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6 +, Min Jin Lee

Raisine three children was costl)/, and 'when they rvere still young.

Helen began rvorkins as a retail sales associate to supplementJol'rn's steady

income, rvhich'was inadequate for their mounting needs.John's rvork had

taken the I{oh family to Paramus, Seoul, and Sydnel'. In each city, Helen's

supervisors recognized her talent as a reliable salesperson.

For each of the three Koh children, Helen kept a spiral notebook, ar-rd

on the back flap, she pasted a manila enr,elope rr-here she tucked arvay cash

for their school fees, clotiring, and sundries. T'his vear's envelopes rvere

lighter than usual because the children had needed manrv ne\\r tirings upon

their return to Korea. In addition to school uniforms, Bo and DH required

larser sneakers, thicker u'inter coats, and stacks of stucly suides. Mido, the

\rolrngest, had not B^rown as much as her brothers, so her lvardrobe \r,ould

serr,e another year; hou'ever, in Svdnet,, she had needed to see Iearninc spc-

ciaiists, w'hich had rviped out her portion of the savings.

Nlido 'lr'as thirteen vears old and in the first year of the local rnicldle

school. She rvas short and slight lbr her age, and often mistaken for a much

vounger child. l,ike her father, Mido had small, rotrnd e,ves that formed

an endearing expr-ession'rvhen she smiled. And like hirn, she had perf'ect

vision and didn't need to'lvear eyeglasses, rvhich Bo had required since he

u,as a toddler. N{ido rvore her dark hair parted in the middle in tno thick
braids, rv-hich suitecl her pale, unremarkable derneanor.

Althoush Nlido coulcl speak well enough, she seemed almost incapable

of doing so at school, church, or-anvrvhere else outside the home. With her

famil,v she spoke as needed, and around her father. Mido rvas especiallv at

e:rse. On Saturdav eveninss. after N{ido finislred her homervork and house-

hold chores, the trvo of tl'rern rvatched music varictv proglams on televi-

sion, smiling and laughins in a rvordless cocooll.

All the children ruere born in Paramus, NewJerser'. rvhenJohn lvorked

at aJapanese trading cornpan\.in NelvYork Citv and reported to Taehun

Shin, rvho had been one year his senior at unir,ersitv. Shin hacl been like a
brother to John throughout school, militart, service in the elite I{,\TUSA
unit rvhere their English-langr-raue skills onlv improved, and at both the

Japanese and Korean trading cotrpanies, which had allorvecl the men's

families to live overseas as subsidized expatriates. The Koh farnilr,'had lived

in Nen-Jersev frrr ser,eu vears, Seoul for three, then Sr.dnev fbr almost six,

prior to their return to Seoul one month before the start of this school

term.
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larger personalities, or if the Koh family hadn't moved across the world
every few years.

John Koh wanted things to be equal for his sons and daughter but recog-

nized their innate personality differences. Above all, he wanted to protect
his daughter's peace of mind. All this poking around and extra attention
couldn't be good for her. If you looked hard enough, you could always find
something wrong. The world was too noisy. It was fine for Mido to be her

own way, to seek privacy and solitude.

As might be expected of a child who read a great deal and hardly talked,

Mido received admirable grades; however, on her report cards, her teach-

ers often commented, "Mido is a fine student and a good girl. What is con-

cerning is her lack of social relationships."

Helen was accustomed to her sons' strong school performance and pop-

ularity. Bo was a standout student, the teachers' perennial favorite, and

DH was an exceptional soccer player. Helen was the sort who needed to fix
things, and she wanted to knowwhat she could do to bolster her daughter's

self-esteem. Mido didn't have to be school president, the prettiest, or the

top student; Helen simplywanted her child to be included.

Although Helen had not wanted to return to Seoul, preferring to raise

the children abroad to enlarge their opportunities, there was some con-

solation: Mido's shyness seemed almost commonplace in Korea. A child
could be quieter here.

\t,

The middle school was six blocks from the main shopping street and less than

a ten-minute walk from the Kohs' apartment. The four-story cinder-block

building with a slate roof, whitewashed and with a dark-blue trim, housed

numerous classrooms, a spacious auditorium, two music rooms, and a new

gymnasium. There was a well-maintained field for the three grades of boys

and girls. Mido did not attend the coveted middle school in Gangnam,

which sent the greatest number of students to the desirable specialized

public high schools in the city, but her school was far from the worst.

In Mido's homeroom class, there were forty-six students. Mr. Na, the

homeroom teacher who also taught mathemarics, assigned Mido to sit in

the second row.

Seated directly behind her was an attractive child with dark, large eyes.

A formidable student, Yun Kim was also known for being a brilliant sprinter
and a fine keyboard player. Each year, her homeroom teacher selected her
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consideration for her receDt arrival in the country, he had assigned her a

relativel,v simple probleln.

Mido bit the inside of her lip, then checked her solution ac-ainst the u.av

Bora had solr,ed the previous question. She had rnade the sane comput.r-

tion error as before b), rnultiPll.ing the numerator. Using quick strokes of
the chalkboard eraser, Mido r'viped off her \\,rong ans'rver, smudging the

edge of her blue su,eater sleeve, to begin again.

"\\'ho told I'ou thatvou coulcl clo that?"

Startled hv N{r. Na's stetn tone, N{ido froze.

"Horv can you learn if l'ou do not recognize, admit, and explain your

mistake? It does no oner an1. good if you do n.)t poirrt out vour error. Yotr

erased the error, so no\\r no one can lear-n frorn tr,hat vorr clid lr.rong. Eras-

ins it is like coverins a'rveakness. It's lyinu. It's corvardice and selfish."

\h. Na had been a college basketball pl;wer and became a sports radio

announcer in Daegu after graduation. When he couldn't support his fam-

ilv by rvorking at a local radio station doing ajob he adored, he had labored

hard to becorne a rniddle school mathematics tcache r for his second career,

eventualh, landins in tlre capital citl r'r'ith his ivif'e and trvo chilclren. Female

teachers and administrators aclrnired the handsome firrmer athlete, and

the male teachers looked up to hirn tbr his discipline and dunkir-rs skills.

"Koh Nlido," N{r. Na said in his ric}r tenor voice. "Did vou hear ml,ques-

tion? Horv carl )'tlu learn if -vou do not admit and then explain vour error?"

Perplexed, N,Iido glanccd at him, then lorr,ered her gaze-just as quickll',

havins no idea uhat he u,anted her to do nou.. \\'as she supposed to rvrite

back in her rnistake? Tears frlled her eves.

Crr,ing never rnoved Nlr. Na. It onlr, rnade things \\'orse. If girls \vere to

succeed in the n,orlcl, he believed, thel'hacl to be more stoic. As a father. he

'\,vas as tough on his daughter as he \vas on his son. Life lr,as full of terrible

disappointment and cnreltr,', and he didn't see the pedagogical purpose of
coddling these micldle-class girls, rvho hacl no idea horv easv they hacl it corn-

pared to his generation and the ones before it.

The teacher crossed his arms and frot'ned. He dicln't- like her face-the
f-eatr.rres lvere too soft and little, and her head \\'as not yet in proporrion ro

her small bodr'. Ntlr. Na preferrecl girls to be bright like a nerv coin, visuallv

ensasins as the lor,eliest of flor,r'ers and u-ith the vitalitv of vor.rth in their
movements. No doubt t.his girl was an unmotivated, overindulged child
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from a rich famih- that had ltr

ta.i"S a pickv eater-

"Go stand bv mv desk.-

\Iido approached rhe tear

door. Across the hall. unito.

against the tile-bordered r*-all

room door and hide in a baft
so fiercel'i-.

-Hold out\our hand..- \lr
Incomprehension clouded
-Like this." \Ir. \a held r

palms facing uprrard.

\Iido crinkled her bror*- ar
more rshite and pink in rhe c

gers. She had nerer gir-en mr

dnvhands.

From his pencil cup- \Ir- I

room supplies he'd boughtr.i
He raised his right hand ar
-One.- he said quieth.

\Iido grimaced. stunned t
The class pitied \tido. She

this rvas something that happ

setting the ansrt-er righr or id

mother. Things could be diffr

-\s a class leader. \un felt
\[r. \a's golden ruler rrhich

Tears florred dorr-n \lido's
Dr. Rvan had taught her to r.ir

her get punished, but she har

doctor from Srdnev had told l

to keep inhaling and exhelinr
*Tiro," l\{r. Na 5ai6l salrnrts.

and srr-ung don'n.
-Three."

The class heard the fina] ,
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stood in her place without a murmur. The children knevr this u'as the last

trme.

Three strikes for the third problem.

Mido r,viped her cheeks rvith the back of her left hand. Only after Mr. Na

tilted his chin tou,ard her clesk did she bow to the teacher and return to her

seat.

"Students, lunchtime," Mr. Na said, his r,oice elegant and reasonable.

He left the roorn.

rlc

Yun retrieved her luncl'r box and Mido's fiom the shelves next to rvhere the

textbooks u,ere stored. She placed them both on her desk. The other stu-

dents opened their sacks and fabric-tied parcels, transforming their home-

room into a noisy dining hall.
"Follow me," Yun said.
'fhe girls r,valked down the Ions halhvay" and Yun pulled Mido into the

rvashroorn.

"I hate him," Yun whispered. 'A real son of a bitch." she said, savorins

the forbidden salt of the insult, and smilecl at Mido, revealing her match-

ing dimples.

NIido blinked back tears. Shc had gotten the problern \\rrong, so she was

at lault. But no one had ever hit her before. Not at home or school.

Yun opened the rvzrter laucet.

"You'11 feel better after you r,vash your face. Go ahead," Yurr said, and

Mido obeyed. From her pocket, Yun retrieved a clean white handkerchief.
"Dr\, vour face. You can't palr attention to that fool."

N{ido had never heard anv girl talk like this. Er-en her brothers didn't
use these u,ords. At her school in S_vdnev, you could be sent to the prin-
cipal's oflice for name-callins. In their homeroom, Yun tr,as an idcal and

r'r.ell-spoken stuclent. In the $,ashroom, she was someone else. Even her
prett-,y face seemed less placid, her teeth clenched, her.jaw firm, and in her

anger, the cords of her thin neck had becorne more visible.

Yun examinecl N{ido's hands. There were pink stripes across the rneat of
her palms.

"Nlost ofthe teachers here are prettv nice and never hit us, but I'd heard
about NIr. Na from the older students. I'm sorry I didn't tell vou." Yun let
out a short laugh. "My mother sa)/s it's m-v fault rvhen the teacher hits me. NIv

\IER.IC

fiather says it's good for me to
becsuse then I'll studr barder

Mido couldn'timagine k
Yun stared hard at \Iido s i

dark er-es. Since rhool $arted
munnurs of assent for roll cal

l-un. In a rva\-, she felt more dr
usefirl, rr*rich she liked-

'But I disagree rrith them"

the teachers could hit me- I d
arrYone else get in trouH'e- e

There must be other rrzss to

sare rourself some Eoublc at

p€nd todar--

t-un glanced in the metal r

pretrsgful in the reflectionrr
'Iut imagine if rou had m

hands- splasing all ten fingers
'\Ir. Na doesn't knorr- ilrd

to get the right ansv.ers- Ifyou
ag-aiL I heard that nteu he gr

m rour legs- The nrlert not sr

borso harrl thathe bled on th
complain- \ot that it did aur g

\\lth an hoor
sringing motions belqt- Uilo
j<*e rrzs [x)re scarr thrn fur
learher56sakg6.

l-un turned rriotr:'\ftdo
Lorse- but that problem rzsnl

\Iido shook her head no-

rnerhernafics- But hele the u
rcad and reread the ter6mt
hothers. too, had com@iner

because of the difficuttsof th
-llasbe rou hase to ch^ngr
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