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sea and Butterfly

By Eim In-sook

It was around 1 p.m. when Chae-geum called to say goodbye before she left for South
Eorea When the phone rang, I was lost in thought in the middle of the living room, still
holding the little potted plant T had bought earlier that day from the neighborhood florist. T'd
hurried back home to escape the brutal midday sun, only to discover that there didn't seem to
be any place for the plant in the apartment that still felt like a stranger’s despite the passage of
time, filled as 1t was with the former tenant’s belongings. Each time T unlocked the door to let
myself in, I couldn’t seem to find any place to sit or stand, as if an invisible hand were
pushing me away. It was the same when the phone broke the silence. T found myself holding
my breath whenever I picked up the receiver, like someone might catch me answering
another’s call without their permission. I wouldn't spealk until Theard a voice on the other end
of the line and, most of the time, T just got dead air. On those occasions when I offered a
‘hello,” silence fell without fail, then the callers would hang up, as if by some prior agreement.

The phone in the apartment rang several times a day, but calls for me were so rare that
it was a minor miracle when one came along. When Chae-geumn called that day, I checked the
time It was one of the strange habits I had formed since moving in, despite the fact that
whether it was 1 pm. or 1 am, the calls were hardly ever for me.

I set the flowerpot down by my feet and cradled the phone to my ear, deterrmined not
to speal: first. My breathing grew quiet as a stray cat’s, ever on guard, slipping into an empty
house like a burglar in broad daylight.

“ .. Hello?”

My grip on the handset relaxzed at the sound of Chae-geum’s voice. At least, it wasn't

a foreign tongue.
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She stammered and groped for the right Korean words to tell me that she had gotten

her wisa and would leave the following weel: She offered to deliver a message to my mother
in Korea Chae-geurn’s question sounded blunt in her poor Eaorean, “Dio you, uh, would you
have something to say to your mother? Her kindness left me at a loss. A11 T could do was
listen and say, “Yeah, veah” And as 1 said yes Irealized that I really had nothing to say to my
mother. Chae-geurn probably thought T was overcome with emotion as she waited politely for
my silence to turn into words. In fact 1t wasn't the thought of my mother back in Seoul that
gripped my heart, but that of Chae-geumn, who was bound for the same place In time I
mustered up a few phrases. “No, I'm fine” T said “It's all right, really™ My words weren't
intended for my mother, but were more 1n anticipation of what it would be like once Chae-
geumn had gone. I had only lnown the girl for a month and she had nothing to do with me.

Why wouldn't it be all right?

That afternoon I found my gaze drawn to the plant T had bought at the florist. The
plant 15 known as firghiree in China, while in Korea, where I had never seen it, it 15 called
gumjiokyeap, which means someone raised like royalty It blooms a tiny rainbow of colors—
vellow, red, deep pink and dark green florets dangling precariously from slender stalks. T had
stopped at the flower shop because I wanted to bring something alive into the apartment, and
ended up having to buy this fragile-looking plant, passing over lush pots of tlowers, not
because I was struck by its splendid beauty but rather due to my need to satisfy my curiosity
as to whether the florets had been glued to an ordinary stalls as an adornment. I wanted to ask
the shopkeeper, but Thad no 1dea how to say it in Chinese and I couldn’t convey what I had in
mind simply through sign language.

20 while the florist dealt with other custorners I had reached out to touch a petal with

the tip of my tentative finger My hand was shaling with tension as it approached the floret.
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Had the tremor stirred that petal, tiny as a grain of rice, causing it to fall?

The shoplkeeper, who I had thought was busy with other customers, was now standing
beside me, watching The moment our eyes met, he shouted sirizigian, which, given the way
he was fluttering his palm open and shut, I had to assume was the price of the plant T clearly
now owned.

I gingerly retrieved the dark green petal the size of a grain of boiled rice from where it
had landed in the pot. Netther soft nor stiff, it dissolved on contact without leaving even a
trace of green on my fingers, as though it had been waiting for my touch. I seized the flimsy
pot with both hands, fighting the urge to hurl it out the porch window. The soil shifted,
sending trermors up the stems, while the flowers seemed to cling desperately to the plant as if
by a fine thread They seemed to be reprimanding me, as though saying that life 15 not meant
to be examined.

There was something familiar in those tiny petals, as though I had been looking at
themn all my life. A sense of familiarity in strangeness washed over me like a recurring cold

Maybe Thadn't run far enough

Chae-geurn was the first person I met in China, a mere three hours after my plane
landed at the airport and less than an hour after I had unpacked at the hotel, to be exact.

“Hello, my name 15 Lee Chae-geumn,” she’d said.

MWy first thought was that the phone call couldn’t be for me. After all Twas in a hotel
i a foreign city of a foreign country. Then I wondered if it might be the front desl, forgetting
how unlikely it was that the staff of a Chinese hotel would speak Eorean And even if they
did, would a member of the hotel staff be in the habit of giving her full name when
comrmunicating with a guest? Then I considered how I should respond—say ‘hello’ and offer

my name i1 kind? I didn’t have to hesitate for long because just then, Chae-geum said she
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wanted to collect the money her mother had entrusted to me and it finally dawned on me who

she was.

Since Thad made arrangements to stay at the hotel while still in Korea, she must have
gotten word of my itinerary from her mother and waited nearby for me to check in, because
she was knoclung on my door less than 10 minutes after I'd hung up the phone. T was still a
little talzen aback by the call in part because I didn't know how bad her Forean was, but also
because I didn’t understand the urgency Her mother’s money wasn't a large enough sum for
me to be tempted to make off with—not large enough for someone to rush in and claim it
within an hour of my arrival in a foreign hotel 1n a foreign land.

“Hello, I am Lee Chae-geumn,” she’d said.

But I no longer felt as antagonistic toward her as I had when she called She bowed
deeply, offering awkward greetings as she had over the phone. 3till, she was my first visitor
and the only one in the country, in fact, who lmew me even slightly

She stood waiting on the other side of the threshold and didn’t seem to expect to be
asked inside to sit down, like a debt collector whose only purpose 15 to recover what 15 owed.
My little girl, who, like a butterfly stuck to the window, had been fixated on the wiew of the
street since owr arrival, was suddenly behind me with her arms wrapped around my waist. I
recognized the ansiety that flickered across Chae-geurn’s eyes as the same emotion in the
warmmth of my daughter’s tummy pressed up against me. She could not have been more than
25 years old, and she had vet to learn to hide the ansiety in her eyes.

- How could anyone think of marrying off her daughter to a man that age? Gold and
silver, bullshit! How greedy and shameless can she be? Even grass can’t grow beneath her!
And what can you expect of a guy who's well past 40 and still a bachelor? If he's rich there's
got to be something wrong with him, and if nothing’s wrong with him, then he's penniless. Or

I'm sure there’s something wrong with her daughter “What's so great about Eorea? ‘What
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could malze her sell her daughter like that just to bring her over?

Those were my mother’s words the day she discovered that the Chinese lady had
entrusted me with money for her daughter in China She worked in the kitchen of my
mother’s restaurant and, according to my mother, had sold Chae-geun off to the bachelor
vegetable supplier just to get her into Korea legally Just goes to show you what a horrible
witch she 1s.

My mother 1ssued that last pronouncement with a look of incredulity on her face, like
she would never understand such a woman for the life of her, while I let her words flow in
one ear and out the other Her reaction seemed bizarre to me because what she’d said about
Chae-geurn’s mother could easily have been said of her, my own mother, as well

My mother was cheap, so tightfisted that she’'d managed to buy several condos with
the earnings from her restaurant, and so miserly that she refused to show her children any of
her property deeds. For some reason that I would never comprehend her hole-in-the-wall
drew long lines of customers every mealtime. People would drive all the way in from other
cities for a bowl of broth, which tasted like any other to me. She drove the restaurant crew to
work themselves down to the bone, like the very soup bones they boiled down to make my
mother’s special broth. MMost of them simply stopped showing up for work once they got their
first pay, disgruntled after slaving so much for so little. To feed her greed, my mother had no
choice but to hire migrant worlers like Chae-geumn’s mother, who, being Forean Chinese and
hawving overstayed her visa, had no choice but to endure month after month at my mother’s
restaurant in spite of the low wages and hard worle

My mother often speculated that Chae-geurn’s mother planned on severing her
daughter’s marriage as soon as the girl had earned Korean citizenship, so she'd chosen a
pliant old bachelor who would fall for her trap. In a single stroke, my mother had painted the

vegetable supplier as a sucker for a young girl. I'd been told that he had met Chae-geum
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twice in China, the first time to get acquainted and the nest to start processing marriage

papers. Later I learned that he'd actually registered their marriage with the authorities on that
second visit.

I could only begin to flesh out the details of the story with the bare bones my mother
had given me. The Korean vegetable supplier, a bachelor well past 40, must have been
desperate for a wife, so desperate that he was willing to take the risk, while Chae-geumn badly
wanted the visa needed to join her mother in Korea. It wasn't the first time I'd heard that kind
of story. The social problems created when a Forean Chinese woman married to Eorean man
picked up her registration card one day and ran away, abandoning her children in the process,
had been widely reported on TV and in newspapers. But it was none of my business what
drove a Korean Chinese wornan to flee under the cover of darkness. What happened between
her and her husband? How often he beat her? What humiliations she endured simply because
she was Forean Chinese? What pushed her over the edge? Affront, rage or homesiclness?
She stole away with not only her registration card but all her stories, too.

“How old are you®™

I'd blurted it out, the hand I'd extended to give her the money from her mother stuck
in midair. Of course it 15 rude to ask a young woman her age the first time you meet her, and
Chae-geurn was still too young to understand that a woman like me had asked out of
loneliness and yearning for the past, not nosiness or lust “Twenty-five” she'd answered
hesitantly, giving me a sudden pang. I, like everyone else, felt it too precious an age for a girl
to be marrying a man over 40. But was 1t that which pierced my heart? In fact it didn't
concern me one way ot the other whom this Korean Chinese girl named Chae-geumn married.
What struck me was how clearly she'd articulated ‘twenty-five’ Twenty-five  what a
brilliant agel Hearing it from her lips, I completely forgot the despair and gloom I had sunk

into at that age I'd met my husband at the age of 25 and what I'd desired most at that
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