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    When Kijung was young, she asked her mother why some families lived in big houses and some in tiny apartments.  

Her mother smiled at her. “Are you not happy in our little place?”

“I’d be happier in a big house with lots of food and toys,” she replied honestly.

“How do you know anything about all that?” her mother asked.

“From that show you watch in the mornings.”

“Maybe you watch too much television,” her mother said.

“Not anymore. The television is broken again,” she said, and her mother just hugged her. 

Her mother’s hugs were warm and soft but they didn’t make Kijung forget.

So the next day she asked her father. He looked surprised.

“Money. That’s the answer to most questions, and love is the answer to the rest.”

That confused Kijung. “So some people have more money and some people have more love?” She certainly knew which one her family had.

Her father was quiet for a long time. “Some people  have both, and some don’t have enough of either,” he said. “But that’s a very hard thing for a little girl to understand.”

Kijung pondered this for a few moments. “Is there a little girl in a big house somewhere asking her father these things?”

Her father sighed. “Probably not. People in big houses don’t have to ask those questions. Or answer them.”

Kijung didn’t understand what he meant until she was much older.

When she was fourteen years old she took an art class in school. She had always drawn, mostly little pencil sketches on whatever paper was lying around the house.  She drew people in the neighborhood. Her mother would ask her why she didn’t draw celebrities instead and she would answer, “They look too perfect.” Her people were wrinkled, blotched, old and beaten down by life. 

Her teacher was impressed by her imperfect people. He told her she had potential and should consider a specialized high school, but she knew her family couldn’t support a struggling artist and she wasn’t even going to ask. But her teacher did get her into an advanced art class which she enjoyed, though she considered the new teacher a little silly. Especially when he asked them to paint themselves. He clarified that he did not mean a self-portrait, but something that “expressed their true essence.”

Kijung contemplated that for a long while. The last time she remembered drawing herself she was three years old and had drawn herself with giant hands and stubby arms sticking out of her hips.  

But who was she?  She was a daughter, and a sister.  Her mother sometimes acted like Kijung was a future wife and mother, but she hoped not. She came from a messy family that couldn’t pay the bills.  And she was almost a woman and still couldn’t see a way out.

She went home and asked her brother, “Do you ever wonder who you really are?”

“Self-reflection is a luxury for the rich,” her brother told her.  

Their father laughed and said “I raised a little troublemaker. What have you been reading now?”

She didn’t believe her brother at first. What was art if not an exploration of the self?  And she was an artist, and not one that painted clouds and butterflies either.

When she went back to class, she painted the canvas dark gray, which was how she currently felt about her life.  Then she drew a white line down the middle to represent herself.  When the teacher asked her to explain, she said a lot of words like “isolation,” “self-sufficiency,” and “mundanity.”  The teacher was impressed.

He asked her later what kind of art she really wanted to make.  “Expensive art,” she had replied.  The teacher had laughed, but she wasn’t joking.  She had elaborate fantasies about  leaving meat out to rot and convincing fools with too much money to pay millions of won just to look at it.

She pictured herself striking a pose, saying “It represents the decadence of the elite,” while the elite murmured approval and went home to their mansions in their chauffeur driven cars.

Her father had raised two trouble-makers.

When she saw a job advertisement for an art therapist, she asked her art teacher what the job entailed. “Is it a way to be an artist and still make a living?”

“It’s not about making a living,” the teacher said, with the confidence of someone who only ate ramyeon because  it was convenient and not because it was cheap. “It’s about healing broken people.”

Those words had sounded fantastic in her head. She knew so many broken people.  Kijung was a little broken herself.  Then she remembered that she had never heard anyone in her neighborhood mention therapy of any kind.  Maybe poor people and rich people were broken in different ways.

But she still liked the sound of it.  “My name is Kim Kijung and I’m an art therapist,” she practiced saying to herself in the small mirror when she could get a turn in front of it.  

It was fun imagining it - having her own car, her own little apartment that wasn’t underground, stylish clothes, sleeping in.  Going into big houses like she belonged there because she almost did.  In her more honest moments she admitted it was impossible.  That wasn’t how people like her ended up.  She would live and die in places like she was now.

In the day she went to school where the teachers taught them about possibilities and futures. At night she ate ramyeon because there was nothing else, and slept in the cold because everybody did.  And she asked why and she knew the answer was exactly what her father had told her many years ago.

But what if it could be different? What if Kijung were someone else from somewhere else, someone with more than just potential?

The next year she shone in English class as usual.  Once you figured out where the verb went and how the pronouns worked it really wasn’t that bad.  The new teacher asked her if she had an English name and she thought for only a moment.

“Jessica,” she said in a determined voice.  “My name is Jessica.”

Kim Kijung felt powerless, but Jessica could change everything.  Jessica was someone people looked up to, her and her family.  Kijung was a poor girl from the wrong side of town.  She had already lost; she had nothing.

Jessica owned the world.

  


