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"The version of me who struggled to understand who | was and what kind
of person | might be is captured in the diaries of my childhood. But looking
back, | realize that the things | did, the scent | gave off, the way | appeared
— could only truly be known through others. What | called 'myself' was
merely a collection of impressions reflected in the hearts of countless
others, and many of the things | believed | knew about myself were, quite
simply, just beliefs —nothing more."

-One Life Only by Kim Young-ha



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

M2H

OHISIN| R, K= A2H| YIL|Ct YHE EXtXt
O|Xt 2M7|7t #0OfQl, 2|1 HI3EStH o M
OEM—ME0|M EfO|LI ERES} FE0i|A
Atn, O| AU T =0l SAE mjUz|Qt
UN 2|uztE3t shist A- 2 XLt $xl=
Hg 7|dto 2 Motztn UELICt 2B S ot ‘o
@| FXHExpat)'E &0FX[ T, OfH|= M A
‘O|2IXHImmigrant) 2M2| HHH2 = A7t
= SYLICE X[t 2284 S0t 6l 2| of| A Aot
AlZt2 R 7t 7t E 1k et SHZ0f| A 2 A[ZHE
Cte EW ZL|CE T Ato], 22 28 =20fo]|
M N =S dotgtsLCh

o olM[o] Z2SE 2, O3 X{2| 40| CkA| EHO]
tZA| M2 Hi2tE = StLe| A|MO|RE, 7(<
It FHM, 2|0 HES mEtvhe ™ YULICEH
0| 22 X of|A| Lo #EFO| XL, SAlof| Ba|
E|X| gk LiHe| R E STt 0tFot= LA 2t
UL|CH—LHZHO{C|M E=X|, 2|1 1 82 |Tt
X| 22| Lt g A FdsiRt=XIE olshstH
= AlE0[7|= gLt

0| 22 o= &5 ol ClotAIzte| HA|Y,
MICH 2k 7|, EE= QI o Mty | S Aotz
XAl S EMMSED QL= O™ £0) A, ZZ0|Ltof
IZE 8t Xp7| XS o 25| =2 5= QL
7| & HFEfLICY.

RECORDINGS FROM SEOUL BY EJ ELENA SHIN

EJ Elena Shin

Hi, I’'m EJ Elena Shin. I’'m an impact
investor, writer at heart, and third-
culture woman —born in Seoul, raised
in Toronto and New York, shaped along
the way by Israeli and German host
families + UN diplomats, and now
based in London — living somewhere
between expat and becoming
immigrant. For the past 22 years, I've
lived abroad — longer than | ever lived
in South Korea — while building a
career in global finance.

Through this collection of essays, |
return to my birth city with new eyes,
tracing memory, identity, and
belonging across time, place, and
bloodline. This work is both a
homecoming and a reckoning —a way
to understand where | come from and
how that shapes who I’'m becoming.

| hope that in reading these
reflections, others navigating diasporic
identities, intergenerational memory,
or personal thresholds might feel a
little more seen —and a little more
whole.
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PREFACE / A&

Title: On Returning, in Fragments

There are some stories we do not know how to tell until we return—
not just to a place, but to a version of ourselves we had long tucked away.

This collection began as a quiet attempt to understand what it means to
remember. To write. To return. | had not expected these fragments —drawn from
night runs by the Han River, letters from a distant past, reflections on bloodlines
and patriarchy — to form a constellation. But they did.

These are not essays in the traditional sense. They are part memoir, part spiritual
reckoning, part cultural observation. They are the voice of someone who left Korea
as a girl and returned as a woman; someone who has lived between languages,
across systems, inside inherited expectations.

Each piece is a mirror shard: a way of remembering not just my own story, but the
deeper story of this land —its history, grief, resilience, and tender reformations.

As | walked the streets of Seoul again, | found not just the city had changed, but
that | had too.
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PREFACE / A&

| used to joke: had | stayed in South Korea,

| may have either ended up in jail

for punching a patriarchal man,

or disappeared by my own hand.

Leaving South Korea wasn’t just an opportunity.
It was a survival instinct.

A lifeline.

| am grateful that | was finally given a moment to feel —
for the first time in over two decades.

This collection is an ode to my younger self,

the one who held it all together without failure for so many years.

And to my older self —who kept things intact long enough for this moment to
arrive.

until this current self was ready to take over.

They each carried me, in different ways.

Ten years ago, | told a friend,

“I don’t even know where to begin.

It feels like a massive ball of tangled yarn —
a tangle too dense to ever untie.”

| thought it might take a lifetime.

But here | am, on the other side.

The truth is, | haven’t been able to rest until this very moment.
Because paradoxically, rest never felt safe.
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PREFACE / A&

Rest = stillness = surfacing emotions

Rest = facing suppressed emotions I've been running away from
Rest = reckoning — with grief, betrayal, and lineage.

So | lived in a subtle freeze. Not active. Not resting. Just bracing.
Surviving every moment.

Writing this became my way out of that freeze.
An invitation to feel again.
To remember. To release. To rewrite.

This collection is for anyone who has lived between cultures.
For those who wonder if healing is possible across generations.

For daughters who became sons to survive,
and sons who write poems in silence.
For those who carry grief with no name —only weight.

And most of all, it is a record for the ones to come —
my future children, who may one day ask:
“Where do we come from?”

Here is my answer —
written not as instruction, but as inheritance.

May these pages offer you space to breathe, remember, and begin again.

— AMEH|/EJ Elena Shin
Seoul / London 2025
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PART 1

01: THE RETURN INSTINCT - A

RECORD.

| tend to obsess over recording things.

Perhaps it’s the legacy of the seonbi (scholarly) spirit —
discipline of Korean Confucian scholars.

| used to make scrapbooks —

one for every place | traveled.

Eventually, | reached my limit.

So | replaced the records with photographs.

And now, for the first time in decades,

that instinct has morphed into Instagram.

There was a time —

when, according to my father, | was being “cynical,”
but in my own words, | had fallen into “minimalism.”
Even on sacred pilgrimages,

| didn’t leave behind a single line of writing or a single photograph.

I've traveled to around 60 countries,
but only recently did | start capturing any of it.

| was practicing the philosophy of non-possession,

believing that all of it was ultimately futile,

that nothing was truly worth holding onto.

Caught between the Eastern obsession with owning nothing
and the Western obsession with owning everything —
between a path of meditation, silence, and spiritual discipline
vs. a path of wealth-building and investing on Wall Street —
I've always felt pulled in both directions.

But when | look deeper,

| remember something my mother once said:
“Every job is a spiritual path.”

So perhaps, even as | worked in finance

for the past fifteen years,

| was walking that path too—

with the heart of a seeker,

the posture of a practitioner.

Not in a mountain monastery,

but seated in a high-rise office building.
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PART 1

01: THE RETURN INSTINCT - A
RECORD.

And now, as | near the age of bulhok (“8%")*—
the age of no longer being swayed —

| find myself slowly returning

to a truer version of who | am.

A person who writes
must write
to feel a sense of relief.

A person who records
must record
to feel a sense of release.

That feeling —

that something has come to a close.
Thoughts begin to take shape,

and emerge as words.

Formed into letters.

Completed in form.

That moment —
of quiet precision —

is happiness.

*22(bulhok) refers to the age of 40 in Confucian tradition, symbolizing a time when one is no
longer easily confused or shaken by external influences.
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PART 1

02: REASONS | RECORD.

— Learning how to speak heart, not words

Perhaps,

ever since | began studying abroad,
I've come to accept a life

of quietly carrying longing in my chest,
of feeling a subtle, silent sorrow —

as something natural.

Since then, the traces of family I've been able to reach
have often taken the form of my father’s voice

on the other end of a phone call during his busy workdays,
or the care packages my mother would send —

maybe once a year.

But above all,
the thing | longed for most
was my mother’s handwritten letters.

After adolescence,

| grew emotionally distant —

believing | had to be like a “son” figure:
stoic, composed,

never easily showing emotion.

Still,

my mother would slip short words of encouragement
written in thick marker

inside those care packages,

as if they were letters.

Arriving when | least expected them,

those handwritten notes

often became the anchor | clung to in life.

And in that way,

perhaps it was through the power of recording

that | endured the absence of my parents’ embrace.

Maybe that’s why, now,

| devote myself so fully — almost as if my life depends on it —
to leaving behind records

for future generations.
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PART 1

02: REASONS | RECORD.

— Learning how to speak heart, not words

As the youngest child,

| was showered with love from my mother and father when | was little.
But somewhere along the way,

my father —who was a public figure —

became increasingly consumed by work.

It wasn’t until after he retired,

spending more time at home,

that | finally began to rediscover

who he was —not just as a father,

but as a person.

My mother, too, had a public career,

but she chose to set aside her own path

to support my father and us, her children.

Growing up far away from them,

| often searched for ways to feel connected.
Sometimes | would look up old newspaper articles,
magazine interviews, and TV appearances

where they had been featured.

From a single sentence,

a single word tucked inside those public moments,
| tried to grasp who they really were.

| searched for traces of warmth —

and sometimes, | could feel it in my chest.

During university,

| briefly set aside my dreams of monastic life.
In the middle of New York City,

eating rice with cold water in a tiny apartment,
preparing for job interviews on my own —

life felt heavy.

In the stillness, with no one to lean on,
| began speaking to myself
through the act of recording.
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PART 1

02: REASONS | RECORD.

— Learning how to speak heart, not words

Back when | was deeply lost —

uncertain about my career and life path —

my father, without a word,

quietly included something in a care package my mother sent.

Inside were scanned copies of articles

he had written for his university and graduate school newspapers.

Reading those writings,

| found myself laughing, crying —

tasting the sweet and the bitter.

Ah... so this is what they mean

when they say “you can’t hide your blood.”

In his words from youth,

| found a depth of reflection and inquiry about life.
There was also a fervent longing

for a more idealistic, democratic society.

It felt as though | were looking into a mirror —
same spirit,

only the era and gender had changed.

And then | thought:

Even so—

if he found a way through it,

maybe | can too.

So today,

| continue to record.

For the day my own descendants,

just like me now,

might wish to understand the hearts of their parents.

I, too,
am still learning how to speak heart,
instead of words.
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PART 1

03: CHARACTER, SPEECH, WRITING,
JUDGMENT — AND MY OBSESSION.

Since | was little, | carried a kind of obsession —maybe even a compulsion.
I’'m not sure where this thought came from,
but | rarely wrote down my deepest inner feelings or thoughts.

| was afraid that if someone — someday — read what | had written,
they would judge me for it.

In the royal court of Joseon Korea,

there were official scribes called sagwan.

They followed the king day and night, meticulously recording every word and
action. Later generations would study those records to learn history and
evaluate the character of the rulers.

At some point, a strange certainty took root in my own mind:

that [, too, was being watched — that someone, somewhere, was secretly
observing me in every moment.

| believed that every word | wrote would be preserved somewhere,

and that one day, a stranger with too much time

might stumble upon it, and judge me.

Looking back now, it was a rather egotistical imagination.

When we were little, my father used to say while taking our pictures:
“You never know — someone might write your biography someday.
So keep the childhood photos.”

At the time, it sounded like a joke.

But that line lingered in my subconscious for years.
When | asked my father about it just now,

he said he doesn’'t even remember saying it.

Back then, he was simply in a good mood —

snapping photos of his beloved children,

saying things in passing.

But | had taken those words to heart.

And before | realized it, | had begun filtering everything —
my words, my writing, my actions, even my tone —

under the assumption that it might one day be preserved.
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PART 1

03: CHARACTER, SPEECH, WRITING,
JUDGMENT — AND MY OBSESSION.

Then, by chance, | came across the concept of Shin-eon-seo-pan (B 5 Z¥/) again—

the four criteria used to evaluate talent in ancient China and the Joseon Dynasty of Korea:
o Shin (&) -physical presence and demeanor.
o Eon () -speaking ability and persuasiveness.
o Seo (&) -writing skills and literary expression.
e Pan (¥)-judgment and insight.

And suddenly, | realized:

these standards had been internalized within me for far too long.
From society, from school, from family —

the desire to "look good"

and the pressure of "never getting it wrong"

had led me to assess myself as if grading an exam sheet.

So | didn't write.

| didn’t speak.

| even censored my own thoughts.

But now, something has shifted.

Now | know —

that the things | say, the things | write, the choices | make —
don’t have to be perfect.

| am not someone to be scored by others,
but the main character of my own life.
And | can understand myself by my own standards.

And even if, someday, someone reads what I've written —
their judgment is theirs alone.

| am enough, just as | am.

Perhaps this very act of writing these words

is, in my own way,

aritual of shedding that long-held Shin-eon-seo-pan.
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PART 2

04: ACOMTEMPLATIVE LIFE.

One of the reasons | love traveling is —

because it allows me to access

a different code that lies dormant within me.

When | walk through unfamiliar cities,

when | encounter landscapes that aren’t part of my daily life,
a completely different version of me awakens from within.
The direction of my thoughts shifts,

and the texture of my emotions changes.

Before | left Korea—

| was a child full of thoughts, full of worries.

In today’s terms, maybe | was going through something like “middle school
syndrome.”

| thought all the pain and problems of the world were mine to carry.

No one told me to,

but | took on the weight of the world alone —

worrying constantly, pouring out my heart,

and battling the thoughts that circled my mind every night.

But somehow, before | knew it,

| had left Korea and found myself in the heart of capitalism,
at the center of finance,

trying to carve out my own path in the world.

Amidst the chaos —in a structure of life where action always comes first —

| had to force myself into a mold just to keep up.

In a world where speed and competition are the norm,

at the center of Western and Islamic cultures governed by the logic of power,
living a quiet life of reflection and contemplation

at some point, began to feel like a kind of weakness in me.
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PART 2

04: ACOMTEMPLATIVE LIFE.

But as time passes,

and we transition into the era of Al—

even within Western society,

a new appreciation for “a life of contemplation”
seems to be emerging.

The world once dominated by speed and strength
is now beginning to need

slower, deeper thinking —

a more conscious way of being.

Sometimes,

what we need is depth, not speed;
presence, not competition.

And contemplation, in the end,
may be the last tool

that makes us truly human.

And every time | return to South Korea,
| reconnect with a code | had forgotten —
the part of me that is a contemplative being.

And perhaps that act of contemplation
is the reason | live,

and the final breath

that allows me to remain human.
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PART 2

05: A ONE-ON-ONE WITH SEOUL, 22
YEARS LATER - THE NIGHT | FACED SEOUL, AND MYSELF, ANEW

For the first time in a long while,

| was running along the Han River
past midnight.

A sudden thought arose:

“Ah — Korea has really changed.”

A solitary encounter with Seoul.

When | was little,

South Korea felt foreign to me —

a frightening, intimidating place.

A world of adults filled with rules and codes
| couldn’t understand.

The dark energy of male supremacy,

a society that felt dull and oppressive.

In my early twenties, | was afraid to step out into the world.

| still remember a question | was asked

during a finance internship interview as a university student:
"Are you good at drinking and partying?"

| felt like a caterpillar still in its cocoon,

not yet ready to fly.

In this dark, harsh world —

could | ever spread my wings and fly?

As someone with a near-obsessive sensitivity to purity,
and as a ‘woman’ —

is there a path where | could live

without selling my soul?

| wasn'’t sure.

More than anything, | didn’t want to become part of that world.

From a young age, | had watched the workings of power under the patriarchy.
And | grew sick of it all.

“If there’s a nobler life, wouldn't it be better to renounce the world?”

| asked myself that question countless times. &/
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PART 2

05: A ONE-ON-ONE WITH SEQOUL, 22
YEARS LATER — THE NIGHT | FACED SEOUL, AND MYSELF, ANEW

Then this year,

on the journey of returning to my homeland,

| experienced emotions | hadn't felt in 22 years.

Time had passed,

and somehow, most working professionals now seemed younger than me —
at the hospital, in schools, even in public institutions.

In the meantime, Korea had undergone

a rapid transformation while | was away.

The rising younger generation, unlike in the past,
radiated a clean, light, and joyful energy.

The society that once felt heavy —

weighed down by 5,000 years of history,

by wars, dictatorships, and colonial remnants in modern times,
by han (deep sorrow) and corruption —

no longer felt that way.

It was as if the energy of tigers and dragons

had surged along the Taebaek Mountain Range,

rising from Baekdu Mountain all the way down to Jeju Island.

Even the lives of women seemed to have changed significantly.

Now, instead of quietly supporting their husbands from the shadows,
giving up on dreams with clenched tongues,

sacrificing everything within the confines of Confucian ideals —
women were living differently.

Women were now

leading their own lives,

happily,

walking with their partners —

not behind them.

And that way of life

was no longer a dream,

but a reality.

| found myself thinking,

"What a whole new world has arrived."
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PART 2

05: A ONE-ON-ONE WITH SEQOUL, 22
YEARS LATER — THE NIGHT | FACED SEOUL, AND MYSELF, ANEW

Every people has

its own unique national spirit.

And this return to Korea, more than anything,
was a time to once again feel —

with my whole being —
the deep eol (soul) of this land.

A sense of clarity, honesty.

The spirit of Hongik Ingan — "to widely benefit the world" —
and the noble valor of the Hwarang*.

A people with a fierce spirit of resistance,

and powerful strength that comes from the gut.

People who dream of spreading goodness,

and who rise willingly in the name of justice.

At the root of it all flows

a profound cultural tradition that prioritizes soulfulness over material things.
Though this country holds no mineral resources,

Koreans possess a rare and special feeling —jeong (deep, enduring affection).
We may lose our way for a time,

but in the end,

we are upright to the bone —

principled, sincere, and good at heart.

That,

is the true ethos of the Korean people.

This visit,

while reconnecting me with that sacred spirit,
left my heart feeling lighter.

It allowed me to gently embrace

the confused, troubled child | once was —

and gave me the chance

to finally forgive that version of myself.

*Hwarang: an elite group of noble youth in ancient Korea who embodied the ideal fusion of
warrior spirit, moral virtue, and artistic refinement, serving as both protectors and cultural
leaders of the Silla kingdom (57 BCE -935 CE).
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PART 2

05: A ONE-ON-ONE WITH SEQOUL, 22
YEARS LATER — THE NIGHT | FACED SEOUL, AND MYSELF, ANEW

The path of reconciliation.
Perhaps this is why

my heart now feels

a little lighter than before —
could it be because of this?
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PART 2

06: INITIATION. AND GRADUATION.

| remember standing at the threshold of life and sobbing — three times.
The first was at my kindergarten graduation.

It marked the beginning of “school” life,

a system where one’s worth would now be measured

by tests, grades, and rankings —

the first step into society.

Even as a child, | had already pondered

the nature of the world, but at least back then,

no adult had yet placed the weight of societal expectations on me.

Behind the mask of “childhood,” | was allowed a loose kind of freedom.

And | knew, with crystal clarity, that that freedom had ended.

Maybe that’s why — that day, | wept with a sorrow as vast as the world itself.

The second time was after graduating from university,

when my mother and father, flying back to South Korea from New York,
offered me a handshake at the airport.

It was more than a gesture —

it meant: “You're no longer a student.

Now, you're an adult.”

And with that came the pressure to survive on Wall Street as a Korean in a foreign
system...But more than anything,

it was the fear: Can | really do this?

The thought hit me —I'm truly alone now.

At JFK Airport, surrounded by crowds,

| cried —uncontrollably,

forgetting about appearances.

Thankfully, my parents held their composure.

They didn’t cry, didn’t falter —

they simply said “Goodbye,”

and walked calmly into the terminal.

The third time was not long ago— when | was told that our family dog is not well.
What mission had | believed was so important that | stayed fixed to a
predetermined path, unable to veer off course,

unable to come to the family sooner? 46
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PART 2

06: INITIATION. AND GRADUATION.

Having lived abroad for so long,

a stranger to my own homeland —
now, the being | love most is sick,

and they say he might be leaving soon.
This sense of emptiness...

It was the day | finally understood
what it means when they say, “tears cloud your vision.”
For someone like me —

reserved, slow to open up, awkward with emotions —
the tears came anyway.

Unstoppable.

Even in public, even in stillness,

they simply streamed down.

| thought | already understood

the impermanence of life and death,
but this —

this was a different kind of weight.
And so | came to understand:

When tears fall,

it means something has ended —

and something else

is about to begin.

Life always works that way.

It builds thresholds,

and at each one,

it asks us to pause for a moment.
And with each crossing,

we become

a little more

of who we truly are.
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PART 3

07: CALCULUS — THE RE
BETWEEN ANCESTORS AND DE

| think | was trying to understand them.
There comes a moment in life

when your parents stop appearing as divine beings who know everything,

and instead, you begin to see them —
just as they are —

as human,

as someone's tender son or daughter.

Since | was four years old,
| used to tell my mother, almost like a mantra:
"I came to this Earth to protect you."

My father stood at the heart of the patriarchal order —

in the hierarchical and authoritarian world of public office.

Perhaps, deep down,

he was just a mischievous boy,

a boy among boys.

But growing up under the weight and expectations

of a grandfather who was like a general,

he may have simply hardened

to fit the mold he was given.

And over time —

| began to dig deeper

into my ancestors.

Even though | had always ranked first in school as a child,
when | was suddenly thrown into a foreign Western world,
among unfamiliar people and customs,

with no preparation —
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PART 3

07: CALCULUS — THE RE
BETWEEN ANCESTORS AND DE

(My move to study in Canada felt like an escape —
hurried and unprepared, completed in just four months.
It was something | had long yearned for,

yet being thrown into a land where | had no roots felt like being cast alone into a
stormy sea...Only now, 22 years later, am | beginning to truly understand the

feeling | had then.)

That sense of vast uncertainty

eventually led to self-objectivity and inner analysis.
In order to understand this person called “me.”
What kind of lineage had | inherited

that made me think this way,

hold these preferences, these sensitivities?

What unfulfilled desires and sorrows

did my ancestors leave behind

that now resonate so deeply within me?

How is all of this

inscribed into my DNA,

driving the present version of me?

When | was young, my older sister once said:
"The relationship between ancestors and descendants is like calculus.”
Unresolved traits, like unsolved equations,
are passed down through blood and genes

to future generations.

That idea stayed with me for a long time.
Ancestors and the living

coexist.

Their eol (spirit) and han (unresolved grief)
continue to flow —

ceaselessly —

through the blood of those alive today.
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PART 3

07: CALCULUS — THE RE
BETWEEN ANCESTORS A

And so, even today,

| continue to live with my ancestors within me,
like unsolved calculus problems

carried deep inside.

Someday,

through this life —

| hope to rewrite those equations

with love.

58






PART 3

L= 84 23t 3],

3 - S0 YAt Holct

ol 58, 1Y, 939 7|, LiekE Ak,
22U N B2k 22—

L 201, L 22| SE0i, L AFgf

o} ghe £t oL Bt

S22 MK 4=tk

Mesp7ls o xst

o] 2ix| opct.

200 A= 22

‘ANg H'g ME = 0|
T2 o M5t A =

AloF CIX|E AHO| 20| =[H

O Fge Haat ZoRC

Lt= ”=Ch

ZAoll= O Atgtel 2E 20| Belttn
o|2tH,

HS Zot RS Hof & 2 M ot X} ot Kfof| —
2L sk, 29| Z,

29| M7|, 2,

HAAHY, 2O E0|= S ESMA| —

T At2te| MA0| nA=ts| Ea{ &t}
40| ML= 2 K|,

Of| 2ISHR],

=0t GOHEX],

ISR,

Yot REX|

60



PART 3

08: BRUSH AND PEN.

I've always had an obsession with brush and paper,
pen and notebook.

The type of pen, how it feels in my grip, the thickness of the ink,

the flow speed —

even the sensation of it gliding like calligraphy —

If it isn’t a tool that fits precisely

with the rhythm of my hand, my body, and my thoughts,
| simply can’t write.

It’s hard to explain,

but my body knows it before my mind does.

In my twenties, | had a romantic dream:

to have a separate pen solely for signing documents.

But unfortunately,

with Al and digital signatures becoming the norm,
that preference has drifted far from reality.

When | was nine, | began creating my own signature.
It took me a year to perfect it,

and even now, approaching forty,

| still use that very same signature.

| believe this:

A person’s entire essence is contained in their handwriting.
In the past, when people ground ink and wrote with a brush,
every character held a piece of the writer —

The thickness of the strokes,

the brush’s grain,

the pressure, the angle,

the hesitations, the forceful sweeps —

all of it revealed their nature.

Whether they were meticulous or sensitive,
impatient or impulsive,

gentle or dull —

it was all there.
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PART 3

08: BRUSH AND PEN.

The energy of the entire body
flows through the wrist,
transmitted to the tip of the brush,
and pours onto the paper

as if spilling forth in a downpour.

That’s why,

when | truly want to understand someone,
| look at their handwriting.

More than their words,

more than their expressions,

there is a deeper truth

contained there.
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PART 3

09: CAT MOM.

When | have a conversation with someone,

| observe the words they choose.

Because their subconscious is reflected in them.
Every time | visit Korea -

| feel it.

How the center of family conversations

has changed over time...

When did it all begin?

After my older sister studied welfare law,
she began to care about animal welfare
and started rescuing dogs

from abandonment and dog meat sites.

And as she became involved with various animal organizations,
with their winding

political leanings and networks,

our entire household began to be stirred.

It’s already been five years, | think.

My parents, too,

regularly feed and give water

to the cats in the neighborhood and on the roadside.

Interacting with “cat moms” has become part of their daily life.

At times, when complaints are filed to the district office

by extremists who want to kill or get rid of the neighborhood cats,
my father throws off his sense of pride and

stands up to argue on their behalf.

(Sadly, in Korea, a man’s voice is still more effective.)

But my mother dislikes obsession.

She’s kind when she meets them once -
but she doesn’t want to be dragged along,
tied by lingering strings of connection.
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PART 3

09: CAT MOM.

Perhaps -

it's because she knows

just how heavy that responsibility truly is.
Stray cats, birds on the roadside...

She always carries canned food for cats
and rice for the birds in her car,

scattering and sharing them as she goes -
But no more than that,

no less than that.

She doesn’t want to go further.

Because expectations form.

Because waiting begins.

Because all of it

is the beginning of a thread of connection.

Perhaps |, too,

have learned something from this.

| try my best in each passing moment -

but the truth is, I'm still clumsy.

My heart is sincere,

but maybe because I've walked the path of a monk
in past lives,

forming and tying the cords of human connection,
like people in the secular world do,

feels both sacred -

and somehow difficult.

Stories of worldly people,
which | watch from a distance,
not knowing

where to begin,

or how to approach.

And yet -

perhaps all of this
will one day

find words of its own.
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PART 3

09: CAT MOM.

And so again,

| think, and | hope -

for the life I'll one day share

with my partner,

and our future children.

And, like a woman from the Joseon Dynasty,
with that quaint old habit of speech -

“For the safekeeping of future descendants,”
| leave behind these records,

gather my thoughts,

and try to prepare a nest for them.

They’ll be golden treasures, after all...
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