trash on the pavement that threatened to clog the drains around us. Soon she would look up and notice her torn sign and busted light. She would take one look and know it was us. It could only be us, it looked like us, our shoddy work, a pathetic attempt at something grand, the best we could do with our grubby lazy hands.

“Come on,” I tried again. “We should get the fuck out of here and do something.”

“I can’t.”

“So you’re going to stay here like this? Forever? Until the cracks in your walls finally pop and the whole house crashes down?”

“Don’t rush me.”

“We’re losing daylight, Juju. It’s worse every hour I look at you. Every minute. Every time I blink. You need to fix it.”

“I’ll do what I want. When I want it done. Me, not anyone else.”

“When is that?”

“Not tonight. Not with you huffing your bum-ass breath in my face. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Is it really okay? Do you really get it?”

I nodded. “I do. And do you get me?”

“Get what?”

“That I want to do something normal today. Just be a normal human being. Do something completely boring and bland and forgettable.”

Juju lowered her face. “Of course I get you,” she said. “But I can’t help you.”

The landlady stopped sweeping. She had finally noticed the sign.

She stormed back into the house. We heard her footsteps growing closer, until she slammed open the door. She had known it would be us on the rooftop.

She slapped my arm with a pair of pink rubber gloves.

“Did you two rip the sign?”

Juju wouldn’t talk, but I nodded. The landlady moved her arms, and I flinched. But she just sighed and slipped both of her hands into the rubber gloves.

“Good,” she said. “Take the rest of it down. It needs to go, anyway. You girls get rid of it for me, and I’ll let you stay the last month for free.”

“The last month?”

“Maybe this month. Maybe next month. I’m selling the place. I can’t do this anymore. Whoever wants it all, they can have it.”

She left for the bathroom down the hall, snapping her gloves into place, maybe to scrub the tiles or pour another jug of bleach down the drains.
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Juju reassured me that the house wouldn’t sell. Its odor, its shitty location, its ill repute, all of it would keep us around for a good while.

But just a few days later, a team of clean professional men appeared in our alley. Gel in their hair, sleek vests over their button-down shirts. They stopped to take pictures of our house and our alley with black bulky cameras. I stopped to keep myself out of their picture frame, but without a word they waved me through.

At night, I kept my window wide open. I slept in the cold, which didn’t feel that cold anymore. I could hear my neighbors moving in their rooms again. Above me, under me, across the alley. Clinking of dishes, arguments with lovers, commentators on the radio.

The radio voices marveled at how quickly the economy was rebounding from the recession. In fact, for us in Korea, it wasn’t even a real crash after all, just a small dip. While some parts of the world were still mired in confusion and chaos, our experts and policies had calmly and efficiently steered us on track, thanks to the strength of our core industries. The major credit rating agencies hadn’t even downgraded our nation. The heavy industries were picking up, their overseas orders were rolling in, and stock prices were projected to rebound. Soon companies would hire again, consumers would spend, and foreign investors would flock back.

Some of the pollen had released early this year. Green snow barely dusted the parked cars, not enough to write anyone’s name yet, but enough to make me rub my ears and eyes.

The bruises faded. But the big cut on Juju’s nose wouldn’t heal. The patch of raw skin was still sticky, and maybe even bigger now. Flecks of black had begun to appear in the wetness. Probably dirt, but maybe something growing from within.

“Where would you go?” I asked her. “If the house sells.”

“It won’t.”

“But what if?”

“I’ll figure it out. You worry about yourself.”

“I might just go back home.”

It felt strange to say the words aloud. But there was relief, too, in finally admitting a part of me did want to go back.

“You really think you can go back home?”

The sting of her question surprised me.

“Yeah. I mean, it’s one possibility.”

“You still don’t get how bad you fucked them over, do you? The papers you signed. The interest rates you agreed to. They might never have a peaceful night of sleep ever again.”

“I’ll get a job.”

“What job? What job could you possibly get to pay all that back?”

Her voice didn’t waver or lose its cool. It angered me. How glibly she talked about me and my future. And it angered me to remember how fluently she had coached me to sign up for the loans, how simple and shallow she had made it all seem.

“Then why did you let me do it?” I couldn’t stop my arms. They grabbed her shoulders.

She shoved me off.

“You came to me.” Her eyes glistened, as wet as her wound. “You showed up here with no fucking plan. That’s you. All you. I just helped you feed yourself.”

My stomach turned with everything it wanted to say. But none of it would be true. She was right. I was the one who had appeared, the one who had chosen this old, faded blip on the subway map. “I was the one who had asked someone who couldn’t get it right, how do I get it right?”

We took a step back from each other. Our breath settled.

“The house won’t sell,” Juju tried to reassure me again.
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The rain still turned into ice. But each time, everyone said it would be the last ice of the season.

I signed up for some more loans instead. I sent over the same documents, and the very next day, a kid on a motorcycle delivered the cash to me. He wouldn’t look me in the eyes. When I tried to give him a canned coffee, he waved it off and sped away.

I counted the cash in my room. The stiff green bills, the blend of old and new. I needed to be careful with it, I told myself, actually and really and honestly careful. I paid off some of my existing debts. But as soon as I did that, I bought more hair dye and moisturizer and body shimmer and a limited-edition set of makeup brushes.

The pollen fell thick. On sidewalks, on benches, on cars. I could write names in it now. I wrote my real name. A name that looked like me, just a few timid scratches. My mother had stayed up all night with the naming dictionary to find it for me, the perfect number of strokes and the perfect balance of fire and metal and wood to bless me with a life in harmony with the universe.

Min still came by, and still parked too deep in the alley. Cars, motorcycles, they all had no choice but to reverse and find another path.

Was he here to drag Juju to the hospital? Or to kill some more time far away from his real life? I couldn’t hear any arguments when he came over. Just a hum of conversation and the punctuation of their laughs. His laugh was hideous, but hers hurt me more, the way her laugher always came as a response to his, dogging after it, chasing it all the way into silence. How could she still spend time with him? How could she still cling to him when her wound was turning blacker and blacker every day? Did she really need his company and his money that bad?

Min was right. This was what she wanted, this power over him. As long as she kept worsening, he would have to stick around and check in. He would have to feel bad, he would have to try, he would have to look at what he’d done. And maybe he did feel bad enough, at least for now.

I heard them spill out of her room and climb up to the rooftop. They smoked and spat thick gobs of phlegm over the ledge. Their murmurs drifted down into my open window.

I was afraid I would end up like her someday. Wagging my tail for scraps of togetherness. And I didn’t want to. I wanted to be nothing like her. I cared for her, but I couldn’t bear her thoughts, her solitude, the chickenshit hope for Min that she kept coiled in her heart.

I knew what I had to do.

I found the training uniform again. A little wrinkled, but still clean enough. I zipped it up. I ran to see myself in the bathroom mirror. Would I look like a child who had wrecked her future? Or a cheap woman desperate to look good? But I didn’t look like either of those people. And I certainly didn’t look like a proper student enrolled in flight attendant school. I only saw myself. A little starved, and stupid, and selfish, but I was going to survive.

I texted my mother.

i’m gonna start paying u back

so you can unblock me now

the first installment is officially coming very soon

I ran down the stairs.

The landlady stopped me at the door. Her cheeks were flushed with exhilaration.

“Tell your friend I need the sign gone,” she sang. “Tell her I need it gone in a week. I sold the house. Tell her she has a week to sort everything out.”

I pushed past her. “Tell her yourself.”
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I hailed a taxi. I couldn’t remember the exact location of the restaurant where Min had fed us loach stew, but when I described the abandoned construction project nearby, the driver nodded. We rode past thick forests of apartment buildings that popped up faster than people got born. Past the shops that seemed to change every year as the city grew more unaffordable. Every year, old tenants got kicked out and new businesses moved in to try their luck, bakeries, churches, florists, key makers, photo studios, jewelers, DVD stores.

The driver let me out at the construction site. I stuck my face between the fencing and the tarps to get a good look at the hollowed-out ground. The banners still promised breezy shopping malls with stone fountains and rooftop gardens. Behind the tarp, nothing had changed. The excavators stood quiet.

I found my way to the grid of alleys where Min had taken us. A dozen restaurants popped up, and motels too, skinny houses with every window blacked out. Motels I had seen since I was a child, though I had never allowed myself to stop and really notice them. They formed clusters around busy streets and stations, always two or three or four, never alone. Though you could never see them from the main streets. Tucked behind department stores and coffee shops and churches, they were just a few twists and turns away, yet somehow hidden in plain sight.

“Are you looking for a friend?”

A man touched my arm. He was small, and I felt he couldn’t scare me, but his grip tightened so that I would look up into his eyes. The whites had faint flecks of brown, like quail eggs.

“Yes,” I replied.

He eyed my uniform, up and down, the powder blue. “Can we be friends?”

“Sure. We’re friends.”

The man loosened his hold. Slowly, we began walking. Down to the other end of the street, the quiet end, and then around another corner of melting ice. When I shivered, he draped his jacket over my shoulders. He held my hand.

I was surprised by his concern, but when we stepped into the lobby of a motel, I realized the jacket was only a disguise, like his hand, there to make us look like lovers and not criminals, just an innocent couple in need of some rest.

I thought he’d want me to keep my uniform on, the way he’d been patting and stroking it, but when the time came, he just wanted it gone. The man didn’t take a shower. He didn’t use a condom, either, but he didn’t try to talk to me at all and he didn’t hurt me too much. The mattress was bad but the sheets were nice and cool.

I only looked at his face once. I wanted to see his quail egg eyes again. When I was younger, I’d believed that quail eggs were just ordinary eggs that needed to be washed. As my mother boiled them, I’d stood by the pot and waited for the blotchiness to melt away. I cried when it didn’t. My parents giggled at my crying. They soothed me by cracking the shells in front of my face, showing me that the insides were perfectly pale and intact, no grime, everything was okay.

After the man left, I showered alone.

I soaped my neck and remembered a class from high school, one of the last classes I’d attended before running away. A mandatory course on our nation’s history. The only thing I liked about that course was the teacher who dimmed the lights for her slide presentations. I could doze off or read comic books in that time, or just look out the window at the empty soccer field.

The one presentation I remembered was about the forgotten history of women who had also served as freedom fighters. There were hundreds of them, before and during the war, who had been there all along, circulating banned books, intercepting enemy communications, seducing bureaucrats for intelligence, pretending to be a humble house servant of a colonial officer while plotting their assassination. One of them had even rigged a bomb inside a lunch box. Because they were women, pushed to the background, already invisible, they became some of the most effective instruments of revolution.

And because they were women, when they did get caught, they faced the most brutal retaliation from colonial officers. It wasn’t enough to be imprisoned or starved or shot or hanged. The officers raped them and then tortured them for information by shoving their heads in a bucket of water or chopping off their arms or holding a hot iron to their breasts until their flesh melted and puckered like plastic.

The water grew hotter. The steam thickened. I touched my breasts, and I felt the same way I felt in the classroom. Ashamed that I had gone so long without knowing about those women in our fight for sovereignty. But I was also relieved. To have lived without comprehending such a sacrifice, even now I still struggled to believe it was even possible. There was nothing I would give up my breasts for, my smoothness, my intactness. Even the strange residue I couldn’t quite wash out of my mouth was still fine. It didn’t have to be a fight if I didn’t want it to be.

I packed the remaining bars of soap for my room.

The boy at the front desk called a taxi for me. On the ride home, I closed my eyes. I tried to picture my mother’s breasts, then the rest of her naked body, which I’d only seen as a small child. A child who hadn’t yet learned how to bathe alone. Afraid to learn, even from her. I paid the driver with my new money.

I found a twenty-four-hour pharmacy. I was relieved to see the pharmacist was a woman. When I walked in, she smiled like it wasn’t the middle of the night.

On the walk home I downed seven pills at once, hoping that would be enough, I had once heard the girls say that it was enough.

I turned into our alley. Min’s car was still there. It glowed in the orange streetlight. Somewhere inside of it, a small red light blinked away to discourage any thieves. I was careful not to touch, as much as I wanted to run my hands over the smooth slopes of leather. To curl up and fall asleep on the dead animal skin that felt so sweet. My reflection filled the tinted pane. I’m still here, she said. A little less starved, a little less stupid.

I looked up at Juju’s window. Its darkness told me nothing. They were probably asleep, I couldn’t hear their voices at all, not even when I returned to my room.

A motorcycle tore through the alley. Had the landlady told everyone the house had been sold? Did Juju know? Maybe that’s why she was so quiet. Maybe she and Min had already figured it all out. He’d help her get a new place, a new nose, they’d keep going as always, all good. Maybe they were already asleep.

It felt nice to lie on my floor. I unzipped the uniform and kicked it off me. It glowed in the dark, a pale lump across my room. I’d wash it tomorrow. Just like Juju did, in a plastic basin of soap water. I’d even ask around for an iron to press it. But for now, I wanted to pretend I would never touch it again.

I kicked around some more until I found my blankets. My legs felt heavy, as if I’d walked all the way home. But it wasn’t so bad. I could keep going too, all good. I could be one of those old coins that got worn and caked in rust, that even vending machines stopped recognizing and spat back out. I could wipe and rub and warm and try again. I could eat and sleep and buy makeup and hair dye.

I counted my new money. Just a few bills that rustled like dry leaves, but it was a start.

do u want me to wire u? I texted my mom.

or send cash?

or should i come by tomorrow?

I clutched my phone and stared at my wall until the screen went dark. I wanted to see her. And more than that, I wanted her to see me. She had never seen me like this. Had only seen me afraid. Running from her weakness, my father’s weakness, hoping that if I just ran far enough, I could find my strength. Even when I’d held her, consoled her, I had done so out of fear. Afraid that if I didn’t sedate her anger, it would eat me. But now I had my own anger. I had felt it when I slipped on the uniform. When the man touched me. And when he finally let go. But instead of eating me, my anger shone a cold white light in my skull. A light that refused to let anything hide from it. And instead of wanting to run away, I wanted to see her. What would she look like, now that I wasn’t afraid to look at her? And what would she see in me, if I stopped running? If we saw each other for the first time?
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As soon as I woke up, I found the crumpled bills and smoothened them out, the way my mother liked them.

A gray chill lingered all morning. I layered two different hoodies and tucked the bundle of money in my kangaroo pocket.

The landlady had wasted no time in clearing out the house. She had already lugged old boxes, appliances, and furnishings down the stairs. Even my drain snake had been thrown into a box of rusted metals. The junk crowded our hallways and spilled out onto the street. Some strange men squeezed past me in thick gloves. They surveyed the junk then carried it all, piece by piece, down the stairs to a pickup truck waiting outside.

“Come back tomorrow,” the landlady said to them. “And the day after. I have more for you.”

“Just like that?” one of the men asked her. “This house, this life, all of it? Just letting your inheritance go? You must have gotten a nice fat offer.”

“It’s the government. New housing projects.”

“That’s nice. They make good offers, no?”

“They’re snapping up every property in the area.”

The man sighed and looked around. “This neighborhood used to be okay. Really okay. Not bad at all. Persimmon trees, a fresh-meat market, a piano school. Now they’re going to drag in more of the uneducated jobless bunch. Sure, they need someplace to live. Sure, they’re vulnerable. Who wouldn’t want them to be better? No one understands better than I do. But they change the neighborhood. It’s never the place you knew.”

He turned back to her. “What about you?” he asked. “Where are you getting hauled off to?”

“Far.”

“What, out of Seoul?”

“Farther.”

“The rice fields? The beaches? The mountains?”

“Something like that.”

“It’s the only way. Live out your best years with clean air, clean lungs.” He tossed his butt into a storm drain.

“They’re going to knock this all down,” the landlady told him. “Raze and rebuild before summer. Come back if you want some of the bricks. These old bricks are much better. They’re impossible to get now. You come and grab them before they do. I was told they’re worth something.”

The man went up to the wall to feel the bricks. “You’re right. These are really old. Definitely worth something.”

The landlady gave him a canned coffee. He peered up at our windows. He squinted as if he had seen me, but I know the sun was too bright.

“What about their things up there? Do the girls have mattresses or hot plates or desks or old clothes? I can take those away too.”

“Sure. All yours. They never take anything with them.”

The men loaded everything onto their pickup trucks. They helped each other back out of the narrow alley. Commanding traffic to stop and warning each other about the walls and bumps and random flowerpots that their rearview mirrors couldn’t show. All right, they shouted, keep turning just like that.

I tried to sneak out, but the landlady heard me and stopped me at the door.

“You’re going to clear the rooftop, right? I don’t want to pay those guys any more than I already have. You said you’d take care of the rooftop. You and your friend. You promised me.”

“Yup. On it.”

“Break down the sign. Break it all down. The lights too. Anything else up there. I want it all gone.”
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The chicken-skewer lady had opened later than usual. Her coals were still smoking and heating up when I got there. She poured me a cup of broth while I waited in line.

I listened to the cyclists ringing their bells as they coursed through the streets. Postal workers, delivery workers, people rushing to school, the office, the market.

I listened to the customers in line before me. They complained the skewers were taking too long, but they wouldn’t leave. They rambled about how Korea had moved on from the crash. That was over, dealt with, and the ruling class would suffer little, if at all, while the rest of us would spend years if not decades assessing the rubble. But there was no use in bitterness. We just needed to move on with our lives. There was an earthquake devastating a faraway nation. A new movie coming out. A new phone. A new lawsuit against a pesticide manufacturer. A boxing match, a soccer tournament.

Finally, it was my turn. The lady drizzled extra soy sauce and chili sauce on my chicken.

“They’re tearing down the old house over there,” I told her.

“Who is?”

“The government. For housing projects.”

“The lady sold it, huh. I never thought she would.”

“You know her?”

“I’ve seen her sweeping the street every day. I don’t know her. But I know the house. I guess we all do. The way she sweeps every morning. Sweeps like she wants to empty the whole street and the whole world and be done with it. When it’s quiet I can hear her broom all the way from here. I’ve seen the girls who live there too. They get my skewers from time to time. I feed them but it’s hard to look at them. Hard not to see what they do. Wasting their bodies away. You can’t bring a body like that into heaven to meet your ancestors. And you can’t make a living taking their money. Any money they try to give me, I turn away. I’ll feed them for free. But I can’t take that money.”

I tried to calm the shame burning my ears. “Well, she’s moving everything out,” I chirped. “The girls will be gone in a week.”

“It’s all just unfortunate. It’s an unfortunate world. I don’t know who has the nerve anymore these days, trying to raise bright happy kids in this darkness.”

The lady added a few extra skewers as always.

“Just heat them in a little bit of oil,” she explained. “Don’t just microwave it. Heat it slowly if you can.”

“I’m dropping out,” I told her before I left.

“What?” Her hands stopped moving. The bag of skewers just hung from them, halfway between us.

“Yeah. I’m leaving school.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want to be a teacher. I never wanted to.” It felt good to tell her the truth, or one small corner of it. “I want to do something else.”

When I reached for the bag of skewers, she squeezed my hands into hers.

“I see your future so clearly,” she said. “It’s good. Teacher or not, you’re going to do a lot of good. Remember that when life gets hard.”

I walked away before my tears welled up. I ripped open the bag of skewers. The steam hit my nose. The sweet and spicy flavors too. I took a bite. I chewed and tasted my dirty money, the money she said she never wanted. I couldn’t eat it anymore.

I left the opened bag behind some shrubs, where I knew the stray cats would find it and feast for a day. I wiped off the spicy sauce from the meat, as much as I could, to protect their small stomachs.

From the convenience store I picked up some frozen meals, cartons of super-slims, cans of coffee. I hesitated in the first aid aisle, wondering if I should get some more healing balm for Juju. Maybe her nose had healed on its own. But I knew in all likelihood it was still rotting, the flecks of black still spreading like mold on bread. She hadn’t left the house yet, not once, and her green contact lenses went unused in their case by the bathroom sink.

I left the healing balm on the shelf. I finally admitted it didn’t work, fighting her infection with silly tubes of grease.

I turned into our alley and saw Juju on the rooftop. Flutters of her hair, her hands. I went up.
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The rooftop had warmed up from the sun. We still had some wind, but the chill was gone. Juju had ripped a little more of the billboard, but not much. Now she was kicking at the base instead, trying to unfasten it from the frame. With each kick, some neighborhood dogs barked back in confusion. Then she saw me and stopped.

“Oh good. You’re better at this.”

Her infection had spread. I had known it would, but the sight of the black sticky gash still choked me.

I went over and we kicked the frame together. Most of it was plastic, and it snapped apart pretty quickly. But there were a few rusty bolts in there too, a handful that had propped up the sign all this time, and we couldn’t pry them out with our fingers.

“Motherfucker,” Juju hissed between gasps. “That hurt my hands.”

“Let’s just rip it,” I said. “Rip it up and toss it out.”

“What about the frame? All these beams?”

“Who cares,” I replied. “She can do it herself.”

We worked easily in the warm sunlight. We grabbed the loose shreds of the banner and pulled them even harder. Plastic or paper or whatever it was, it wouldn’t rip too easily. I knew we could run down for a pair of scissors but we didn’t want to. We didn’t want to do a good job, we didn’t want to keep our word to the landlady, we were just doing this to make it go away. It didn’t have to end well, it just had to end.

The dogs continued their frantic yips. It was driving the neighbors crazy. I wondered how the dogs would survive the cacophony when the government finally sent workers to take down this entire house. I wondered how the city was planning to get any demolition trucks or excavators into this alley. There was no way they could. They’d have to break it all down by hand, with axes and hammers and masks and rubber boots.

We tore the last yellow strips and bundled them up. The whole sign was in our arms now, in grimy shreds. The billboard frame stood blank. We gathered our breath.

“Where do we put this?”

“Here.”

I brought her to the back of the house, where our shadow engulfed the smaller house behind. I hoped the government had made an offer for them too, to demolish both buildings together. Then the strange bottomless dark between the two houses would be gone.

We dropped all the shreds into the gap. I listened again, to hear them land, but I couldn’t.

We smoked and stared at the naked billboard frame.

We ate some clementines in her room. The very last few from her box. They tasted too much like water, nothing like the sun. I forced myself to swallow them anyway.

“I can run out and get more for you,” I offered.

“Don’t bother. The season’s almost over anyway. They won’t be any good. Even these are kind of awful.”

She told me where the other girls were moving to. Where the rents were still cheap, where the bus lines were surprisingly convenient. But I couldn’t really listen. I could only stare at her mangled nose, slowly eating itself. She reminded me of those creatures who lived at the bottom of the ocean, far from people, where human eyes couldn’t see and human bones were crushed instantly by the pressure and human inventions like armor and arrows just pulverized and did nothing to protect them. Creatures with raspy tendrils and needles for teeth, everything that made humans recoil.

“Juju?”

“Yeah?”

“Why won’t you tell me where you’re moving to?”

Her chatter stopped. She looked down at the orange peels in her hands. “I don’t know.”

“You think I’ll follow you or something? I won’t.”

“Okay.”

“Are you moving closer to Min?”

“No. Of course not.” But her grip tightened around the peels. “Well, I might for a few months. As a temporary measure.”

“You’re shitting me.”

“He has a studio unit waiting for me. It’s clean and there’s a view. Until I figure out where I want to go next. I just need some time.”

“Why the hell would you need time?”

“Because I’m getting older. I’m sick of drifting around like this. The next place I go to, that’s it. That’s my last place. I’m not living like this anymore. So I’m going to stay at the studio for a year. That way I save my money faster.”

“That’s the dumbest plan I’ve ever heard.”

“Then I’m quitting all this for good.”

“Maybe before you do any of that, you fix your face.”

“I will. He set up my appointment next week. I didn’t know I’d have to move out so suddenly. I wasn’t planning on it at all. But we worked it all out.”

Juju scooped up the peels and the roll of toilet paper we had used to wipe our fingers.

Her blonde dye job was fading. Her roots were growing out into a fat black spider on the crown of her head. Black with lots of gray in it. I had never really found out how old she was. But she sounded terrified of aging one more year, one more hour. Was there anything I could say to stop her from clinging tighter to Min?

I went back to my room to fill it with smoke. The landlady began to haul more stuff down the stairs. Some of it sounded heavy, dragging along the floor and thudding down the stairwell. Bulky too. Barely fitting through our narrow corridors. I heard the long rasp of something scraping across my door. Across every door in the hall, then every door downstairs.

I wanted it to be me. The loud bulky thing scratching everything on its way out, that would be me.

I stuffed my feet into my sneakers. On my way out, I saw a stack of old chairs and a microwave with a broken door that wouldn’t shut all the way. The landlady had found some rain boots and bike locks too. By morning, she’d have another truckload for the scrap lot.
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The first time I tied my own shoelaces, it was a clear cloudless day. My father taught me.

Almost everything else, I had learned from my mother—brushing my teeth, washing my body, walking, writing my name, watching caterpillars without fear as they chewed through summer leaves.

But it was my father who taught me how to take the two ends of my shoelaces and choke them into each other. After weeks of trying, I finally figured it out. Good good good, my father said, and patted my back. Back then, I enjoyed my father’s breath in my face. I didn’t know any better. Closeness was everything.

The knot came together. I couldn’t believe what I’d done. For weeks it had seemed impossibly confusing, which convinced me that I would never learn to tie the laces properly. But now, all of a sudden, something had clicked. It became automatic. Without any thought, I could watch my fingers tie laces together.

The ease felt wrong. I didn’t want it to be so mindless, so natural, to make a knot. To make the core of the knot, the hard kernel. I wanted to undo its hardness. My father tried to show me that too. How to pull one lace until it all unraveled. But that only added to my fear, how easily a knot could get unmade too, even more easily than its making.

Good, good, good. My father’s encouragements tugged on my mind. Maybe, sitting beside him on the stoop, witnessing the nimbleness of my own hands, I was learning to appreciate the nimbleness of his. They had tied us together, all three of us, looped over and over into something that couldn’t be undone. I would spend the rest of my life trying to pry them apart, to undo the hard kernel of our knot inside my chest.
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I traced my old footsteps to our apartment complex.

The train was full of kids pouring out from school. We rode closer and closer to my old station, and the school uniforms grew more familiar. We reached my stop and I got out, along with the crowd of students I had once belonged to, just eight months ago. They rushed to blow their pocket money on karaoke rooms and melon sodas and fried chicken.

A new elevator had been installed at our train station. It already smelled like urine when I walked by.

The steps led out to the same ginkgo trees from all my countless walks home from school. The café I never went into had changed into another café I would never go into. The photography studio had added a machine where you could print out your digital photos for yourself.

The street turned towards our apartment complex. I wove through the rows and rows of parked cars in the lot. Some of the cars had hardly been driven all spring, and a thick coat of pollen covered them, but soon the warmer rain would come to wash them off and send green rivers down our storm drains.

My heart pounded. For years I had pictured running away, but I had never pictured coming back.

I passed the empty spot where our car should be. My father wouldn’t be home for a couple of hours.

The same mailbox, the same stairwell. The same echoes of my uncertain footsteps.

The gray thumbprint on our doorbell where we had all pressed a million times to be let in. I pressed the thumbprint again. I thought I heard my mother inside. I looked down at the sliver of light that came out from under the door. Soon, her shadow appeared. She knew my shadow too.

She unlocked the door slowly, opened it slowly.

“I sent you a text.” I fixed my hair. “I’m here to pay you back.”

Her face had changed. Her cheeks had hollowed, no longer the baby cheeks that she loved to say I’d inherited from her. Her arms didn’t move to hug me or invite me in. Her nightgown was wet, as always, from doing dishes or tending to laundry. When I looked closer, I saw that my father was right. Her tattooed eyebrows had turned a queasy green after all.

“What are you doing?” she croaked. “Why did you come here?”

“I’m paying you back,” I replied. “I know I made a mess. A big problem. But I’ll get a job and make it right.”

I hated the upbeat shrill of my voice. Almost as much as I hated the roughness of her face. I tried to get closer to her. She pulled back.

“You can’t come in,” she said. “Don’t come in.”

“Why not?”

She didn’t answer me. Over her shoulder, everything looked the same in our apartment. Almost. The same clock on the wall, the same cheap oil painting of a river, painted by a friend of a friend we had never even met.

“I can’t even come in?”

My mother clenched her jaw. “He wants you gone. That’s it. You left. That’s the end.”

Her eyes reddened with tears. She turned her head. She stared at the eyehole of our door, an eyehole we had stopped using once we could no longer invite guests. When it became just us three, we had no reason to look through.

“You did what you had to do,” she whispered. “I understand. This wasn’t a home for you. So you did what you had to do. So just keep doing that.”

I pulled out the cash from my pocket. “I’m going to start paying you back.”

But she shook her head. She pushed the money back to me.

“Put that away,” she said, still looking at the eyehole, blinking at the small shiny bead of the lens. “I can’t take your money.”

“Is that what he says?”

“No. It’s what I say.” From the guilt twisting up her face, I knew she was telling the truth. “This is what I say. We’ll figure things out from here. We’re going to do it. Not you. No more complications.”

“But I make a lot of money now. It’s so easy.”

“After you left, the house got quiet. That’s when I realized, you were such a loud child. Not your mouth. But your whole body was loud. Everything you needed was screaming at me all the time. A respectable family. A nice bed. A cozy dinner. We never got you that digital camera. There was too much I couldn’t give you.”

I couldn’t hear any more of it, so I cut her off. “Look, I just came by to say hi, okay?”

She took a deep breath. “Okay.”

She hugged me. So tight that my ears rang. I hugged her back. I felt my lungs open up, wide enough for both of us to dive in.

Behind her, the clock told me that my father would be home soon. So I squeezed her hands and left. Just before the door latched shut, I took one last look at her, her tired face, her sad eyebrows. She paused to get a look at me too. It wasn’t our end, but it felt like it.
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I stumbled down the stairwell and out into the parking lot.

I had maybe spent years of my life in these rows of cars, playing hide-and-seek with my friends. The best place to hide wasn’t behind the cars, but under them. We’d lie there and giggle at the sight of clunky shoes passing by. Until one of the kids almost got hurt. A driver had started the car without realizing there was a child underneath, and the kid’s parents got so furious they didn’t let him play with us anymore. For some reason, we never played that game again after that.

You kids have to be more careful, my mother had implored. You have to look out for each other.

If any of you had been under my car, my father added, I would have definitely run you over.

Don’t joke about that, she’d hissed.

Why not?

Just a few more minutes until he’d come home. I sat and waited on the sidewalk, on a bit of curb tucked out of sight.

From there, I watched the parking spaces fill up with commuters coming home. A few men in suits with briefcases. A few women in suits too. And a woman in scrubs.

Then finally, it was him. I recognized him by his head, the red bloated head of a drunk. A balloon filled up at the tap after school, made heavier and heavier so that when it was thrown it would explode hard and loud.

I could never heal him, but I could send some money and help to keep him alive. I wasn’t sure if he deserved it. But I deserved it. I deserved to grow up and finally step outside of his world so that I could find him something to soothe his sadness. To soothe my own.

He appeared with a handful of other people trudging home from the train station. Barely looking up from the ground, he stumbled upstairs. Soon he’d peel off his clothes and pass out.

I wasn’t sure when to leave. Was it now? Or should I leave later, when other families finished dinner and I could hear them all washing dishes from down here? Or even later than that, when the TVs shut off and the lights shut off and the kids went to sleep?

I went back into the building. The stench of his booze still lingered in the hallway. I wanted to see our mailbox, a steel rectangle crammed in with all the other steel rectangles. The sticker with my father’s name that had always spoken for all of us.

In the steel cover of our mailbox, I saw my own face. I thought that by now, my bad food, bad habits, bad choices, all would have taken their toll in every cell of my being. But inexplicably, I looked fine. The same porridge-fed baby cheeks. The same sleepy baby eyes. I was fine.

Compared to my mother, I looked amazing. My legs were strong, my roots were growing out thick and shiny, and anyone would guess that I would live another fifty, sixty, seventy years. I couldn’t see that much time yet. I had never seen it before, and I couldn’t quite reach to touch it. But it was time so readily waiting for me. Time that would, over the decades, also wither me. Maybe I’d also have a daughter who’d grow up hating my inconsolable face. Who would wait for me to come out to the parking lot one dusty spring. Even if this was all that time had in store for me, it was my time, all for me. None of it would ever be hers again.

I looked into the small plastic bin where our neighbors threw away their junk mail. I fished out a torn envelope and put the cash inside it. I folded it up and put it in our mailbox. As soon as it left my fingers, I was sorry to feel it go. I wanted to bring more, and the desire sent a spark all the way down to my toes, a surge of strength I didn’t know I was capable of. I would always be capable of bringing more.
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The train back was occupied by young office workers, just getting released from their entry-level jobs of doing their bosses’ jobs. No one talked. Hardened jaws, dull suits.

Our house was empty. I could tell, even from far down the alley. Every window was dark. I wondered how many girls had left already. How many were still looking, calling old friends, old relatives, old bosses.

The landlady had piled even more junk outside. In addition to the chairs and the broken microwave, the men would have to figure out how to haul away some broken vases and a collapsed wicker basket. And all the trash from the girls. Rolled up blankets, fake fur coats, tea kettles, jugs of laundry detergent. People in the neighborhood had also thrown their crap on top. A reading lamp, an office chair, a bicycle frame, some waterlogged phone books.

Under all that, I saw the green arm of the landlady’s broom. Had she already left too? Either way, she was done with the broom. She had swept her last bag of dog shit, her last cigarette, her last coffee can.

Min’s car wasn’t anywhere to be seen. But from the stairwell, I could already hear his voice, arguing with Juju inside her room. Instead of going into mine, I went halfway up the stairwell, halfway up to her room. Their voices seeped out.

“It’s in the shop,” Min said.

Juju went silent. I heard her pace her room.

“What happened to it?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” Min cleared his throat. “It’s just in the shop for some maintenance.”

“What aren’t you telling me? Did your girlfriend find out and fuck it up? Did she fuck up the paint or the leather? Did she get wasted and drive it into a wall?”

“Chill the fuck out. Nothing happened.”

“Then what aren’t you telling me?”

Min cleared his throat again. It was his turn to pace the room. “Let’s get out of here. Let’s go for a walk. We can talk then.”

“No. Tell me here now. Here is great.”

Min sighed. He tapped his fist against a wall, maybe the door, first softly and then harder and harder until it sounded like it might erupt. Then it suddenly stopped.

“The car’s in the shop,” he finally explained, “because that’s who owns the car.”

It took a while for Juju to piece it together. “So it’s a lease?”

“Yeah. It’s a lease.”

“Ha,” her voice rang out. “Of course. I should have known. Your car’s fake too. And why do they have the car? Why did you give it back?”

“Because I can’t make the payments right now. Just for a few months.” I strained to hear his mumbles. “But I’ll get it back again. Or an even better one.”

“Why can’t you make the payments? Did you lose your job?”

“No.”

“Min. It’s okay if you did. A lot of people did. Just tell me.”

“I didn’t.”

“But if you tell me we can figure it out.” The tenderness of her voice surprised me. Maybe some part of her was relieved to think of him in trouble, a snag in his sails, possibly in need of her help.

“No, the job is fine. It’s not the job.”

“Then what? Are your parents sick? Is your girlfriend sick?”

“I got her a ring.”

The silence went on so long, it stung my eyes.

“Ring,” Juju murmured.

“Yeah. She wanted it. Really wanted it. She was demanding it, practically. I had to do it.”

“Ring.”

“She had it all picked out. A pink diamond. It looks like a toy. It cost everything I had. I’ll be paying it off for years. But look. Nothing is changing between us.” He took a few steps closer to Juju. “Nothing is changing, right? You’re still moving into the studio? We’re still going to do everything we did before?”

“Ring.”

“Stop saying that,” he snapped. “We’re still going to the lake. We’re still going to kayak at sunrise and sundown.”

I imagined him holding on to her, squeezing her, shaking her, tapping her cheeks, trying to thaw her out of her disappointment.

“How are you paying my rent, then?” Juju was still in a daze. Her words came out slow and shaky. “If you can’t pay for your car, if you’re so in debt now, how are you going to pay for my studio and my surgery and our summer at the lake?”

“We’ll figure it out. You have all that cash, don’t you?”

“What?”

“Your cash in your drawer. That should get you set up. That’s more than enough for now.”

“But that’s not what that’s for.”

“It’s money. Money’s for money.”

“No, it’s my money. For me.”

Min laughed. “So when it’s my money, that’s just money? I can sink my hard-earned pennies into you? But you won’t spend a dime on me?”

Juju stammered. He had managed to actually fluster her. “That’s not what we agreed, though. That wasn’t our plan.”

“It changed a little. We’ll be fine. You cover us for now and then I take over when I can. You can do this. You can do this without freaking out. Trust me. You’re doing great. Just don’t be a whiny bitch about it. You can cover the surgery and the studio for a while, can’t you?”

“But it’s not our plan.”

“Why are you freaking out?”

Juju raised her voice. “You got the ring. No one told you to. But you did. Now you want me to pay for it.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“It’s the truth. I’m the one paying for your ring. Her ring. Me. I am. In this house. In these clothes. Somehow it’s still me and my money.”

“You don’t have to be like this.”

“I’m paying,” she yelled. “Why am I paying?”

The neighborhood dogs began to bark back. “I’m paying,” she yelled even louder. “Me. Why?”

“Fine. Believe whatever you want. I’m done.”

I heard her door creak open. But then it slammed shut, with a crack so loud that it sounded like a tree splitting in half. The floor shook a little. Juju must have thrown her whole body at the door to stop him.

“What?” Min mocked her. “I thought you wanted me to go. I won’t take a dime from you. It’s all good.”

“Can’t we talk about it?” Juju whimpered.

“Talk about what? Talk about fucking what? You let your nose rot into roadkill because you don’t know how to take care of yourself, and now I’m trying to take care of us but you don’t want that either. You think I want you living like this? I tried to take care of you. I wanted better for you.”

Juju couldn’t let him go. If she did, then she’d really be alone. “I still want to talk about it.” Her whimpers grew jagged. “I just wasn’t prepared.”

“Well, neither was I.”

They stopped talking. I heard Juju blow her nose, take a deep breath, zip up a hoodie.

“I just need some time to think,” she said. Her voice was steady now. “Gather my thoughts. And then we should talk.”

“You think you can do that? Think you can calm down?”

“Yeah. I just need some fresh air.”

“You mean it? You’re not gonna freak out on me again?”

“Yeah.”
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They came down the stairs. I opened my door as quietly as I could. I scrambled inside, just in time. They passed me and glided out to the street.

From my window, I watched them light up each other’s cigarettes and poke through the trash left on the street. They discussed where they’d walk for some fresh air. Juju wanted ice-cream cones from the convenience store.

“It’s kind of far,” Juju said. “And I don’t want them to see me like this. But I really want an ice-cream cone right now.”

“Who gives a fuck. Let’s do it.”

“Okay.” Juju smiled. “Let’s do it. Ice-cream cones.”

Once decided, they locked their hands together. They quickly stubbed out their cigarettes. But just before they set off, Min stopped. He let go of her hand.

“I’m getting a call. I think it’s work.”

“Oh.” Juju tried to sneak a glance at his phone. “I can wait.”

But Min wouldn’t let her wait. “It’s going to be a long, frustrating call. Now that everything’s back to normal they want me to run around with the clients again. Drinking every night. They want me out in the clubs right now. But you get the ice cream. I’ll figure out how to back out of this.”

Juju didn’t really believe him. But they were just starting to get along again, just beginning the sweeter hour of the night. “Okay,” she offered. “I’ll bring them back here.”

She headed down the alley alone. She turned the corner towards the store.

Min held his phone to his ear. But instead of talking, he just lingered by the pile of trash, poking through the shopping bags of old coats and books and broken appliances. A motorcyclist raced by, almost knocking into him, but he didn’t even notice. What was he looking for? The top of his head kept circling around the pile, as he pulled at one bag after another. It took me a while to realize he wasn’t shaking each shopping bag to get at what was inside. He was shaking to empty them all. He was looking for the biggest and sturdiest one.

He looked around to make sure he was alone.

There was only one thing he’d ever want from this place. One thing he’d come back inside for, run up the stairs for. It would be easier to just let him have it.

But I didn’t want him to have her money. Her money was nothing like his money. People like him, ambitious people, talented people, they built their lives out of rock. Juju had built her life out of mud, all on her own. I couldn’t let him take it.

Every shopping bag was wet, torn, or both. The handles felt flimsy. But soon he’d pick one, a bag sturdy enough to stuff all her cash into.

As he sifted through the bags, he knocked a tea kettle onto the ground. The clang triggered a neighborhood dog who barked for a little while. Min paused.

That was my moment.

I ran out of my room and up to Juju’s. I didn’t know how much time I had, thirty seconds, a hundred, but I knew it was enough. Out the door, right past Min, I could run pretty far. He would never find me in the maze of this neighborhood. His precious leather shoes wouldn’t survive our ragged pavement.

My feet thudded up the stairs. Maybe I could have tried to muffle them, but it was too late now.

Her room was serene as always. Her small delicate things looked on as I jiggled the drawer. It wasn’t too heavy, the cheap plywood, and it crumbled easily to snap the entire box out of its tracks. Just like that, it came free. My hair had fallen all over my face but I had no time to clear my eyes. I flattened out a blanket and dumped the whole drawer over it, all her money, so I could bundle it up. I wrapped the blanket tight to stop the rolled-up bills from flying off in the wind.

I ran. Not the run of a child, but a thief.

“Hey.”

Min stood at the bottom of the stairs.

“What are you doing?”
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Every summer, our family would spend a week in the mountains. Just a couple of hours on the highway, and we ended up in rocky peaks and waterfalls of Kangwon, where my father had been born. He took me to his childhood creek where the water ran ice cold even in the middle of August. We rolled up our pants and sleeves and waded in.

“Here,” he’d said, scooping up a handful of clear gushing water. “You taste how sweet that is? That’s why we have the best apples in Korea. Sweet apples and tender potatoes.”

We always rented the same house. A traditional house without air-conditioning or a flush toilet. We ate fresh chicken barbecued on stone grills outside, under some trees I couldn’t name. We saw white egrets every time we walked to the creek. We heard frogs and strange birds calling out at night.

If we were lucky, if the summer had been a mild one, the balsam flowers were still in bloom. My mother and I searched along the sidewalks to pick them. We took their fleshy petals home. After dinner, she showed me how to mash them into a red paste. With just a little bit of salt, the paste turned soft and watery. We dotted the paste on our fingernails and wrapped them in place with plastic film, Scotch tape, and soft gauze on top. All we had to do was sleep like this, and overnight the paste would stain our fingernails into a bubblegum peach.

One summer it rained so hard, and we got so bored in our rental, that we forced my father to dye his fingernails too.

“No way,” he exclaimed. “You girls go ahead. I can’t do that. I can’t go to work like that.”

“You’re still on vacation,” I reminded him. “It’ll fade by then.”

I pestered until he gave up. My mother held his hands in place while I dabbed his fingernails with leftover mash. My own fingers were bundled already, and I couldn’t get it just right, but together we managed to wrap up all ten of his fingers. I patted each wrap to make sure they were secure enough to last the night.

The wait was unbearable. Before I could fall asleep, my wraps grew hot and itchy. I flopped around all night trying to forget the discomfort. For the first few hours, I wished for the time to pass faster. Then I wished I’d never done it at all in the first place. I wanted to rip the gauze off my hands and forget the whole thing. But I knew only little children gave up like that. I’d get through the night no matter what.

When I woke up, I saw that both my parents had ripped off their wraps in their sleep. Had flung the gauze and tape and flower paste all over their sheets and pillows. But me, my fingers had stayed intact.

You did so good, my mother told me as she unwrapped my fingertips. So patient. Look how careful you were. Better than us.

We washed off the gunk in the sink. My fingernails were drenched in pink. The skin around the nails too. Look at that, she’d cooed. You did that. You stuck it out. Much, much better than us.
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“What are you doing?” Min asked again.

He crept up the stairs. I took a step back to keep our distance. The bundle wasn’t heavy, but a corner here and there kept trying to slip out of my grasp.

“Don’t do that. Don’t steal from your friend.”

I ran up the stairs to the rooftop.

I slammed the door so hard the dogs began to bark. I rushed out into the clean night air. It was a strange night without the usual pollution fogging the sky. I could even make out the office buildings across town. Their red lights blinked to ward off airplanes.

Juju was nowhere to be seen below. She was probably still picking out the ice cream, maybe distracted by the new tubes of lip stains and lip glosses in neon shades for spring.

I threw my weight against the door to the roof, hoping to trap him inside, but he flung the door open. I backed away. Kept backing away, until I felt my heel bump into the empty billboard frame. I held her money close, away from the wind. The barks trailed off.

Min inched closer. “Let’s just put it back,” he tried. “She’s coming home now. So we’ll put it back. That’s it.”

But I knew he wouldn’t let her keep it. She wouldn’t know how to keep it either. She would give him all of it. In a few hours, or in a few days, he’d convince her to hand it over.

“We worked it out,” Min said. “I fed her when she had nothing to eat and I gave her things she didn’t deserve. Things an old used-up rag like her would never be able to earn. I helped and helped anyway. You know that, right? Now she gets to help me out. We get to keep this ship at sea.”

“What, until you leave?” The words flew out of my mouth before I could catch them. “Until you fly off to make more money and ski up and down some mountains until you die?”

He stuck out his palm to calm me down. “I didn’t say I was going to leave. I might stay. You don’t know that. Even I don’t know, if I’m honest. I might have to stay. If I get married and all that, I might end up staying.”

“No, you won’t. You’ll leave. And she’ll follow you.”

“Maybe.” His palm was still up, as if he was asking me to look at it. “Maybe I will leave. Maybe I want my kids to grow up somewhere else. Somewhere easier. They should get to feel proud of where they’re born. They’d thank me for that. Wouldn’t you?”

A plastic bag rustled on the street. A stray cat, maybe, or a dog.

He lunged at me. I jumped back.

I was almost at the ledge with the hidden house behind ours. The empty house, buried in our shadow for years. I kept the bundle close to my chest, but the wind caught a couple rolls. They tumbled down into the dark. Into silence. To be eaten by mice, bugs, mud.

A sad place for Juju’s money to go. I didn’t want to throw it. I wanted Juju to run with it, start over in another house in the city, even if she felt like she was too old to try again. Just one more winter, one more year, and maybe she would finally recognize the nobility of a small living, she would finally respect the path offered by pet grooming classes or real estate school. But she didn’t want any of those things. She had been alone so long that all she wanted now was to become a whole new person, nothing less would do. Maybe this was what happened to people who lived in small rooms for too long. We became small rooms ourselves, each waiting for someone good to move in.

“Don’t do it.”

Before I could toss the bundle, Min flew at me. He grabbed me from behind, caught me in a bear hug so tight around my shoulders that I couldn’t move my arms.

His hot breath hit my ear. “Let go.” He gritted his teeth to squeeze harder. I couldn’t budge.

My body fought back. It tried to knock him off. He tightened his grip even more.

My arms tingled. And then they started to go numb. And then my body let go. My arms went limp, and the blanket fell to the floor.

Min shoved me aside and lunged for it. I shoved him back. I kicked him. I reached for his head. I dug my nails into his neck, his face, but I felt how pitiful they landed. How weaker and smaller I was.

But one kick to the stomach, and I had him. He groaned and stumbled back. I kicked him down again. He tried to pull himself up, but he couldn’t. He needed to stop for air.

“You want to fight?” Min rasped. “Puddle of piss thinks she can fight?”

A plastic bag rustled again. This time it rustled too loud and steady to be a cat or dog. Juju was coming back.

I pulled the bundle tight and ran to the ledge. Money that couldn’t be Juju’s anymore. I wouldn’t let it dissolve into waste. Not when it could wipe out a good chunk of my loans. Or I could give it to my family. Or I could find another neighborhood, an even older web of alleys draped over an even steeper hill. Where the incline was so unworkable that they couldn’t even pave roads up there. Just steps, dizzying concrete steps to get people up and down for food, work, sleep. Min would never find me. Seoul was too big. I could lose him, I could lose Juju, I could lose every person I’d ever met. I could live just a few bus stops away from them and never cross paths again.

No school, no certificates, no bank statements. No languages, no airplanes. I didn’t need any of that anymore, now that I knew how to make money and eat, make money and eat, over and over again, until it somehow became a life. No matter how weak I felt, no matter how many people touched me like sludge in a ditch, I would still make this life happen. I wasn’t sure why the world would ever need someone like that to exist. But I needed me to exist.

The black cavity looked like a well. Like an old stone well, the kind I grew up hearing stories about. Dragons lived inside them, or ghosts, beautiful ghosts that cried out to passersby asking for help, they needed someone to quench their thirst, they had been trapped in this well forever, surrounded by water yet cursed to never taste a drop of it. Stories of magical water too, hidden in these wells, healing water, just a handful of it could cure lepers and insomniacs when no medicine, no temple, no human could.

I knew I could make it. The dogs growled. My heart growled with them. I clutched the money tighter to me. I jumped into the well.

“Dumb bitch,” I heard Min shout.

But I was already falling. And before I could fall, really fall, I was already landing. Slamming my shoulder into a cold stop.

The suddenness made me cry out. All I saw was a burst of white. But it didn’t hurt. There was something here at the bottom, something to fall on. It felt like an old mattress or some old pillows and coats, maybe it was all these things, all the soft things that the girls had secretly trashed here over the years.

And hard things too. Sharp edges. My rib cage fell on an umbrella, maybe a hair dryer.

The blanket slipped out of my grip. The corners fell away and the money got strewn everywhere. But there was so much stuff that they couldn’t scatter very far. Once I got the feeling back in my legs, I could crawl around and recover most of it.

I looked up at the narrow strip of the sky. No stars, no clouds, just night.

Min’s head appeared above the ledge.

“You there?”

The dogs wouldn’t stop barking. They got so loud and hoarse that they set off a car alarm.

“You alive?”

The ache was spreading out from my ribs, pulsing in my back and down my arms. But I kept still. Until the car alarm stopped. Slowly, the dogs calmed down too.

“You dead? You better be dead.” He got so shrill I thought he might upset the dogs again. “If you’re not dead, I’m coming down there to find you.”

But he would never come here to find me. Not in this heap of food wrappers and broken lamps and phones and moldy pillows. He was too proud, too disgusted by the filth.

In a few months, he’d get married and fly off with his new bride for their new start. But first the honeymoon, an island on the equator, or an ancient city by a river. Even the flight there would feel brand new. She’d fall asleep on his shoulder, looking out at the clouds, the oceans, and the curvature of the Earth, something I had never seen with my own eyes. She’d twist the candy-pink diamond around her finger, a stone that could have been mistaken for Juju’s, the stone of a someone who refuses to hear real life tapping its shoulder.

[image: ]
The door to the rooftop swung open. Juju was here.

Min snapped his head around.

“That cunt,” he blurted. “She took everything.”

He turned around to face her, out of my view. Still his voice floated down to me.

“She took it,” he said. “I came back and saw her. I caught her. So she grabbed it all and ran. To that hill up there. Here. Take my lighter instead. Yours is busted.”

Juju asked something.

“I don’t know,” Min sputtered. “I don’t know, okay? She was running so fast. She knew exactly which way. Slippery as fuck. Fucking sewer rat.”

Juju joined him at the ledge.

“Here take mine.” He tried to put his lighter in her hand. “Use mine.”

But Juju kept flicking her own lighter a million times. She tapped it on the ledge a few times. Then she banged harder. It finally worked.

She leaned on the ledge, a little stunned, her hands shaking as she smoked. How much money had I stolen from her? How many years of waiting and planning and hoping had I taken? It made me feel sick to imagine. But more than anything I was sick of me, how much I ached for her. For the future she wouldn’t give herself. It hurt more than wanting to leave, how badly I wanted to stay and mend.

She almost looked down at me. Almost, but not quite. Instead, she looked across, into the darkened window of the small house behind ours. The window always left ajar. At my feet, I could just make out some rolls of toilet paper and empty shampoo bottles. I needed to move, my limbs were begging me to, but I knew if I made a sound, Juju would know it was me. And unlike Min, Juju wasn’t afraid of this heap. She would swim around in it until she found me.

When I took my next breath, I felt a lightning bolt in my ribs. But I only had to wait until morning. A little daylight would stream down, and I could scoop up the cash and go. Here was my real life, finally, and I would need all of it.

I heard her loud and clear.

“Did you hurt her?”

“No,” Min insisted. “She hurt me. Well, she tried to.”

“Let me see.”

“I’m fine. It’s okay.”

“Shut up. Come here. Let me see.”

I didn’t know if she believed him. I couldn’t see them at all anymore. He went on and on about my fingernail marks. Down his cheeks, down his temples, across his mouth. My fiendish escape. So slimy. So wrong. Could she believe him? There was no reason not to believe him.

But just before they left, she looked back. Her head popped over the ledge again. She looked down. Her wound glistened, as big as an eye now in the middle of her face, a fresh new eye to help her appraise the dark. She stuck out a hand. For me, I wondered. But she had simply tossed her weak lighter into the pit. We waited to hear it land.
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