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    001.

Under the tree that now provides good shade with its thick branches.

It’s the mountain right behind my house, but the air felt completely different from the village below.

Maybe that’s why, whenever I came here, it felt like time had stopped.

Even though the weather had been gloomy for days, today the sky was 
completely clear.

Come to think of it, the weather was always clear on the days I climbed the mountain— as if it was telling me to come and say hello.

It’s been exactly 8 years today.

Since that day, my birthday has become a day I no longer celebrate.

Instead, I came to this mountain to see my brother.

“Hyung (brother), I’m 31 now.”

You reached out to me in your final moment.

You’re still stuck in that time, but my time kept moving— and now I’ve turned 31.

Leaning against the tree, looking up at the sky,

I quietly started a conversation with you.

You didn’t answer, and I couldn’t see you, but I could feel it.

That you were up there, watching over me with a smile.

“Shouldn’t you be the one calling me hyung now?”

I laughed as I said it.

If you were really here, you probably would’ve smacked me on the head.

That silly joke didn’t last long.

I opened the can of beer in my hand and took a drink.

It had gotten warm on the way up, but I didn’t care.

I didn’t bring it to cool off— I just wanted to drink it with you.

Sigh.

I talked to my silent brother for a long time.

Just everyday stories, nothing special,
but after talking with you, I always felt like a heavy weight had been lifted from my chest.

It gave me the strength to keep going for a few more months.

I rambled on for a while, and before I knew it, the sun was setting behind the mountain, painting the sky red.

“Already getting late.”

I packed up the beer and snacks and stood up.

Then I looked at you.

It’s already been 8 years.

Your nameplate, rusted from years of wind and rain, rattled in the breeze.

“I’ll make a new one next time.”

After touching the rusted nameplate for a while, I finally came down the mountain.

And time started flowing again for me.

* * *

Back at home.

A quiet house.

I hadn’t cleaned for days, So as soon as I opened the door, a musty smell hit my nose.

As always, Soon-dol was sitting at the front door, looking up at me.

“I’m a bit late, huh? Were you well-behaved?”

He rarely barked.

Just wagged his tail.

Or maybe he was shaking his whole body— He was so excited to see me, I couldn’t help but smile.

As a reward for waiting so patiently, I threw him a dog chew from the sink.

He happily hopped off to his house, shaking the chew in his mouth as if he was going to eat it in one bite.

“You eat that every day. Is it really that tasty?”

Talking to myself had become a habit— on the mountain and at home.

I watched Soon-dol for a while, still in my outdoor clothes.

That’s when it happened.

Ding-dong.

“Is it the youth leader?”

The doorbell rang suddenly.

I hadn’t ordered anything.

I wasn’t expecting anyone, unless it was the local youth leader who sometimes dropped by without notice.

Soon-dol, startled by the bell, tucked his tail and hid behind me.

“Who is it?”

I patted Soon-dol a few times and headed for the front door.

A stranger’s voice came from outside.

“Is Mr. Kwon Namu home?”

“Yes, I’m Kwon Namu.”

I froze with my hand on the doorknob.

It wasn’t a voice I recognized.

A stranger had just called my name.

A lot of thoughts ran through my head.

Did I do something wrong?

But no, I hadn’t.

“I’m a lawyer for Kim Seung-hee. May I come in to talk?”

“Who?”

“I’m here on behalf of Ms. Kim Seung-hee.”

A strange name from a stranger’s mouth.

It sounded like a woman’s name, but she wasn’t an ex or anything.

I couldn’t think of anyone by that name.

“Kim Seung-hee? Who…?”

Then it hit me.

A long-forgotten memory—one I’d tried hard to bury.

That woman… Why now?

Kim Seung-hee.

The last time I saw her was 8 years ago— at my brother’s funeral.

She had rushed in, wearing clothes that didn’t fit the somber setting.

She grabbed the hem of my pants and cried uncontrollably.

The calm, neat woman I once had dinner with— now with her makeup smudged, hair a mess, just weeping and weeping.

I was too overwhelmed to even see her leave.

And when I finally looked up, she was gone.

Since then, I hadn’t heard from her.

Maybe I never tried to.

Her last words to me had cut too deep—
and I didn’t have the courage to face them.

Right. If I hadn’t fallen into the water that day…

If I hadn’t been there, my brother wouldn’t have died saving me…

I shook my head hard.

Whatever the reason, a lawyer showing up with her name after 8 years
didn’t feel like it was going to be good news.

“Come in.”

“Thank you.”

I opened the door and saw a neatly dressed middle-aged man.

Slicked-back hair, black suit, black socks, black shoes— he looked like he’d come straight from a funeral.

It made me flinch a little.

I waved him in and stepped inside.

My place had the kitchen and living room connected, so I quickly tidied up anything visible.

I could tell the man was looking around my home, but I ignored it.

I quickly pushed everything on the kitchen counter into the sink, cleaned up the table, and took out a can of coffee from the fridge to place in front of the man.

It was a canned coffee I usually kept in bulk to drink while writing.

“There’s nothing else to drink... but this at least.”

“Thank you.”

The man seemed hot from the journey and drank the cold canned coffee in one go.

Then, he pulled out a yellow envelope from his bag with a law office label on it.

The envelope was sealed with tape. The man pulled out a knife and started cutting the tape, almost like showing me for proof.

“Sorry for coming suddenly. You must be surprised.”

“Yeah, kind of…”

Smiling kindly, the man sensed the awkward atmosphere and quickly pulled out his wallet and handed me a business card.

“Oh right, I’m Attorney Lee Jong-pil.”

The card did say he was a lawyer.

He bit his lips tightly, maybe trying to show he wasn’t a scammer. Then, he opened the envelope and took out the documents.

“I’m here to handle Ms. Kim Seung-hee’s will.”

“What? Her will?”

I was stunned. It was already surprising to hear my brother’s ex-girlfriend’s name, but now “will”?

“Yes, Ms. Kim Seung-hee has passed away.”

“…Oh.”

Shock after shock.

I vaguely remembered she was the same age as my brother. Since he was 7 years older than me, she must’ve been only 38. It felt unreal to hear she had passed.

But why would her will involve me?

“Ms. Kim left a will before she died. Here—she named you, Mr. Kwon Namu, as the legal guardian of her daughter, Kim Dan-pung.”

The lawyer showed me the document as he spoke, but one word bothered me.

“Wait… she named me the guardian of her child?”

The word "guardian" after "death" hit me like a punch to the chest.

“Why me?”

I was suddenly filled with fear and confusion.

“Yes. Since her daughter is a minor, she named you as her legal guardian.”

“Her child?”

The lawyer then pulled out another envelope from his bag.

“This is a letter Ms. Kim Seung-hee left for you.”

The envelope was plain with a floral design. I carefully opened it as the lawyer nodded.

I couldn’t speak for a while.

The contents were too shocking.

“So… the child is my brother’s?”

“Yes, that's correct. She even wrote in her will that you’re free to request a DNA test if you wish.”

“….”

“And I’m sorry to rush you, but we only have about a week left before the guardianship decision must be finalized. I’ll handle the legal process, but…”

The moment I heard I was named the child’s guardian, I had a bad feeling.

And it turned out to be true.

The lawyer kept talking, flipping through documents, but I couldn’t hear anything. My mind was stuck on the letter.

Eight years ago. The day my brother died.

She was already pregnant then.

She hadn’t even told my brother she was expecting.

He died suddenly, and she decided to raise the child on her own.

But she got seriously ill recently, and with little time left, she wrote this will.

She named me—my brother’s only blood relative—as the guardian.

“…Where is the child now?”

I barely managed to ask, my voice trembling.

The lawyer gave me a sympathetic look.

“She’s at a temporary care facility. We couldn’t reach any of Ms. Kim’s family. If you choose not to accept, she will be transferred to another facility.”

The weight of everything hit me.

This child only has me. If I refuse, she’ll have to grow up alone in a system.

But I wasn’t sure I could do it.

I was only 31. I could barely take care of myself—how could I raise a 7-year-old?

“And this is her photo.”

The lawyer handed me a picture gently.

A little girl with dark skin, wearing a soft pink dress, smiling with braided hair.

“This is…?”

“Yes, this is Dan-pung.”

She was smiling just like my brother used to.

I looked closer at the picture.

Did I really need a DNA test?

She looked just like my brother as a child.

He had such soft, pretty features—people used to mistake him for a girl.

This girl looked exactly like that.

Even in this unbelievable situation, I let out a small laugh.

I kept staring at the picture.

“…Hyung (Brother).”

Slowly, the girl’s face started to blur into the image of my brother’s.

His smile, which I was starting to forget, felt like it was right there again.

At that moment, I realized—I had no choice.

“I’ll take her.”

Was this my brother’s last birthday gift to me?

On the day he left me—on my birthday— A new family came into my life.

  
    

    02. 

    A few days had passed since I had suddenly agreed to take care of Dan-pung.

    I’m 31 years old. It’s embarrassing, but I’ve never been married, never even had a serious relationship, and I’ve only seen parenting on TV, so of course I was worried.

    I had a job, but I barely made enough to support myself. And honestly, I wasn’t even well-known enough to confidently call myself a children’s book writer.

    Still, I didn’t regret my decision. If it was my brother’s child, and if she had nowhere else to go, then of course I should take her in.
 And then, the day came when I was going to meet Dan-pung.

    I had to take a subway, then ride a bus for a long time to get to the place.

    It was a small, plain building with no sign.

    After checking thick paperwork and stamping documents over and over, the process was finally complete.

    Then the counseling began.

    But it didn’t feel like a counseling session—it felt more like an interrogation.

    Maybe because I was a young man with no experience raising children, they checked even more carefully.

    They said I could take the child right away, but registering and setting me up as her legal guardian would take some time.

    ‘……’

    And as the counseling went on, it started to feel real.

    It wasn’t just a vague anxiety anymore—it felt like I was sitting right in front of a mountain I had to climb.

    But it wasn’t just fear. I also felt excited.

    In a world where I thought I was all alone, there was someone who looked just like my brother, someone who shared the same blood. That thought made my heart race.

    “You need to register your address to get the school entrance notice for next year. Also, she needs to get her vaccinations before starting school.”

    “Oh, okay…”

    School… and vaccinations…

    Those were words I wasn’t familiar with.

    “If you have any more questions, feel free to contact us.”

    “Alright.”

    “Then please wait here. I’ll bring the child out.”

    “……”

    I just nodded.

    The words wouldn’t come out. It suddenly felt hard to breathe.

    ‘What should I do?’

    I had learned all the practical stuff about taking care of a child through the explanations.

    But what about me and Dan-pung?

    No one told me how to connect with her.

    How was I supposed to introduce myself to her?

    She didn’t even remember her dad, so saying I’m his younger brother felt strange.

    ‘What if she doesn’t want to live with me?’

    That thought hit me.

    All of this had been decided by adults. What about Dan-pung’s feelings?

    It hadn’t been long since the counselor left the room, but my head was already a mess.

    
      Click.
    

    The door opened.

    The counselor stood there, motioning toward the door with a smile as if to say it was okay to come in.

    But there was no one next to them.

    ‘Ah.’

    My heart started pounding like crazy.

    My mind was a blank mess of fear and excitement.

    I adjusted my hair and straightened my clothes without thinking.

    “This is Dan-pung.”

    Then the child appeared at the door.

    She was wearing a pink shirt just like in the photo, but her hair was messier than I’d imagined.

    She looked even smaller than I had pictured.

    Her already small shoulders were hunched, making her seem even tinier.

    “Ah…”

    Seeing her made me speechless.

    Even as an adult I felt overwhelmed—how much more scared must she be?

    I suddenly felt ashamed for only thinking about how I felt.

    Even though she was looking down, I could see the blush on her cheeks and the redness in her ears.

    “Dan-pung, say hello.”

    “Uh… hello…”

    She bowed but couldn’t lift her head.

    After she finished, the counselor looked at me, giving me a signal that it was my turn.

    Without thinking, I moved toward her like I was pulled by a magnet.

    “Unc…”

    The words wouldn’t come out.

    Gulp.

    Even the sound of me swallowing felt loud.

    “I’m your uncle…”

    I held out my hand and said it—not something I had practiced or thought about, it just came out.

    I’m your uncle.

    That’s what I told her.

    The girl slowly looked up at me.

    Her eyes looked calm and still, like a lake that wouldn’t even ripple if you threw a stone in it.

    I saw my reflection in those eyes.

    After hesitating for a moment, she took my hand.

    Her hand was so small, I didn’t know how tightly I should hold it.

    But I held it firmly.

    I could feel her emotions in her trembling hand, and it made my chest ache.

    “It’s nice to meet you.”

    All the worries I had felt meaningless now. The words just came out naturally.

    Thankfully, Dan-pung smiled at me.

    Her lips trembled a little, but she smiled.

    
      On the way home,
    

    We awkwardly stared out the window.

    I tried making small talk to break the silence, but Dan-pung only gave short answers, so the conversation didn’t last.

    ‘Does she think she’s all alone now, after living with her mom?’

    The word alone made my heart ache again.

    I had felt the same way 8 years ago. Back then, I really was alone.

    But Dan-pung isn’t.

    She has a family. She has me, and I will be her support.

    It felt strange.

    Just a few hours ago, I didn’t feel this way, but now I am full of emotions.

    I wondered what Dan-pung was thinking.

    What was really in her heart?

    Maybe this is what people mean when they say “blood is thicker than water.”

    After riding the bus for another hour, we finally got off at the bus stop.

    Seeing the familiar scenery made me feel relieved, and it started to feel real that I would now be living here with Dan-pung, not alone.

    “Uncle lives in the countryside, so we have to walk a little more from here… If your legs hurt or you're tired, let me know.”

    Dan-pung nodded silently instead of answering.

    Since she had only lived in the city, she kept looking around curiously. Because of that, I became more aware of things I normally wouldn’t notice — like the strong smell of compost in the air or the noisy tractor coming from a distance.

    I worried that these things might leave a bad first impression on her.

    Even though it takes over 30 minutes for an adult to walk from the bus stop to our house, Dan-pung followed me all the way without a single complaint.

    And just when we were almost home, I suddenly remembered something I had completely forgotten.

    ‘Oh right, Soon-dol.’

    Soon-dol — my dog. He looks tough, but he's actually a scaredy-cat and always hides when he sees people.

    I already had so many things to worry about with Dan-pung alone, and now I had to worry about her and Soon-dol getting along too.

    “Dan-pung, do you like dogs?”

    I asked her just before opening the door. It was late to be asking now, but I still wanted to.

    Dan-pung nodded silently again. She seemed like she wanted to say something but just nodded instead.

    ‘Phew, thank goodness.’

    At least she likes dogs — one less thing to worry about.

    I had only been out of the house for half a day, but when I opened the door, it smelled different — fresh and clean from the air freshener I used while cleaning yesterday, knowing Dan-pung would be coming.

    And then there was something else different.

    ‘Of course…’

    Usually, Soon-dol waits for me right at the door when I come home. But since he heard someone else’s footsteps, he had gone into hiding.

    “Let’s go in. This is Uncle’s house.”

    “Okay…”

    I stepped aside so Dan-pung could enter first. She hesitated a little but went in and carefully took off her shoes.

    Her little white shoes with buckles sat next to my old sneakers. They were so tiny — like something from a doll set. It made me smile without thinking.

    “Oh? A puppy!”

    While I was putting down Dan-pung’s bags, I heard her voice from inside the house. It sounded a little more excited than before.

    “Dan-pung, that dog is…”

    Worried that Soon-dol might growl and scare her, I quickly ran over.

    But…

    ‘What the…?’

    Surprisingly, Soon-dol was wagging his tail happily while being held in Dan-pung’s arms.

    I was so shocked that I couldn’t even speak. I had never seen him act like that before.

    “What’s his name?”

    Dan-pung asked. She asked. This was the first time she had initiated a conversation with me.

    Even though she asked me, her eyes never left Soon-dol, and her little hand kept petting his head.

    “His name is Soon-dol.”

    “Oh, Soon-dol…”

    
      Pet pet
    

    Dan-pung smiled while petting him. It wasn’t a forced smile like before — it was a real, gentle smile.

    ‘So this is how you earn your keep, huh…’

    I used to tease Soon-dol, calling him spoiled and saying his life was too easy — getting praised for just pooping. But now, I was impressed.

    It was amazing. A dog that’s scared of people wasn’t scared of her.

    It felt like Soon-dol somehow knew that Dan-pung was family.

    “That’s surprising. He’s not usually like that.”

    “Huh?”

    When I continued talking about Soon-dol, Dan-pung finally looked up at me.

    Her eyes were different from when we first met.

    “Soon-dol used to live on the street, so he’s scared of people. He never goes near anyone except me. It’s amazing.”

    I was excited — not just because of Soon-dol, but because Dan-pung had finally spoken to me. I started talking faster than usual.

    “Ah… maybe Soon-dol knows.”

    Her voice suddenly quieted, and her smile faded.

    Did I say something wrong? I cautiously stepped closer.

    Dan-pung lowered her head, looking like she might cry.

    “Maybe he knows I don’t have a family…”

    “…”

    The hand I had reached out to comfort her stopped in mid-air.

    I couldn’t believe such a painful sentence came from a seven-year-old.

    Finally, I gently placed my hand on her shoulder.

    “Dan-pung.”

    Her shoulder trembled under my touch, and I almost cried too — but I held it in.

    I’m a children's book writer, so I often imagine how kids feel when writing.

    But I had never felt a real emotion like this before — not even imagined it.

    I was overwhelmed by a feeling I couldn’t even name.

    “Uncle is your family. Soon-dol is your family too. So don’t say — no, don’t think things like that. Okay?”

    Dan-pung didn’t answer, but she nodded slightly.

    I knew that a single sentence wouldn’t heal her pain completely.

    But that didn’t matter. I would be there beside her until her wounds healed.

    “So, since we’re a family now, what do you want to eat for our first dinner together? Tell me anything you want. Uncle will make it for you.”

    I asked in a bright voice, trying to lighten the mood.

    Dan-pung thought seriously for a moment and then spoke.

    “Radish salad bibimbap… with a fried egg…”

    “Huh?”

    “Radish salad bibimbap… with a fried egg on top…”

    Wow.

    My niece was even more mature than I thought.

  
    

    
      003.
    

    Unexpected radish salad bibimbap.

    That woman—no, now that she had given birth to my brother’s child, I should probably call her sister-in-law—I felt like I could now understand a little how she and Dan-pung used to live.

    But I was stuck.

    There was no way I had something like radish salad at home. A man living alone doesn’t usually keep side dishes like that.

    I did go grocery shopping in advance, knowing Dan-pung would be coming, but I only bought things kids usually like—like ham and sausages.

    “Dan-pung, I’m sorry… but is there anything else you’d like to eat instead of radish salad? I have Spam and big sausages too.”

    I pulled the groceries I bought yesterday out of the box next to the fridge and showed them to Dan-pung.

    “Um…”

    Dan-pung’s eyes wavered, unsure of what to say.

    Then he lowered his head and mumbled,

    “Mom said that kind of food isn’t good for you…”

    “Oh…”

    Right…

    I said it without thinking, and now he was probably reminded of his mom.

    I felt like I needed to lift the mood, somehow.

    “Usually, the tastiest foods are the ones that are bad for you!”

    …?”

    Dan-pung gave me a look—like I was some weirdo.

    But I couldn’t back down now, so I shamelessly continued.

    “It only gets bad for your health if you eat a lot every day. Eating it once in a while is totally fine.”

    …Oh…”

    What his mom said was right, but so was I.

    It wasn’t hard to convince a seven-year-old.

    “I’ll make radish salad next time after I go shopping again. But for today, how about one of these? Which one do you want?”

    I lifted the Spam in one hand and the sausage in the other.

    Dan-pung looked back and forth between them seriously—like he was making some big, life-changing decision. The way he looked so serious just made me want to laugh.

    Was I always this smiley?

    “Sausage!”

    While I was lost in thought, Dan-pung picked the sausage.

    “Okay! Then… while Uncle makes the food, can you feed Soon-dol? Just use the paper cup and pour him two cups from over there.”

    “Okay!”

    Maybe it was because of the sausage… or maybe it was because of the wagging tail of Soon-dol—but Dan-pung’s voice sounded a bit more cheerful than before.

    Sizzle—

    I put the pink sausages dipped in egg into the frying pan. The oil popped.

    To be honest, the only cooking I usually did at home was kimchi fried rice or instant noodles.

    It looked easy when I watched at restaurants, but when I tried shaping the sausages with a spatula, the eggs and sausages just wouldn't stay together.

    The sausage pancakes I put on the plate looked pretty pathetic, even to me.

    I should’ve just cooked the sausage and fried the egg separately…

    Nothing was going the way I planned, from the bibimbap to the sausage pancakes.

    “Dan-pung, time to eat.”

    Dan-pung came over slowly from where he was playing with Soon-dol after feeding him.

    “Hmm…”

    Our first meal together.

    Maybe it wasn’t what he expected—he tilted his head, puzzled.

    “I’m not that good at cooking… sorry.”

    I apologize without meaning to, feeling embarrassed.

    Dan-pung nodded.

    Since I only had adult chopsticks, I gave him a fork—but the sausage was cooked a bit too long, so he could only poke holes in it, not pick it up.

    So I cut the round sausage in half and placed it on his rice bowl—along with the egg that was supposed to stick to it.

    “Try it. I added a bit of salt, but if it’s not good, I’ll bring out the ketchup.”

    My heart was pounding.

    Is this how moms feel when they watch their kids eat?

    It wasn’t even a fancy meal—just sausages fried in oil—but I was nervous about whether he’d like it.

    “Mmm, it’s good.”

    Dan-pung smiled.

    I think it was the first time he gave me a real, comfortable smile.

    “It’s not supposed to look like this, though. Next time, Uncle will make it properly.”

    It was strange.

    Dan-pung didn’t say much—always short answers—but for some reason, I kept talking and talking.

    We quietly continued our meal.

    Honestly, I don’t even remember how I ate.

    All my attention was on whether Dan-pung was eating well, so my own bowl didn’t seem to get any emptier.

    Besides the sausage, he ate the bean sprouts well, too.

    I had bought the bean sprout side dish at the market, and seeing how he picked out all the chopped green onions from it made me laugh again.

    “Your dad didn’t like green onions either. You take after him.”

    ….”

    Dan-pung froze in the middle of eating.

    Ah, was that a mistake?

    I should’ve just kept quiet—but I’d been saying the wrong things all day.

    “Sorry, Uncle was just surprised… Eat up.”

    Another automatic apology.

    It came out without thinking.

    But it was strange.

    My brother was someone I had always avoided bringing up—holding back memories and avoiding people who knew him.

    But now, with Dan-pung here, I was talking about him so naturally.

    To change the subject, I brushed off the green onions from the sprouts and put them on Dan-pung’s spoon.

    “You don’t have to apologize…”

    Dan-pung said quietly, almost like he was whispering.

    Then, like he made up his mind, he looked me in the eyes and clearly said:

    “You don’t have to be sorry at all. I like it… talking about Dad.”

    …What?”

    I was the one who was surprised by Dan-pung’s words.

    “Mom... never told me about Dad. So I’m curious. I’d be happy if you talked about him…”

    ………”

    My chest tightened.

    It felt like someone punched me right in the stomach.

    “Yeah, I’ll tell you a lot.”

    “I’ll tell you about Mom too.”

    Dan-pung talked about his mom.

    Since it hadn’t been long since she passed away, I thought it was too soon to bring her up. I didn’t expect him to say it first.

    “Yeah, let’s tell each other more. We don’t know much yet. I was also curious about what it was like living with your mom.”

    I gave him the warmest smile I could.

    I don’t know why—I just wanted to show my heart to Dan-pung like that.

    But the next day...

    We didn’t talk much except when we were eating or playing with Soon-dol.

    We didn’t have anything in common yet, and things were still awkward.

    Also, I had to finish writing my book before the deadline, so I didn’t have much time.

    After breakfast, I went to write. I came out for lunch, explained to Dan-pung what I was doing, then went back to my room.

    Later, I stepped out to get some coffee and saw Dan-pung playing with Soon-dol in the living room.

    Hmm… maybe he’s bored.

    I felt bad. A kid his age should be running and playing, not just watching TV.

    Oh right. I have that…

    Still holding the coffee, I walked over to Dan-pung.

    “Dan-pung, do you like books?”

    ………”

    This was a house for one adult. There was nothing here for a 7-year-old boy to enjoy.

    I hadn’t bought any toys either.

    But my workroom was different.

    Since I write children’s books, one wall was full of them.

    Dan-pung nodded quietly after thinking a bit.

    “There are a lot of books in my room. Want to see?”

    …Okay.”

    Our place was small, only about ten steps from the living room to the room, but this was the first time Dan-pung had entered it.

    “Wow…”

    His big eyes got even bigger as he looked around.

    The living room only had a TV and a floor sofa. I didn’t have much furniture, and I had moved even more things out for Soon-dol.

    But the workroom was different.

    One whole wall was a bookshelf, packed with books.

    Children’s books for reference, books I liked, and comic books.

    I never counted, but there must have been over a thousand.

    “Why are there so many books?”

    “Because I write children’s stories. That’s why I have so many.”

    “Then… Did you write all of them?”

    “No… not all…”

    “Oh…”

    I saw a small look of disappointment on his face.

    But it actually felt kind of cute.

    It was the first time he looked like a normal kid his age.

    Dan-pung stood there in the middle of the room, unsure of what to do.

    I figured I needed to help, so I took out a famous children’s book from the shelf.

    “Have you read this one?”

    “Hmm…”

    It had a yellow cover with a cute mouse on it.

    “No…”

    He replied quietly.

    I felt like a teacher checking homework.

    I raised my voice to sound cheerful.

    “Oh, that’s fine! Want to read it? It’s fun.”

    But...

    Dan-pung didn’t even look at the book I was holding. Instead, he looked around the shelves and said,

    “I want to read something you wrote…”

    “Huh…?”

    I didn’t expect that.

    And suddenly, my face got hot.

    Now that I think about it, I never showed my writing to anyone around me. Only the editor saw them—and that was just work.

    Maybe Dan-pung noticed my hesitation because he shrank back and stared at the floor.

    “Ah! Y-yeah, okay. Hold on. Just a second…”

    At the top of the shelf were about ten of my own books.

    I hesitated.

    Should I give him the best-selling one? No… the content is more important. Something cheerful…

    I didn’t want him to read anything too sad or serious.

    But it was hard to choose.

    Ah… now I understand what my editor meant.

    My editor always told me to write stories I’d want my own child to read.

    Now I got it.

    After thinking hard, my finger stopped at a light blue book.

    It was the first book I ever wrote—about a lonely kid who meets a playful fairy and goes on an adventure.

    “This was the first book I wrote. Want to try this one?”

    …Okay.”

    For some reason, Dan-pung’s face turned red.

    He carefully took the book with both hands and sat down.

    “Do you want to go read it out there? It’s more comfy.”

    “Oh, okay.”

    We went back to the living room.

    Phew…

    Why was I so nervous?

    I acted like I was working, but my mind was focused on Dan-pung.

    A little while later—

    I heard the sound of the book closing and being set down.

    “Did you finish it?”

    “Yes…”

    That was all. Dan-pung didn’t say anything else.

    No “It was fun” or even “It was boring.”

    I started to feel nervous and looked at him.

    Then he finally spoke.

    “Uncle…”

    Gulp.

    I swallowed hard.

    Even when I sent in my first book to the publisher, I wasn’t this nervous.

    …Did you really write that yourself?”
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    Actually, I told Dan-pung that I was a children’s book writer, but I couldn’t say that to others.

    Since I wasn’t a successful writer, I naturally lost confidence.

    I had started this path when I won a contest by chance.

    But I never achieved good results after that. I just kept going, thinking it was enough to earn just enough to live on without a family.

    When my work kept performing poorly, the editor—who didn’t interfere before—started changing my writing.

    Saying, “What about this part?” and “Change that part.”

    Because of that, I didn’t enjoy writing anymore. And of course, forced writing didn’t turn out well. It became a bad cycle.

    That’s how it was—until recently.

    A manuscript I worked hard on didn’t get good feedback.

    Even the small advance I got wasn’t worth it, and the next project was being delayed.

    I began to wonder if I should give up being a children’s book writer altogether.

    If I hadn’t met Dan-pung and gotten busy with her, I might have already started looking for another job.

    ‘Did she think it was weird too?’

    Dan-pung’s reaction was similar to my editor’s when he read my first draft.

    My confidence, already low, hit rock bottom because of her reaction.

    Words with no bad intention can hurt even more sometimes.

    Even though the reactions were the same, it hurt more when Dan-pung said it than when the editor did.

    Dan-pung, not knowing any of this, looked at me with bright eyes.

    “Why…? I really did write it… Is it strange?”

    I asked, trying not to sound nervous.

    “No. It’s not strange…”

    Gulp.

    I swallowed nervously without realizing it.

    ‘Not strange… not strange… then what?’

    That kind of answer always stings me the most.

    “Then why?”

    I was really curious.

    Not the opinion of an adult like an editor—but a child, a real reader.

    Why did everyone but me react this way to my story?

    What was I missing?

    “It doesn’t feel like you wrote it, Uncle.”

    “Huh?”

    I hadn’t expected that answer at all.

    She couldn’t mean I copied it or anything like that.

    “Why? Which part feels like I didn’t write it? Can you tell me?”

    Dan-pung hesitated, then finally answered.

    “The fairy… isn’t nice. The fairy isn’t nice, so the story’s not fun…”

    She said it like it was nothing, then glanced at me nervously.

    But I wasn’t upset.

    I wasn’t sad or disappointed by her reaction.

    I was just really curious.

    “What…? The fairy isn’t nice? So it doesn’t feel like I wrote it?”

    She nodded.

    Dan-pung only nodded, but I couldn’t understand what she meant.

    “Does a fairy have to be nice if I’m writing it? Why do you think that?”

    I was too curious to wait.

    This wasn’t just a question from an uncle—it was a writer asking a reader.

    And for some reason, I had a feeling.

    That maybe Dan-pung’s answer would be the key to the emptiness I’d been feeling.

    ‘If it’s Dan-pung…’

    Maybe feedback from Dan-pung would be different.

    Maybe it could bring out something the editor couldn’t.

    She hesitated for a moment, then opened her mouth.

    And her answer was totally unexpected.

    “Because… you’re a kind person, Uncle…”

    “What…?”

    A kind person.

    That’s what Dan-pung said.

    “My mom used to say… people with cold hands have warm hearts…”

    I was stunned.

    And somehow, I felt my heart soften.

    I just hugged her tightly.

    I even felt a little ashamed for expecting feedback from such a pure child.

    ‘I shouldn’t tell her I have cold hands because of poor circulation…’

    Now I had a secret I’d keep for Dan-pung.

    But the important thing wasn’t my cold hands.

    There was something I just had to ask, or I wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight.

    “Then, can you tell me what a kind fairy is, in your opinion? Uncle really wants to know.”

    “Hmm… A kind fairy doesn’t expect anything in return. But this fairy keeps expecting things from Haram. That’s not nice.”

    “Ah…”

    Even though I knew she was talking about the story, it still hit me.

    ‘Unconditional love… understanding…’

    Those were things I had forgotten, things I couldn’t even recognize anymore.

    Dan-pung gave such a childlike and honest answer.

    As an adult, I believed love had to include lessons or discipline.

    But that wasn’t what a child wanted.

    ‘Alright, let’s write a fun story—not from the adult’s view, but from the child’s view!’

    It felt different from when the editor said similar things.

    Maybe it was because Dan-pung said it.

    Or maybe I finally understood it now.

    And once I decided to write from a child’s perspective, a new story idea popped into my head.

    I wanted to shout “Eureka!” but I held it in.

    Instead, I decided to share this feeling with Dan-pung.

    “You’re really smart, Dan-pung. What you just said gave me a great idea. Thank you so much.”

    “Really?”

    Dan-pung smiled brightly.

    No one dislikes praise—whether it’s a child or an adult.

    “What I said helped you, Uncle?”

    I felt shy again.

    I thought she was just happy because I praised her, but she was happy because she helped me…

    It really felt like the word “lovely” was made for Dan-pung.

    And at the same time, my heart ached.

    ‘If my brother had seen Dan-pung, he would’ve loved her so much…’

    It made sense that I loved Dan-pung since she’s my family.

    But my older brother was the kind of person who even gave candy to random kids on the street. He really loved children.

    So, if he had been here to raise Dan-pung, he would have loved her so much.

    And Dan-pung, growing up with that kind of love, would have been really happy.

    ‘No... I can do it instead.’

    It’s late, and I might not be perfect at it, but I can give Dan-pung the love my brother couldn’t.

    I made up my mind and gave Dan-pung a big hug.

    “Even when you’re doing nothing, Dan-pung, you’re already helping me.”

    “......?”

    Dan-pung looked at me, confused. She was still too young to fully understand what I meant.

    “Uncle’s going to write now. What do you want to do? Should I turn on the TV for you, or maybe...”

    “Can I watch you write instead?”

    “Huh?”

    I was planning to turn on the TV or YouTube so she wouldn’t get bored.

    “You’ll be bored, you know? I won’t be able to talk to you while I write...”

    “I’ll be quiet and just stay next to you!”

    “Hmm.”

    Dan-pung looked at me with big, sparkly eyes—like the cat from that green monster movie (Puss in Boots).

    There was no way I could say no to that face.

    “Okay, then... not here. That spot over there would be better.”

    I quickly cleaned up a pile of clothes next to the desk.

    I laid out a soft blanket from the closet and gave her a pillow, turning the spot into a cozy little sofa.

    Then I sat down at my desk.

    I could feel Dan-pung watching me from behind.

    Normally, I couldn’t write with anyone else in the room. I’d even tried going to cafés to avoid distractions, but it never worked.

    But this time, it felt different.

    I started writing down the ideas that came up while talking with Dan-pung, and the words flowed easily.

    I glanced back.

    Dan-pung was sitting with our dog, Soon-dol, gently petting him on her lap.

    I turned off the background music I’d been playing.

    And somehow, I could almost hear the soft motion of Dan-pung’s hand petting the dog.

    It felt warm.

    Even though there was no sound, just imagining her doing that behind me gave me a comforting feeling.

    Writing, which had felt so stressful and difficult, started flowing smoothly again.

    All thanks to Dan-pung.

    I couldn’t believe how quickly I was writing. It felt amazing.

    But...

    “This isn’t going to be easy.”

    Not the writing part—everything else.

    I thought living with a kid would be simple. Just make a little extra food, lay out an extra blanket...

    But it wasn’t that easy.

    I mean, of course it wouldn’t be.

    Suddenly living with someone else isn’t simple at all.

    Even things that sounded easy—like setting one more spoon at the table—were hard.

    And there were so many little things I had to pay attention to.

    Like how I used to walk around the house in just boxers—now I had to wear shorts and a T-shirt all the time.

    That felt like wearing outside clothes all day!

    And Dan-pung is a kid—so I had to be extra careful.

    I could tell Dan-pung felt uncomfortable sometimes too.

    She didn’t say anything, but there was one thing that gave it away—the bathroom.

    “Uncle... I need to go to the bathroom...”

    “Oh, okay. Let’s go.”

    Whenever Dan-pung needed to use the bathroom, I had to stop writing and go with her.

    Our bathroom is outside.

    It’s not even a modern toilet, just an old-style squat one.

    It’s inside the yard, and the doorknob’s been broken for years.

    This house is probably at least 60 years old.

    I grew up here with my grandma and brother.

    After they passed, I stayed here alone.

    To me, it was all normal.

    But to Dan-pung, who came from Seoul, it was uncomfortable.

    Even though there wasn’t much I could do for her, she always asked me to come with her.

    While she used the bathroom, I just stood there in the yard, doing nothing.

    But she always came out with an awkward little smile, then went to the outdoor sink to wash her hands before going back inside.

    That surprised me.

    No one told her to wash her hands, but she always did it.

    Honestly, she was better than me at that.

    “Dan-pung, do you want something to eat?”

    “Hmm...”

    It had been about two hours since lunch.

    It was snack time, so I asked her.

    The fruits I bought at the market were already gone, and I only had a few snacks left that I kept for myself while writing.

    “Just give me anything...”

    She stood far away, staring blankly at me.

    She didn’t say no, so I guessed she did want something.

    “Hmm.”

    I opened the snack drawer and took out my favorite: nude Pepero.

    “Want this? It’s my favorite snack.”

    “Huh? That’s my favorite too!”

    “Really?”

    Dan-pung smiled brightly.

    She had just said “anything,” and now she was grinning like she found a treasure.

    It’s just Pepero, but her smile was so pure, it made me smile too.

    She held the snack in both hands and started nibbling it like a little squirrel.

    “Must be in the blood.”

    I know there are probably thousands of people who love nude Pepero, but somehow I felt like this meant something special.

    It’s ridiculous, I know.

    But everything she does feels special now.

    And suddenly, I remembered how I used to act.

    I used to laugh at people who went overboard loving their kids or nieces—calling them “crazy uncles” or “dad fanatics.”

    “......”

    Looks like I’ve become one of those people too.
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    It’s already been two weeks since Dan-pung came to live with me.

    “……”

    I was never a morning person.

    Usually, I just sat blankly after waking up, not fully awake for a while.

    But today was different.

    I wasn’t spacing out like usual.

    “Now that I think about it… I haven’t had any dreams lately?”

    For the past 8 years, I was haunted by nightmares.

    Terrible dreams of my older brother sinking into a cold, dark place while I watched—over and over again, every night.

    But now… I wasn’t having those nightmares anymore.

    “Could it be…?”

    I looked down at Dan-pung, who was sleeping peacefully next to me.

    Even with her eyes closed, she looked just like my brother when he was little. She was sleeping so soundly.

    “Is it because Dan-pung came here…?”

    Maybe taking care of Dan-pung, my brother’s daughter, helped ease the guilt I felt—that my brother died because of me.

    Maybe that weight lifting off me is why the nightmares stopped?

    Either way, it was surprising.

    Nothing had helped before, and now it suddenly stopped so easily?

    I used to wake up and say “I’m sorry” to my brother from the dream.

    But now…

    “I’ll raise her well.”

    I made a promise.

    That I would raise Dan-pung properly.

    A lot of things have changed since Dan-pung came—not just the nightmares.

    My daily life looked the same, but just having Dan-pung with me changed everything.

    I used to eat whatever was lying around, but now I had to think about meals.

    Even walking our dog, Soon-dol, which I did without thinking, became fun and full of laughter when Dan-pung joined.

    Things got busier even when we weren’t doing much, and I didn’t even notice the nightmares had stopped until today.

    Rustle.

    Maybe she felt something? Soon-dol came over and lay down next to me, resting his head.

    With one hand I petted Soon-dol, and with the other, I gently stroked Dan-pung’s head.

    “Mmm… what time is it?”

    Dan-pung woke up, eyes still closed, and asked the time.

    “It’s… about 8:30. Do you want anything for breakfast?”

    “Hmm… What do we have…?”

    Pfft.

    I chuckled without meaning to.

    Instead of saying what she wanted, she asked what we had—like she already knew there might not be much to choose from.

    She was learning.

    She was getting used to life with me.

    “Hmm… We have some eggs and leftover soybean paste stew from yesterday.”

    Dan-pung nodded under the blanket.

    “All right, then. You can rest a little longer while Uncle makes breakfast. Stay with Soon-dol.”

    At the word "Soon-dol," Dan-pung lifted the blanket.

    And just like she was waiting, Soon-dol crawled right in.

    He got close to Dan-pung faster than I did.

    “Being cute really wins, huh.”

    I warmed up the stew and fried some eggs.

    By now, I was used to it—it was easy.

    I quickly finished preparing breakfast and woke up Dan-pung.

    Dan-pung had big round eyes, but she couldn’t even open half of them while eating.

    We’d been eating all our meals at home, so there were fewer and fewer dishes on the table.

    Only two eggs were left, and we were out of soup and side dishes—

    It was time to go shopping.

    I’d finished editing the manuscript I was working on, too.

    Normally, I would just email it in and make one phone call to finish up, but…

    “Should I go with Dan-pung instead?”

    It would be nice to go shopping and get some fresh air with Dan-pung, who had been stuck at home while I worked.

    But honestly, more than anything—

    I wanted to show her what I do.

    You know that feeling?

    You just want to show someone your work, even if it doesn’t matter.

    To show that you’re not just sitting around doing nothing all day.

    So this time, I saved my manuscript on a USB and decided to go to the publisher in person.

    [Ah, okay. Then we’ll see you at 2 p.m. tomorrow.]

    The editor sounded surprised over the phone, but we set a time.

    Then I hung up and turned to Dan-pung.

    “Do you want to eat anything special?”

    The publisher’s office was near Hongdae, which had lots of good restaurants.

    Since it was our first outing together, I wanted to take her somewhere nice.

    “Hmm…”

    Dan-pung was watching TV with Soon-dol in the living room, but when I asked, she looked like she was thinking hard.

    “If you don’t choose something, Uncle will decide for you!”

    I said it in a playful voice.

    Dan-pung waved her hand like “Wait a second!” and finally said:

    “Something pretty!”

    “Huh?”

    “I want to eat something pretty!”

    “Ah?”

    Pretty?

    She answered “pretty” when I asked what food she wanted…

    I suddenly thought about how plain the meals I’d been making looked—and felt a little embarrassed.

    “All right… we’ll eat something pretty tomorrow.”

    “Okay!”

    And just like that, another peaceful day passed as we looked forward to tomorrow.

    The next day.

    Today was the day we were going to Seoul to deliver the manuscript.

    So from early morning, Dan-pung was making a big fuss getting ready.

    “Even little kids care about how they look, huh…”

    Dan-pung had been standing in front of the mirror for 30 minutes now.

    At first, I tried to rush her, but now I just watched, speechless.

    She kept putting hair clips in and taking them out, even though they all looked the same to me.

    Seeing her tiny hands fuss with her hair, and the messy results not matching her effort, made me laugh.

    Maybe she noticed me watching, or maybe she was finally done, but at last, Dan-pung stepped away from the mirror.

    “Shall we go now?”

    She nodded.

    We held hands tightly and left the house.

    “It’s quiet here… and kind of boring.”

    As we walked to the bus stop, Dan-pung suddenly said that.

    Maybe she was bored lately since I’d been stuck working in the studio so much.

    “That’s because we live in the countryside. But when we come back, want to visit the upper neighborhood?”

    “Upper neighborhood” (윗보매기).

    Our village was called “Lower neighborhood” (아랫보매기), and over the hill was the “Upper neighborhood.”

    Unlike our village, which had only Dan-pung as a child, I heard there were a few kids over there.

    “Upper neighborhood?”

    “Yeah. Our village is the Lower one, and past the hill is the Upper one. I heard there are kids your age there. If you play with them, it’ll be less boring.”

    “Wow…”

    Since coming here, the only person I had seen was the elderly lady from the house across the street. So when Dan-pung heard there was a friend her age nearby, her face lit up.

    “I need to run some errands today, and we should get a toy for you too. Is there something you want?”

    “Uh… then…”

    Dan-pung’s face brightened even more at the word "toy." After thinking for a moment, she smiled and said:

    “A Mimi doll!”

    “Okay, let’s get that.”

    I didn’t know what “Mimi” was, but I said yes anyway.

    We walked to the bus stop. I had timed it well, so we didn’t wait long before the bus to town arrived.

    To get from our house to the Seoul publishing company, we had to transfer twice: a bus to town, another to the subway station, and then the subway to the publisher’s stop.

    It must have been hard for a little kid to stay quiet on public transport, but Dan-pung held my hand tightly and behaved calmly the whole way.

    Thankfully, we arrived in Hongdae on time for the meeting.

    “We’ll take care of the important stuff first, then do the rest.”

    “This is where your uncle makes books.”

    I said that proudly to Dan-pung as we stood in front of a tall building.

    “Wow…”

    Technically, the books are printed and bound at a printing shop down south, but I didn’t need to explain that. I just wanted to show off a little.

    In the lobby on the first floor, I met the editor. We exchanged greetings, and I handed over the USB.

    He said he’d check the file and contact me later—just the usual. He looked at Dan-pung and me with a confused expression, but I didn’t bother explaining.

    Then we went to a brunch café nearby. I had searched like crazy the night before to find a nice one.

    When I thought of something “pretty,” cafés and desserts came to mind. But I didn’t want to give Dan-pung dessert without a meal first, so we went to a brunch place.

    A plate of toast and colorful fruits arrived.

    Dan-pung hesitated, then used her fork to taste the whipped cream.

    “How is it? Tasty?”

    “It’s really pretty!”

    “…How about the taste?”

    “It’s good too!”

    Dan-pung mentioned how pretty it was before talking about the taste. She picked up the little paper decoration stuck in the toast and looked at it curiously.

    “That’s not for eating.”

    “Oh!”

    She quickly put down the paper she was about to eat. I pulled the plate toward me to cut the food for her—it looked pretty but was hard to eat. I would never have come to a place like this on my own.

    “Wow!”

    Dan-pung took a bite of the French toast and made little excited noises—she looked like a cute yellow chick.

    “Eat slowly. Want me to get you another drink?”

    “I’m okay!”

    Looks like she liked the food.

    She dipped the toast in both whipped cream and maple syrup.

    “This yellow bread is really good!”

    “Eat it with this too. You’ll choke.”

    Just watching her eat made me feel full.

    I had never thought about marriage or kids, so I thought I’d never feel something like this. But now, I was feeling it because of Dan-pung.

    Then it happened.

    Bzzzt.

    My phone on the table buzzed.

    ‘Huh?’

    It was a call from the editor I had just met.

    “Hello?”

    [Author!]

    He sounded a bit excited, which was unusual for him.

    “Yes, editor?”

    [Where are you now?]

    “Uh, I’m at a nearby café.”

    [Oh! Good. I’ll come to you.]

    “Uh? Why?”

    [We have to sign a contract!]

    “What?”

    [I love the story. It’s amazing. Trust me—this one’s going to be a hit. Let’s sign right away!]

    I was speechless.

    Even when I showed my best-performing work before, the reaction wasn’t like this.

    [Author? You’re not thinking of another publisher, are you?]

    He got impatient when I didn’t answer right away.

    But I wasn’t hesitating because of another publisher.

    ‘Is the reaction really this different?’

    It had been a year since my last book was published. I had worked with this editor during that time and sent him several drafts—but never got this kind of excitement.

    ‘I just wrote what I felt while talking with Dan-pung…’

    I did feel good while writing this one and had quietly hoped for a good result. But not this good.

    The editor sounded overly excited, but I didn’t want to get my hopes up too soon and be embarrassed later.

    [Author!]

    When I didn’t respond even after hearing “contract,” he spoke again.

    [Don’t worry this time. I already showed it to my team leader, and he loved it! It won’t be canceled like before!]

    “Ah…”

    He knew exactly what I was worried about.

    Even if the editor liked it, if someone higher up said no, that was the end. I had experienced that more than once. But this time, even the team leader had said yes, just from the first draft.

    [So, where are you now exactly?]

    “Ah, yes. I’m at…”

    I gave him the café’s address and ended the call.

    Even afterward, I couldn’t put my phone down for a while.

    ‘Is she my lucky charm…?’

    Watching Dan-pung happily munch on her toast, cheeks full, she really did seem like a little bundle of good luck.
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    I couldn’t believe it.

    Just two weeks ago, I found out my brother had a child, and I was told I had to take care of her.

    A week ago, I brought Dan-pung home.

    Then, after talking with her, I was inspired and started writing with a new mindset.

    And today.

    I handed over the manuscript to the publisher, and the editor who used to look at me coldly was now sitting across from me—with a contract in hand—smiling at me sweetly.

    "You’ve worked hard for so long. I can't believe such a great story came out of it. I took it straight to the team lead as soon as I read it!"

    The editor, who had just gotten my signature on the contract, looked very happy.

    But he was only half right.

    Yes, I had struggled for a long time—but that wasn’t why this story was written.

    It all came from a very short moment.

    A short conversation with Dan-pung sparked the idea.

    No matter how long I had thought about it, if I hadn’t spoken with Dan-pung, this story wouldn’t have been born.

    “Ugh!”

    Dan-pung let out a little frustrated sound.

    She didn’t care about the adults’ conversation and was focused on eating the pudding the editor had ordered.

    The pudding was soft and wobbly, and it must’ve been hard to eat with a spoon, because she kept getting annoyed.

    Instead of doing it for her, I showed her how.

    I tilted the bowl and scooped with the spoon.

    Dan-pung nodded and copied me—and soon she was eating just fine.

    "I didn’t know you had a niece," the editor said while looking between us.

    ‘I didn’t know either,’ I thought—but didn’t say it out loud.

    We were in a professional relationship, so I didn’t feel the need to explain my personal life.

    "She really doesn’t look like you."

    "Haha, really?"

    I wasn’t surprised.

    People always said I didn’t look like my brother either.

    But Dan-pung looked exactly like my brother—even from far away.

    So of course she didn’t look like me.

    The editor said a few more typical things you say during contract signings, then stood up.

    Dan-pung and I also got up as soon as she finished eating.

    I gently patted Dan-pung’s head.

    At first, she used to flinch when I touched her.

    But now, she just stood there quietly, used to it.

    "Dan-pung, is there anything else you want to eat? Or anything you want to do?"

    “Hmm…”

    She thought about it carefully.

    It wasn’t an empty question.

    The editor’s reaction, the quick contract—it was all thanks to Dan-pung.

    So no matter what she wanted to eat or do, I wanted to do it for her.

    Even if I spent the entire contract money on Dan-pung, I wouldn’t mind.

    Honestly, if it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t have earned that money.

    “Mimi doll?”

    “Oh, right! We said we’d buy your Mimi doll.”

    “Yes!”

    Her face lit up at the mention of the Mimi doll.

    Seeing her bright smile made me think—I could buy her not just one, but ten Mimi dolls if she wanted.

    “Alright, then let’s go buy the Mimi doll before going home. And we’ll get whatever you want to eat, too.”

    “For food…”

    She thought again. Then she looked up at me with a bright smile.

    “Radish salad bibimbap!”

    “Ah.”

    It’s that dish again—radish salad bibimbap.

    Every time I ask what she wants to eat, it’s always that.

    I wondered what it meant to her.

    Maybe it was tied to a memory with her mom that she hasn’t told me about yet.

    “Okay, let’s get that too. Let’s buy everything Dan-pung wants to eat and play with!”

    “Yay!”

    I said it boldly—after all, she was just a 7-year-old.

    It’s not like she would ask for real estate or a car.

    But I had no idea back then—

    That Dan-pung had such a big taste, just like an adult.

    We decided to go grocery shopping not in Seoul, but at a mart near the bus terminal before heading home.

    I didn’t want to drag heavy bags onto the subway.

    And it turned out to be a great decision.

    We hadn’t even started real shopping yet, but our cart was already full.

    We went straight to the toy section first.

    There were five Mimi dolls:

    Mimi goes shopping, Mimi goes on a picnic, Mimi goes to school, Mimi goes to a party, and Mimi takes care of a baby.

    Dan-pung stood in front of them, thinking seriously for so long that I couldn’t even interrupt.

    “…Dan-pung, if it’s that hard to choose, you can get all of them.”

    I couldn’t wait any longer, so I said it.

    Dan-pung’s eyes widened in surprise.

    “Really?!”

    “Of course. Today’s the first time your uncle’s buying you a present.”

    I didn’t say anything like “I got a big contract thanks to you” or anything weird like that.

    “Wow!”

    It was the happiest smile I had ever seen on her face.

    So bright, I almost didn’t recognize her.

    She tried to hug all five dolls at once with her little arms, struggling to keep them from falling.

    “You can just put them in the cart.”

    I took the dolls and placed them in the cart.

    To me, they looked like the same doll in different outfits.

    ‘They could just sell the clothes separately,’ I thought to myself, annoyed at the toy company’s tricks.

    But I kept smiling because Dan-pung was watching me.

    “Hehe! Thank you!”

    She bowed politely, holding the baby-care Mimi tightly in her arms and putting the other four in the cart.

    Seeing how happy she was made me forget the cost completely.

    “No problem.”

    I patted her head again.

    Her hair, which had been neatly tied this morning, was now all messy and sticking out.

    “Dan-pung, wait a second.”

    I parked the cart to the side and knelt down in front of her.

    “Let me fix your hair real quick.”

    Dan-pung, completely focused on the Mimi doll, quietly let me fix her hair.

    I thought it would be easy—just like tying a bread bag. So I took off the hair tie…

    But—

    ‘Huh? Why isn’t this working?’

    I started to panic.

    This morning, Dan-pung had tied her own hair with her tiny hands, and I had just watched.

    It was so cute how clumsy she was, and I quietly laughed to myself.

    But now that I was trying it myself, I realized—it wasn’t easy at all to tie hair with a tiny rubber band thinner than my fingers.

    Still, I had already taken it off, so I had to fix it.

    “Ahh!”

    “Oh, sorry!”

    I must’ve pulled too hard because the rubber band was too small and tight.

    Dan-pung cried out in pain, and people walking by started looking at us.

    “Wait a sec, I’ll do it gently... ugh.”

    Trying not to pull too hard made it harder, and hair kept slipping out.

    I was sweating from the stress.

    “Would you like some help?”

    “Ah.”

    An angel’s voice from above.

    A kind woman, seeing me struggling in the toy aisle, offered to help.

    “Yes, please!”

    Normally, I’m too shy to accept help from strangers—but not this time.

    I quickly stood up and gave her the rubber band.

    She gathered Dan-pung’s hair skillfully and tied it up neatly.

    Even into a heart shape.

    “How is it? Do you like it?”

    She showed Dan-pung the hairstyle using her phone’s camera.

    “Yes!”

    Of course, Dan-pung loved it.

    Making a heart with a tiny rubber band?

    I’d never seen anything like that in my life.

    “Thank you so much.”

    I meant it from the bottom of my heart.

    She just smiled and walked away, not expecting anything in return.

    She really did seem like an angel.

    “Uncle, are we going to buy the radish salad now?”

    Dan-pung tugged on my sleeve while I was still wiping sweat off my face.

    “Oh, right. That’s in the grocery section downstairs.”

    “Okay~”

    She hugged one Mimi doll tightly while the cart held the other four.

    Her hair was now heart-shaped, and she was about to go buy the food she wanted most—radish salad.

    She looked so happy it was like her smile could reach the sky.

    ‘So this is what it feels like to enjoy spending money…’

    I’d never been much of a spender.

    Even when I had money, I never spent much.

    But now, looking at Dan-pung, I understood why some dads skip buying cigarettes to get things for their kids.

    “Hm…”

    We needed to go down the moving walkway to get to the grocery floor.

    But people walking by kept looking at us.

    “Dan-pung.”

    She was walking ahead of the cart, clearly excited.

    Just seeing the back of her head, I could tell she was happy.

    When she turned around, sure enough, she was smiling.

    “Come here. Up you go.”

    I picked her up with both hands.

    Dan-pung, used to it by now, spread her legs and sat right into the cart.

    “Let’s ride like this.”

    I’d seen other kids riding in carts, and I wanted to let Dan-pung enjoy it too.

    We’d been walking all day.

    Even I was tired—so of course Dan-pung must be too, even if she hadn’t said anything.

    “Okay!”

    She smiled from ear to ear.

    I smiled too.

    With Dan-pung sitting in the cart, we headed downstairs.

    The cart bumped a little on the moving walkway, but she didn’t care.

    She just kept looking at her Mimi dolls.

    ‘Radish salad, huh... probably in the side dish section.’

    Since I lived alone, I often bought food from the ready-made side dish section.

    I knew where it was.

    It was almost closing time, so a lot of side dishes were bundled into “3 for 10,000 won” deals.

    “Dan-pung, should we get some anchovies too?”

    “Yes~”

    She didn’t even look.

    She just answered while staring at her dolls.

    It seemed she was completely obsessed with Mimi dolls for now.

    So I ignored her answer and picked what I liked.

    But then—

    ‘Wait… there’s no radish salad?’

    I searched every shelf in the side dish section, twice.

    No radish salad anywhere.

    “Dan-pung.”

    “Yes?”

    Only then did she look up at me when I called her name.

    She was still touching her Mimi doll, even as she looked at me.

    “How did you eat radish salad bibimbap before?”

    “Umm… with radish salad, a fried egg, and sesame oil?”

    “That’s it?”

    “Yeah.”

    She looked at me like, “Why are you asking something so obvious?”

    I gently patted her head, careful not to mess up the heart-shaped hair.

    “There’s no radish salad here, so I’ll make it for you.”

    “You know how to make it?”

    Her eyes got big.

    Well, considering that I’d only ever cooked her sausage, Spam, miso soup, and fried eggs—she had every reason to be surprised.

    “Of course I do.”

    “Wow…”

    That was a lie. I had no idea how.

    But hey, that’s what smartphones are for.

    I quickly searched for “radish salad” on my phone.

    ‘Looks like I just need to mix it with seasonings... Huh, I have most of this stuff already. I just need to buy radish and salted fish.’

    I turned the cart toward the vegetable section.

    No radish salad? No problem.

    I’ll just make it myself.

    It’s not that I can’t cook—I just haven’t.

    And when I do try, I’m usually pretty good at it.

    Maybe…

    This is my chance.

    A chance to redeem myself from the sausage pancake disaster… with radish salad!

  
    

    
      007.
    

    After finishing everything for the day, I got home quite late.

    While I was unpacking for a moment, Dan-pung had already fallen asleep on the living room floor.

    I quickly prepared her bedding and carefully carried her to lay down properly.

    ‘Come to think of it... there’s really no space in this house that belongs to Dan-pung.’

    My house was a small country home with three rooms.

    The biggest room was my work studio. Another had just a mattress and was used as my bedroom. The last one was more like a storage room, filled with unused things.

    I thought I should find time to clean up and create a space just for Dan-pung.

    ‘One thing at a time.’

    There’s plenty of time to spend with Dan-pung. No, actually, this is just the beginning. There’s no need to rush—I’ll take it slow, step by step. With that thought, I lay down next to Dan-pung and fell asleep too.

    * * * 

    
      The next morning.
    

    I had cereal with milk that I bought yesterday and spent the morning doing my usual work.

    Dan-pung played with her Mimi doll and didn’t even come near me until I called her for lunch.

    For lunch, I planned to make the radish bibimbap Dan-pung kept asking for.

    But then...

    “I want to help too…”

    She kept peeking into the small kitchen, clearly wanting to help.

    She said she wanted to join, but I had a feeling it was more about not trusting me—probably because of my past kitchen disasters. That was just my own guilt talking.

    “Then should we do it outside? The kitchen’s too small. I’ll prepare the ingredients, and we can mix them together.”

    “Okay!”

    Dan-pung seemed different.

    After our trip to Seoul yesterday, she seemed brighter somehow.

    She always responded before too, but now her tone and expressions felt more alive.

    I sent Dan-pung to the living room and brought out the groceries we had bought yesterday.

    Two radishes just in case, fermented fish sauce, and all the seasonings I had at home based on what I saw on a blog.

    I’d only ever made simple dishes like grilled meat or reheated food, so I wasn’t good at using a knife.

    Living alone, I didn’t even have big bowls or containers, so I only cut enough to mix in one batch.

    Because I was being careful, it took a long time just to cut half a radish.

    ‘I’ll use the rest to make beef and radish soup later.’

    Looking at the sliced radish, they seemed a little thick. But I didn’t want to risk cutting my fingers, so I made peace with it.

    At least the thicker slices would be nice to chew.

    After preparing everything, Dan-pung and I went outside to the yard faucet.

    “Oh, hello!”

    “Hello...”

    Just then, we ran into the old lady from the house across the street who was heading out.

    As usual, Dan-pung and I politely bowed in greeting.

    Even though we’d seen her a few times since moving in, Dan-pung was still shy and hid behind me.

    “Oh my, what’s all that?”

    She looked at the big tray full of ingredients and asked.

    Back when my grandma was still alive, the old lady used to visit often. But after Grandma passed away, we didn’t see each other much.

    Her grandchild used to be friends with my older brother, and we all played together as kids. But after my brother passed too, even that connection disappeared.

    “Oh, Dan-pung wanted to eat radish salad bibimbap.”

    “What, you can make that kind of thing?”

    “Well, I’m just following instructions on my phone.”

    I scratched my head, feeling awkward.

    She didn’t say more, but I could feel from her expression that she didn’t quite trust me.

    “Well, go on then.”

    The old lady gave what sounded like an unsure cheer and went on her way.

    “Alright, let’s start!”

    Dan-pung and I crouched near the water tap.

    Dan-pung was grinning from ear to ear, clearly excited.

    At moments like this, I really felt she was a girl through and through.

    Even though I’d lived with Grandma my whole life, I never once cooked with her.

    She never asked me to, and I never begged to join her either.

    Feeling happy, I gave Dan-pung a pair of disposable gloves.

    “Oh, they’re too big… is it hard to use?”

    “It’s fine!”

    Since we were using chili powder, garlic, and fish sauce, I thought gloves were a good idea. But they were way too big for her tiny hands.

    “This won’t work. How about I mix it, and you help make the seasoning?”

    “Okay…”

    She answered, but looked a bit disappointed.

    Still, there was no choice.

    Her hands were too small—the gloves were loose, and her fingers couldn’t even move properly.

    I held the radish with one hand and checked the blog again with the other.

    ‘Oh…’

    I felt a chill. The blog said to cut the radish as thin as possible to help the seasoning soak in.

    ‘This should be okay.’

    It’ll all taste the same once we eat it.

    Trying to ignore that part, I moved on to the next step.

    I had peeled all the radish skins too, just in case—but luckily the blog said that was fine.

    Korean food is like that. One reason it’s hard to make Korean cuisine global is because of recipes.

    Korean cooking is all about “feel.” That’s what I told myself as I checked the main ingredients.

    The measurements were all kind of similar anyway.

    “Okay. Dan-pung, can you pour in the chili powder? Stop when I say so.”

    “Okay!”

    Looking like the wheel operator of a turtle ship, Dan-pung bravely lifted the chili powder. It was so heavy she could barely hold it with both hands.

    The chili powder started to pour out slowly.

    But at that rate, it would take forever.

    So I waved my hand, signaling her to pour more confidently.

    “Ah!”

    She understood and tilted the bag more.

    WHUMP!

    And just like that, a big pile of chili powder came pouring out all at once.

    “Wait, stop!”

    Too late.

    Almost the entire bag had fallen in.

    “Gasp!”

    Even Dan-pung, who didn’t know much about cooking, realized it was too much.

    She flinched, surprised. I was shocked too, though I tried not to show it.

    “It’s okay. We can just scoop some out.”

    I pushed the extra chili powder aside and dumped it away.

    Cooking outside had its perks. Just toss the mess and rinse with water—no big cleanup needed.

    “Alright, now you just need to scrub the radish until it turns red.”

    I repeated exactly what the blog had said, like I was some cooking expert.

    “Ohh! I’ll check if it’s red!”

    All fired up to help, Dan-pung came right up close.

    She seemed to have already forgotten her mistake and looked excited again.

    But she was getting way too close.

    If she wasn’t careful, she’d end up mixing her face with the radish too.

    And sure enough…

    “Achoo!”

    Dan-pung sneezed from being too close.

    “It’s because of the chili powder. You can watch from a little further away.”

    “Okay. Achoo! Achoo!”

    Even after stepping back, she sneezed a few more times.

    ‘Oh boy… she’s something else.’

    After sending her back a little, I rubbed the radish hard until it turned nice and red.

    Nod, nod.

    Our eyes met, and Dan-pung nodded with satisfaction at the red radish.

    “Okay, next step.”

    “Okay!”

    “Get one spoonful of that minced garlic.”

    “Okay!”

    Watching my hand and head movements, Dan-pung picked up the garlic and gave me a tiny scoop—just the size of a booger.

    “No, you need to add a full spoonful.”

    We’re Koreans, descendants of Ungnyeo—we are the garlic people!

    Garlic must be added in a big spoonful, like a ladle.

    “Hmm… this much?”

    Dan-pung scooped again when I told her, but it was still too little.

    “No, about twice that much.”

    “Then… this much?”

    “Okay. Give it to me.”

    “Yes!”

    She added the minced garlic.

    “Now add the same amount of sugar. It’s on the left. Yep, that one.”

    “Okay!”

    She quickly added the sugar too.

    “And that brown one over there—that’s plum syrup. Pour it into my hand, but stop when I say.”

    “Okay!”

    Dan-pung poured slowly, maybe because she was still nervous after the chili powder accident earlier.

    “Okay, stop. Now pour the vinegar into my hand too.”

    “Yes!”

    She answered quickly, like a pro chef's assistant.

    “Alright, now do you see the bottle that says kanari on it? That’s fish sauce. Pour that into my hand too—slowly.”

    “Okay!”

    I never cooked with fish sauce before, so I bought a new bottle yesterday. Maybe because it was full, it was heavy.

    Dan-pung tried to pour it but her hand slipped, and too much came out all at once.

    “Ah!”

    I quickly cupped my hands together to catch it, and thankfully stopped the disaster.

    “You did fine, really.”

    Dan-pung looked discouraged again after her mistake.

    I threw out the extra fish sauce and tried to cheer her up.

    “Okay, now we just have to mix it. Can you sprinkle some sesame seeds on top?”

    We rubbed the radish with our hands, making sure all the seasonings mixed well.

    Just moments ago it didn’t smell like much, but once everything started blending, it began to smell like real food.

    “Ooh, look at this! Doesn’t it feel nice?”

    “Yeah!”

    “Is it just like the one your mom used to make?”

    “Yeah! The color looks the same!”

    See? I told you. I’m actually good at this if I just try.

    It actually looked pretty good—definitely better than the sausage pancake disaster before.

    “Dan-pung, want to taste it? Tell me the truth, okay? We can fix it if anything’s missing.”

    “Yes!”

    I told her to be honest, but honestly… I just wanted her to say:
"Uncle, it’s so good!"

    Excited for her praise, I put a red piece of radish in her mouth.

    And then…

    “Yuck!”

    She spat it out before it even touched her tongue.

    Then she looked at me nervously.

    “Um… well…”

    “What? Is it too salty? Does it taste weird?”

    It must taste bad—she spit it out immediately and now looked like she ate something awful.

    But I’m an adult.

    I stayed calm and asked her gently, though I couldn’t stop my hands from trembling.

    “Um… it’s weird… I don’t know what it is…”

    Her words were soft, but her eyes were full of worry.

    She didn’t say it was bad or salty—just weird. That confused me.

    “Really? Then let me try.”

    I’m a bad uncle.

    After seeing her reaction, I picked the smallest piece I could find and put it in my mouth.

    “Ugh. Ptooey!”

    My reaction was the same as hers.

    Why does it taste like this?

    What I tasted was the ocean. Not salty—fishy. Really fishy.

    It was probably the kanari fish sauce.

    Even though I used the amount written in the blog, the flavor was too strong.

    Ah… maybe some spilled from the gloves too. That would be too much.

    That seemed like a reasonable guess. And I quickly thought of a solution.

    “Dan-pung, let’s add more radish.”

    “More?”

    “Yeah. If it’s too salty, we add more radish. Then also more chili powder and sugar and other stuff. Just not more fish sauce.”

    “Ohh, okay!”

    “Wait here. I'll cut more radish.”

    I rushed inside, cut up another batch, and came back out. I did better this time since I had practice.

    When I got back, Dan-pung was standing guard next to the radish like a soldier.

    “Alright, let’s try again!”

    “Okay!”

    We started the second round of our radish salad battle.

    And then…

    “……”

    “……”

    We failed. Again.

    It was weird. We added more radish! Twice as much!

    But it was still salty and fishy.

    What, was I supposed to add just a drop of the fish sauce?

    I started to panic. Dan-pung’s eyes, once full of hope and excitement, were now dim and disappointed.

    No, this can’t happen…

    If this kept up, it would become another cooking disaster—like the sausage pancake—and my image as an uncle would completely collapse.

    And then—

    “What’s all this? Are you making kimchi?”

    It was the old lady from across the street, walking into our yard.

    She saw the big bowl of radish salad and made a comment. In my discouraged state, her words stung.

    “No… not really…”

    “Why so much for just the two of you?”

    “I… it just turned out that way…”

    My voice was getting smaller and smaller.

    “Give me a bite.”

    She pointed at the radish with her chin, hands behind her back.

    I can’t give her this!

    I couldn’t do that. She’s a neighbor, an elder—even if we’re not close, I couldn’t serve this disaster.

    “Oh, goodness.”

    As I hesitated, she reached out herself and grabbed a handful of radish salad.

    She ate it right away.

    Dan-pung and I shut our eyes tightly.

    “Ptooey.”

    And of course… she spat it out.

  
    

    
      008.
    

    “Did you soak the radish in fish sauce or what?”

    “No, not really…”

    “What do you mean no? You poured a whole bottle in there!”

    “….”

    The old lady turned on the water faucet and drank several gulps.

    As I stood there feeling embarrassed and sorry, she rinsed her mouth for a while. Then, finally, she spoke again.

    “So what got into you to suddenly make radish salad?”

    “Oh… my niece said she wanted to eat some.”

    I had introduced Dan-pung as my older brother’s daughter before, so she naturally looked over at her when I said “niece.”

    “A little kid like her knows about radish salad?”

    The look on the old lady’s face shifted, as if many thoughts were passing through her mind.

    But it only lasted a moment. The gentle expression quickly turned into her usual sharp look.

    “But this? You can’t eat this.”

    “Ah… I guess not, right?”

    “Of course not. It’s soaked in fish sauce! Even a dog wouldn’t eat this.”

    “Oh…”

    Her words were so blunt.

    I immediately checked Dan-pung’s face. She looked very disappointed. She’d worked so hard to help me fix it.

    “Do you have any radish left?”

    As I stood there not knowing what to say, she asked again.

    “Uh, yes… there’s one more.”

    “You cut that one too?”

    “Yes…”

    “Your fingers are still all there?”

    “Oh! Yes!”

    I proudly showed her both of my hands.

    She nodded and started checking the seasoning containers nearby.

    “Kids can’t handle this kanari fish sauce. My granddaughter can’t eat it either.”

    “Oh… are different fish sauces that different?”

    “What kind of question is that?! Of course they are!”

    I had just asked, but she snapped at me.

    Actually, she always spoke loudly—it wasn’t necessarily that she was angry.

    “Okay…”

    And just like that, I ended up getting scolded in front of Dan-pung.

    “Wait here. I’ll go get something.”

    “Sorry?”

    “Just wait, I said.”

    She walked off after saying only what she wanted.

    What is she going to bring?

    Dan-pung and I sat by the water faucet, waiting blankly for her return.

    To avoid feeling awkward, I started tidying up the area. Soon, she came back carrying a big red plastic tub full of stuff.

    “Oh! What is all this?”

    I rushed to help her with the heavy tub.

    It was full of radish, red chili powder, a plastic milk bottle, and a soju bottle.

    “What do you mean? We’re making radish salad.”

    “Oh, it’s okay really…”

    “What’s okay?! Are you gonna let the kid starve?!”

    “….”

    Of course not.

    Normally I would’ve politely declined, but after seeing Dan-pung’s disappointed face, I just couldn’t.

    “Thank you…”

    I didn’t know what else to say, so I just thanked her.

    “Pfft.”

    She brushed off my thanks and sat down at the faucet.

    She moved things around and took out the radish from the tub.

    “Go get a cutting board and knife.”

    “Oh, okay!”

    I ran inside and brought them out quickly.

    “Look, if you cut like this, you’ll cut your fingers. Bend them like this so you don’t get hurt.”

    “Aha.”

    “Tsk. A kid trying to raise another kid. You don’t know a thing.”

    It felt… weird.

    Her tone wasn’t kind or gentle—actually, it was sharp and rough—but strangely, it didn’t feel bad.

    Even though I felt a little embarrassed, there was something warm about it.

    She cut the radish quickly and then held up one of the thickest slices I had cut earlier.

    “Who cuts radish like this? Is this radish salad or diced radish kimchi?”

    “It’s not that thick…”

    “What do you mean not thick?!”

    I tried to defend myself a little, but she snapped again.

    “Old folks could break their teeth on this. And the seasoning doesn’t soak in properly either.”

    She kept talking while slicing, and when she said it could break your teeth, Dan-pung nervously touched her own teeth, checking them.

    “It’s okay. Grandma was just joking,”

    I whispered quietly to Dan-pung. Luckily, the old lady didn’t hear me—her hearing wasn’t very sharp.

    “Pass me that—tuna fish sauce.”

    “This one?”

    I was just standing nearby when she gave me an order.

    I picked up a bottle that looked like it.

    “That’s sesame oil! I meant the one in the milk bottle!”

    “Oh! Okay!”

    Now the roles were reversed.

    Earlier, I was the chef and Dan-pung was my assistant. But now, the old lady was the chef, and I was her helper.

    I handed her the fish sauce in the milk bottle as she asked.

    When I went shopping yesterday, there were many kinds of fish sauce. I had picked the kanari one because I saw it on TV. I think tuna fish sauce was next to it.

    “My granddaughter can eat the tuna one just fine.”

    She started explaining even though I hadn’t asked.

    She didn’t look at any recipe, but just grabbed seasonings and added them easily. It looked so simple when she did it.

    Her hands never stopped moving. And neither did her mouth.

    “That chili powder over there is no good. Throw it away.”

    “What? But I just bought it yesterday…”

    “From the supermarket, right?”

    “Yes…”

    “That one’s from China. I can tell without looking. It has no flavor.”

    Really?

    Even without looking, she said it was Chinese. And when I compared it with the one she brought, the color really was different.

    Whoa… she’s right.

    I checked the back of the packet and it really was made in China.

    “If you need more chili powder, just tell me. I’ll give you some. It’s homemade—from peppers I grew myself.”

    “Oh, no, that’s okay.”

    I was very thankful, but it felt wrong to accept something she worked so hard to grow.

    “If I offer it, just take it! Stop saying ‘it’s okay’ all the time.”

    “….”

    Grandma glared at me, then went back to mixing the radish salad.

    “Oh, and take that. I brought it for you.”

    “Huh?”

    “That bottle over there. It’s sesame oil. The kind from the market doesn’t taste good. This one’s from the oil mill. If you mix it with the salad and eat it, it’ll taste amazing.”

    “Oh, that’s great! My niece said she wanted to eat radish salad bibimbap, so we were trying to make it.”

    “The little one?”

    Grandma stopped moving her hands and looked at Dan-pung.

    Usually, Dan-pung would hide behind me whenever she saw Grandma, but today she was sitting beside her, watching how she made the salad.

    “She’s a good kid. Even eats stuff like that.”

    Grandma smiled and touched Dan-pung’s cheek. Because her hand was still covered in seasoning, it left a red smudge on Dan-pung’s face.

    “Oh dear, go wash up.”

    Grandma pointed toward the outdoor faucet, and Dan-pung just smiled and went to wash her cheek with water.

    So this is how it happens…

    As I watched, I felt a strange emotion—one I had forgotten while living alone.

    Before Dan-pung came, I never really needed help from neighbors or anyone else. I was used to doing everything alone.

    But now things had changed.

    When I first brought Dan-pung home, I needed help from a worker at the agency.

    Just yesterday, a stranger helped tie her hair.

    And today, Grandma from next door helped us make the radish salad Dan-pung had wanted.

    
      Doing things together isn’t so bad.
    

    Sharing work with someone.

    It’s something natural for people, but not for me. It used to feel awkward and uncomfortable.

    But slowly, I was changing. If it was just me, I wouldn’t have accepted help. But when it came to Dan-pung, I had no choice—and that’s how I began opening up.

    “Oh, my back.”

    While I was lost in thought, Grandma finished mixing and groaned as she straightened up.

    “Wait, Grandma!”

    She was taking off her gloves, and I couldn’t let her leave like that.

    I rushed into the kitchen and opened the fridge. There wasn’t anything fancy to give her.

    So I grabbed some fruit, canned coffee, and a bottle of soy milk I’d bought yesterday at the supermarket.

    “Please take these.”

    I held the bag out to her, but she kept waving her hands.

    “You don’t need to give me that.”

    “I bought too much yesterday. Please take them.”

    “I don’t like sweet stuff. Let the kid have it.”

    “Oh, this one isn’t sweet—it’s soy milk, not juice. Please.”After I kept insisting, she finally gave in and took the bag.

    “If the salad’s too spicy, eat it with a fried egg. It’ll help with the heat.”

    “Okay! Thank you so much!”

    I thanked her loudly and sincerely.

    For a moment, just a brief moment, Grandma smiled.

    “Alright, then. You clean up.”

    “Okay! Thank you again!”

    I bowed and gently nudged Dan-pung who was standing beside me.

    “Thank you…”

    Dan-pung said it quietly, but clearly.

    Grandma looked at her and smiled again before heading back home.

    “Wow… Dan-pung, did you see how fast Grandma cut the radish?”

    “Yes! She was super fast.”

    “It was amazing. Okay, let’s go inside and eat it with fried eggs now. It’s already really late. Are you hungry?”

    “Yes…”

    Of course she was.

    We had made and ruined the salad more than once. It was already past 3 p.m.

    I asked Dan-pung to help bring the things from the faucet back inside while I went into the kitchen.

    While heating the frying pan for the eggs, I took a bite of the radish salad sitting nearby.

    Whoa. Incredible.

    It was delicious.

    Totally different from the one I had made earlier.

    This is going to taste amazing with rice.

    Gulp.

    I accidentally swallowed my saliva.

    Like lightning, I quickly made four fried eggs.

    I was hungry too.

    Dan-pung wanted to mix everything together, so I put rice, radish salad, and four fried eggs into a big bowl.

    “Oh right, where’s the sesame oil Grandma gave us?”

    “I put it in the fridge!”

    “Can you get it?”

    “Yes!”

    Dan-pung moved quickly—maybe because she was hungry too.

    The sesame oil was in a soju bottle.

    “Whoa… that smell!”

    The moment we opened the bottle, the whole house filled with a nutty, roasted aroma.

    Just like Grandma said, it smelled completely different from the store-bought kind.

    “Pour it in!”

    I got excited without realizing it.

    As Dan-pung poured the sesame oil into the bowl, the smell was so good I almost passed out.

    “Now we just need to mix it!”

    “Yes!”

    Without needing to say who should start, we both grabbed our spoons and began mixing.

    We were in such a rush, our spoons clinked together, but we didn’t care.

    Finally, our radish salad bibimbap was done.

    The half-cooked yolks broke and made everything shiny and glossy—so appetizing.

    “Dan-pung, try it.”

    I had already tasted the salad while frying eggs, so I knew it would be good. I couldn’t wait for her to taste it.

    “But adults should eat first…”

    Even though she said that, her eyes were glued to the bowl.

    Dan-pung had good manners—so sweet and proper.

    “Okay then, Uncle will go first.”

    I took a big spoonful.

    Dan-pung watched my spoon go into my mouth and looked up at me.

    Her eyes asked: Is it good?

    I nodded.

    “It’s really delicious.”

    As soon as I said that, Dan-pung grabbed her spoon and took a bite too.

    “Mmmmmm!”

    Her eyes, already big, opened even wider and she nodded over and over.

    She didn’t need to say anything—I could tell.

    We didn’t have time for words. We just kept eating, smiling with our eyes.

    Isn’t it good?

    Yes! It’s so good!
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    * * *

    A few more days passed.

    Dan-pung played with her Mimi dolls in ways I never could have imagined.

    She lined them up and pretended to be a teacher. Sometimes she built her own kingdom and played princess. During those princess games, even Soon-dol became the dolls’ carriage. She tied the dolls onto Soon-dol’s back and let him walk around. Just watching them made me smile.

    Thanks to the Mimi dolls, I didn’t feel as guilty about not being able to play with her more often.

    And ever since that day, the grandma from next door started knocking on our gate often.

    “This is seaweed chips. Don’t give the kid too many snacks. They’re no good. Give her something like this instead.”

    “Oh, Grandma, I feel bad just taking things from you all the time…”

    “Feel bad? Nonsense! These are just my leftovers.”

    No matter how many times I tried to refuse, Grandma kept pushing side dishes into my hands. In the end, I gave in and took them, saying it was because Dan-pung liked them so much—which was true.

    Even if I tried, I could never cook as well as Grandma. Dan-pung loved her food.

    “Grandma! Wait a minute!”

    Then finally, the day came.

    Grandma came by again with another side dish, and I handed her a bag I had prepared earlier.

    “Please take this. It’s sweet and tasty.”

    It was a bag of tangerines I had ordered online a few days ago. I had thought soft, juicy fruits would be better for an elder than hard ones, so I chose carefully.

    But when Grandma peeked inside, she didn’t react the way I expected—she got angry.

    “Oh my! What season do you think it is?! Eating tangerines now?! Those are expensive!”

    “No, not really~ You can get them cheaper online these days…”

    “So you’ve got money to waste, huh!”

    Smack!

    She lightly slapped my arm.

    It sounded loud, but it didn’t hurt at all.

    “You think I’ll spend extra money just to feed you two?! Don’t you ever do this again!”

    “…Okay.”

    It was strange.

    I got scolded even though I spent my own money—but I didn’t feel upset at all.

    In fact, it warmed my heart so much it almost made me cry.

    Since my brother and grandma passed away, I hadn’t felt this kind of warmth. Even though I had Dan-pung now, she felt more like someone I needed to protect, not someone who looked after me.

    It had been a long time since someone scolded me out of care.

    “Yes, I won’t do it again.”

    Even though she slapped me, I was smiling.

    She clicked her tongue and walked off, shaking the bag in her hand like she didn’t really mind taking it.

    I watched her walk all the way home before going back inside.

    As soon as Dan-pung noticed that Grandma had dropped something off, she came running.

    “What did Grandma give us?”

    “Oh, this—seaweed chips. Do you know what that is?”

    “What’s that…?

    Dan-pung tilted her head.

    “It’s crispy seaweed that you eat like a snack. Want to try it?”

    “Yes!”

    “Okay. You keep playing—Uncle will bring it.”

    I sent Dan-pung back to the living room and went to the kitchen to get a tray.

    
      Crunch!
    

    The seaweed chip broke in my mouth with a loud crisp and melted right away.

    
      Wow, so good…
    

    I’d only been eating store-bought side dishes full of seasoning until now, so Grandma’s homemade food tasted incredible.

    I put half on a tray for Dan-pung and kept the rest in the bag for myself.

    These days, I was finishing up the final edits for my manuscript.

    I didn’t change the story much from the rough draft, but I needed to clean up small details.

    Once this was done, it would go to the editing team. That meant my work was almost over.

    Alright… Let’s power through the last part!

    I stretched and pumped my fist in the air like I was getting ready for battle.

    “Aza!”

    My eyes naturally went to the door, which was slightly open.

    And sure enough, I heard the sound I’d been waiting for.

    Tap tap tap tap!

    Fast little footsteps coming from the living room.

    In came Dan-pung, with Soon-dol chasing behind her.

    “Aza!”

    With a serious, determined look, Dan-pung shouted her own version of a cheer.

    Somehow, she had started doing this whenever I yelled “aza!” to psych myself up before writing.

    I couldn’t help but smile. It was just too cute.

    More than the cheer itself, it was seeing Dan-pung that gave me real strength.

    Getting a “fighting!” from her had become a part of my writing routine.

    “Alright, Dan-pung. Go play with Soon-dol now.”

    Nod

    Dan-pung gave a silent nod and gently closed the door behind her.

    It was our little unspoken rule.

    If I closed the door, it meant I needed to focus on writing. And if she closed it, it meant she wouldn’t bother me until I came out.

    Thanks to her thoughtfulness, I could concentrate on my work.

    But…

    The edits took longer than I thought. The editor kept suggesting new changes, saying they wanted to make it even better.

    They weren’t unreasonable, so I kept making adjustments, and the quality of the story improved.

    This one really feels special.

    To be honest, I thought that every time.

    Every time I finished a book, I felt like this is the one.

    But this time was different.

    It wasn’t just hope—it was confidence.

    Even though I couldn’t explain it clearly, I just knew.

    And then a few more days passed.

    The editing was finally done. I handed over the manuscript.

    But now, I had a new problem.

    “Hmmm…”

    Dan-pung was lying on the floor like a pancake.

    She had lost interest in Mimi.

    She spent most of the day lying down, watching TV. The Mimi dolls were still beside her, but now she said they were “playing a game where everyone lies down and watches TV.”

    It would be nice if she had some friends to play with…

    It had almost been a month since Dan-pung came to live with me. And now it was summer.

    She would start elementary school next year, which meant she’d be at home for another six months.

    Even grown-ups get depressed staying home with nothing to do.

    Asking a child like her to stay home all day—it felt like torture.

    And no matter how much I tried to play with her, it wouldn’t be the same as playing with other kids.

    It would have been nice if I had an adult to ask for advice.

    But Grandma from next door was too old to ask about kindergartens or preschools.

    The only other kids nearby were some children who lived in the upper village.

    But we didn’t know them. I’d never even seen their parents, so I couldn’t just walk over and knock on their door.

    Maybe I should start looking for a daycare or kindergarten.

    It was the only thing I could think of.

    But before making any decisions myself, I wanted to know what Dan-pung thought.

    “Dan-pung…”

    I called out to Dan-pung, who was lying in the living room watching TV. She turned her head to look at me but didn’t get up. She definitely didn’t look nervous around me anymore.

    “Why, Uncle?”

    “What do you think about going to kindergarten?”

    “Kindergarten?”

    “Yeah. Wouldn’t it be boring to stay home until school starts next year? If you go to kindergarten, you could make friends and play with them.”

    “Hmm…”

    Dan-pung didn’t answer right away.

    She thought for a while, then finally spoke—and what she said made me burst out laughing.

    “Friends sound good… but I don’t want to study…”

    “Ha!”

    It was such a childlike and honest response. I mean, what kid likes studying anyway?

    I was actually thankful that she spoke her mind without trying to please me.

    “But Dan-pung, I thought about it… and there’s no way to just make friends without studying…”

    “Don’t they have academies here?”

    “Huh…? Academies?”

    That surprised me.

    She just said she didn’t want to study, but now she was talking about academies?

    “At ballet academies or swimming academies, you can meet friends…”

    “Oh…!”

    Wow.

    I’d completely forgotten that Dan-pung had lived in Seoul.

    When I thought of academies, I only imagined places where you study. But of course, there are academies for hobbies, sports, and arts too.

    Unfortunately, this was the countryside.

    There weren’t any academies like that here.

    The only ones I’d ever seen at the local market in town were piano and taekwondo academies.

    If we wanted to find places like ballet or swimming academies, we’d have to go to the city. But the city was over an hour away by bus—way too far for a little kid.

    Still, I didn’t want to crush her hopes.

    “I’ll look into it.”

    “Yay!”

    Oops. Maybe I should’ve just told her the truth right away.

    Now I’d gotten her hopes up.

    So, I pulled out my phone and started searching like crazy.

    [Seongseo-eup ballet academy]
[Seongseo-eup swimming academy]
[Seongseo-eup culture center]

    Nothing. As expected, nothing.

    No matter how much I searched, there was nothing.

    I found one post about a piano academy, but it was in a private mom’s group and I couldn’t read it.

    Who can I ask…?

    I thought about who I could get help from.

    The caseworker from the child protection agency said I could contact them anytime, but they didn’t know anything about this area.

    Grandma next door definitely wouldn’t know either.

    The only younger-ish adult I could think of was…

    
      The village youth leader?
    

    It was a little awkward.

    He was called the “youth leader,” but he didn’t seem very young—looked well over 50.

    Even if he had kids, they were probably in college.

    But I really had no one else to ask.

    He’d come to my house a few times for village business, but I had never gone to him.

    Still, for Dan-pung’s sake, I decided to be brave.

    So I held Dan-pung’s hand and headed to the village hall, where I thought the youth leader might be.

    “What’s this place for?”

    Dan-pung asked as she looked curiously at the building.

    “Hmm… this place has a senior center and also does announcements for the village.”

    “Wow! So the announcements come from here?”

    Whenever the village announcements came on, Dan-pung always stopped what she was doing to go outside and listen.

    “Yeah. The village chief does them from inside here.”

    “Wooow…”

    Her eyes sparkled.

    She’s so cute.

    Just as we were about to enter the building, a familiar pickup truck came rolling in, kicking up a cloud of dust.

    “Oh! Look who it is!”

    The truck’s window rolled down, and inside was the youth leader I had been looking for.

    “Ah, hello…”

    Even though I had worked up the courage to come all this way, I suddenly felt embarrassed.

    Dan-pung, who had never seen him before, hid behind me.

    “Oh, is that her? San’s daughter?”

    “Yes… Dan-pung, say hello. This is the youth leader.”

    “H-hello…”

    “Wow, she looks just like San.”

    He was a farmer, so his face was deeply tanned, making his white teeth stand out even more.

    “So, what brings you here to the village hall?”

    He got out of the truck while asking.

    “Ah, well…”

    My mind went blank for a second—I didn’t know how to start.

    “I just thought… My niece doesn’t really have anyone to play with. I wasn’t sure if there was a kindergarten or daycare around here… so I wanted to ask.”

    Finally, I said what I had practiced in my head a dozen times.

    “Oh, looking for friends for the kid? How old is she?”

    “She’s seven this year.”

    Surprisingly, he didn’t seem bothered at all. He just nodded and thought for a moment. Then, his face lit up.

    “Hop in. I’ll take you somewhere.”

    “Huh? Where?”

    “You want the kid to meet some friends, right? The youngest kid at Jeong-soo’s place up in Witbomae is about that age.”

    “Jeong-soo’s?”

    “You don’t know Jeong-soo? The family that runs the pig farm.”

    “Oh! I know them!”

    There was a pig farm up in Witbomae. It had been there since I was a kid.

    I remembered avoiding that area in summer because of how bad the smell was.

    Will Dan-pung be okay with that smell…?

    I wasn’t sure if she, coming from the city, could handle the stench of pig poop.

    “Hurry up and get in before I change my mind.”

    The youth leader said with a joking smile.

    “Dan-pung, do you want to go?”

    “Hmm… okay.”

    After thinking for a moment, Dan-pung nodded.

    Alright, let’s go.

    I reached to open the passenger door, but he stopped me.

    “Ah, not the front. My wife’s stuff is in there. Sit in the back.”

    So, without thinking too much, Dan-pung and I climbed into the truck bed.

    It was Dan-pung’s first time riding in the back of a truck, and she was excited.

    But I had completely forgotten one thing.

    The pig farm in Witbomae was at the very end of a bumpy, unpaved road.

    So, all the way there, we had to survive two things:
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    When something is always close to you, you start to take it for granted.

    In my 31 years of life, I had never once thought about how precious the ground beneath my feet was.

    But now, I truly understood how valuable it was.

    As soon as I stepped off the truck and my feet touched the ground, my legs almost gave out—but I felt so relieved and grateful to be standing again.

    “Ugh…”

    Dan-pung, on the other hand, seemed completely fine—maybe because she was young or just didn’t get carsick. But even she couldn’t handle the awful smell from the pig barn and was covering her nose and mouth with both hands.

    Even though I hadn't smelled it in a while, I couldn’t get used to it either. The stench was intense, and I couldn’t tell if my nausea was from the smell or the bumpy ride.

    “Uncle, this is way too stinky.”

    Dan-pung looked at me with pleading eyes, her hands still tightly over her face.

    “Yeah… it’s pretty bad. But you’ll get used to it soon.”

    It was true.

    No matter how bad a smell is, you eventually get used to it. You stop noticing it after a while.

    “So, are you gonna wait here, or are you coming with me?”

    The youth leader asked, his expression unchanged, like he couldn’t smell a thing.

    “Hmm…”

    I glanced at Dan-pung.

    Her face had turned red—maybe she was even holding her breath.

    The smell has to be better inside the house than out here.

    “Let’s go with you.”

    “Alright then.”

    So the three of us headed toward the house behind the pig barn.

    “Wow, those pigs sure are growing fat.”

    The chubby pigs were loudly oinking—probably because they didn’t recognize us.

    My nose was already stinging from the smell, and now my ears were ringing from the noise too.

    “Hey, is Jeong-soo here?”

    The youth leader didn’t knock or wait—he just opened the door and walked in like it was his own house.

    I used to think it was rude when he visited my place without calling, but seeing him here, I realized he’d actually been polite with me.

    Wow… He was being respectful when he came to my place...

    Inside the house was completely different from the outside. The living room was clean and shiny, like it had just been mopped.

    While I was taking in the tidy room, someone came walking out from inside.

    “Oh, what brings the youth leader here?”

    A man in a loose T-shirt walked out. Judging by how he acted, he was probably

    Jeong-soo—the father of the kid we were here to meet.

    “Oh, you’re home.”

    “Do I ever leave? I can’t take care of all these pigs.”

    “True. I was worried for no reason.”

    “So, what brings you here?”

    While he spoke, he kept glancing between Dan-pung and me.

    “Ah, say hello. You know Grandma Jang from the lower village? This is her grandson and great-granddaughter.”

    “What? Grandma Jang? Then this must be San’s younger brother?”

    “Yup. You know San, right?”

    “Of course! That guy was my junior in school.”

    “Well, this little girl is San’s daughter.”

    The youth leader placed a hand on Dan-pung’s shoulder as he spoke. The man’s eyes widened.

    “San had a daughter?!”

    It made sense that people didn’t know. Dan-pung had only recently come to live here, and we hadn’t really gone out much.

    “Now that I look at her, she looks just like her dad when he was a kid.”

    The man squatted down in front of Dan-pung and looked at her with curiosity.

    “So, how old are you?”

    His voice changed to a much softer tone than when he spoke to the youth leader.

    After a short pause, Dan-pung quietly answered:

    “I’m seven…”

    “Seven? That’s the same as my youngest.”

    “See? I remembered right. I told you their ages matched.”

    The youth leader looked proud as he turned to me.

    “So, you came to meet In-sook?”

    “Yeah. The kid hasn’t been here long, and she doesn’t have any friends yet. I thought your youngest might be a good match.”

    “You’re amazing. You’re already busy with work and still remember all this.”

    “You think just anyone can be the youth leader? Ha ha ha!”

    The two of them started chatting away, almost forgetting why we were there.

    “Oh, right—we came to meet In-sook, didn’t we?”

    “Oh! That’s right! Where is she now?”

    “She said she was going out to play… so probably somewhere on the back hill.”

    “The back hill? What’s she doing up there alone?”

    “Who knows? Running around and playing, I guess.”

    He said his seven-year-old daughter went up the hill to play alone, like it was no big deal.

    Meanwhile, I felt guilty just letting Dan-pung stay home and watch TV alone.

    Well… I guess I used to do the same when I was little.

    My older brother and I had a big age gap, so I often played by myself or with friends. Of course, when I came home hurt, my brother always ran to help me.

    “We’ll go find her.”

    “You know what she looks like?”

    “…How many little kids would be on the hill?”

    “Good point. Probably just her.”

    “Tell her it’s time to come home when you find her.”

    “Sure.”

    “You going on your own?”

    The youth leader asked.

    At that moment, just the thought of getting back in that truck made my stomach twist again.

    “Yes, we’ll walk.”

    “Alright, suit yourself.”

    We bowed and left the house.

    As soon as the door closed behind us, the air changed dramatically.

    “Ugh.”

    “Yeah, it really smells out here.”

    Dan-pung nodded strongly.

    We turned and started walking in the direction the man had pointed.

    
      How are we supposed to find someone out here…?
    

    Now that we were outside, I was worried.

    It really was a “back hill,” not just a backyard.

    But unlike me, Dan-pung looked cheerful.

    She really does need a friend.

    No matter how nice I am to Dan-pung, I'm still just her uncle and guardian. I can’t give her the kind of fun and joy she can only feel with kids her own age. That’s why I came here today.

    “Dan-pung, should we go find In-sook now?”

    “Yes…!”

    She answered with determination, and I felt proud of her.

    “But the mountain is pretty big, so we might not find her today. If that happens, we can just think of it as exercise and try again tomorrow.”

    “Okay! Let’s do that!”

    “Alright.”

    I gently patted Dan-pung’s head, and we started climbing the hill, holding hands tightly.

    Wow… it’s been a while.

    The back hill of this upper village was different from the one behind our house in the lower village. The path behind our house was wide and unpaved, but here, it was just a narrow trail made by people walking over time.

    The last time I came here, I was a student—so it had been nearly 10 years.

    “I came here too when I was your age, Dan-pung.”

    “Did you come to find a friend too?”

    “No, I came with a friend to play.”

    “Oh… What did you do here?”

    As we climbed and moved away from the pig barn, the smell faded. Breathing became easier, and Dan-pung finally took her hands off her nose and mouth.

    “Hmm… We picked wild berries and looked for four-leaf clovers.”

    Of course, we did other stuff too—but that was when we were older. When I was Dan-pung’s age, I just ran around and played.

    “Wow… Are there really four-leaf clovers?”

    “Sure, they can be anywhere. This place had more grass than trees.”

    “Oh, I see.”

    Dan-pung looked around, amazed.

    “It’s true! There’s more grass than trees!”

    “Yep. And this is a secret—”

    “???”

    “Because of the pig smell, not many people come here. So it was a fun place to play with friends.”

    Oops. As soon as I said it, I felt I shouldn’t have. I meant that we could play freely without adults bothering us—but maybe that wasn’t something I should be telling a little kid like Dan-pung.

    “Uh, I mean, it was kind of scary. So I didn’t come back later.”

    “Oh…”

    I quickly tried to cover it up.

    Luckily, sweet Dan-pung seemed to believe me without question.

    Phew… I need to watch what I say.

    We kept walking, chatting about little things.

    There was only one path in the hill, and since the mountain wasn’t high, the trail eventually looped around and came out the other side of the village.

    We passed some open spaces and rocks where kids might play, but we didn’t see In-sook anywhere.

    “Uncle! What’s this?”

    After walking a while, Dan-pung stopped and pointed at some red berries growing among the grass.

    “Oh, that’s a wild strawberry. In Korean, it’s called a ‘snake berry.’”

    “Eek!”

    Dan-pung quickly hid behind me, scared.

    She looked so cute that I teased her a little.

    “It’s not a snake, just a snake berry~”

    Hearing that, she peeked out and slowly stepped closer to the berry.

    “Why is it called a snake berry?

    She gently touched the bright red berry and looked confused.

    “Some say it’s because it looks like a snake’s tongue. Others say it tastes bad, so only snakes would eat it. Every adult has a different reason.”

    “It looks tasty though… Is it not?”

    “Wanna try it?”

    “Can I?”

    Dan-pung’s eyes grew wide.

    “Mom said I shouldn’t eat food from the ground…”

    “Right, that’s true. But this isn’t food from the ground—it’s wild, growing on a bush. That’s okay.”

    I crouched beside her and picked the ripest one.

    “Usually wild raspberries taste better, but I don’t see any around here.”

    I gently wiped the berry with my sleeve and handed it to her.

    She carefully took a bite.

    Even though it was such a tiny berry, she broke it in half to share with me.

    “How is it?”

    I was curious about her review. Dan-pung was surprisingly picky with food. I wanted to hear how she’d describe this new taste.

    “Hmm… It tastes like melted strawberry juice…”

    “Huh?”

    I chuckled. That was such a perfect way to describe it.

    From her face, it didn’t seem like she loved the taste, but she kept picking more to eat.

    “You really like this kind of thing, huh? Next time, I’ll get you some wild raspberries. And maybe some mulberries too.”

    “What’s a mulberry?”

    “Hmm… It’s called ‘pong’ in Korean. It’s super tasty—and it makes your hands and lips turn black.”

    “Like paint candy?”

    “Yeah… something like that. Haha.”

    We had never talked about so many different things back at home. It made me think we should go on walks like this more often, even without a specific reason.

    But still… where is In-sook?

    Before we knew it, we reached the top of the hill. If we kept going, we’d end up on the other side of the village, far from home.

    So we decided to turn around and head back down.

    Dan-pung seemed so into our talk, she had already forgotten about finding a new friend.

    She walked holding a handful of berries, and we were getting close to the pig barn again—where the strong smell returned.

    Dan-pung handed me her berries and held her nose.

    “Let’s hurry and pass through this stinky part!”

    She nodded hard.

    We ran past the barn, laughing and playing.

    Then suddenly—

    We saw a shadow in the distance.

    With the setting sun behind them, the shadow looked smaller and smaller as they got closer.

    Is that In-sook?

    Dan-pung must’ve thought the same. She held my hand tighter.

    It had to be her. No one else would be out here.

    My heart started beating fast.

    How should I say hi? What would make a good first impression?

    Before I could even finish thinking, we stood face-to-face.

    It was a little girl, with skin so dark it almost looked black in the fading light. She wore a skirt just below her knees.

    “Uh… Are you In-sook?”

    The girl looked at both of us and nodded.

    “Who are you, mister?”

    “Ah, I’m Dan-pung’s uncle. And this is—”

    I turned to introduce Dan-pung, but she was looking down. Her eyes were trembling, clearly flustered.

    Huh? Why?

    I followed her gaze.

    Oh…

    She was staring at In-sook’s hand—where about ten grasshoppers were stuck on a single stem of grass.
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