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My eyes follow the worn phrases painted on Mapo Bridge’s 
smooth white handrail: Have you eaten? Are you doing well? 

The breeze is really nice. How was your day? Is something wrong? It 
was difficult, huh? You don’t have to say; I know. 

 I walk past each phrase, taking another sip of my ba-
nana milk. ‘Yes,’ I think. ‘I ate ddeokbokki.’ 

 Sip. ‘I’m all right.’
 Sip. ‘The breeze is pretty nice.’
 Sip. ‘My day was the same.’
 Sip. ‘No.’ 
 Sip. ‘I said no.’
 Sigh. ‘Oh, what do you know?’
 I stop at one phrase, swishing the pale yellow liquid 

around in its bottle. There is just enough left for one more 
swig. 

 Talk to me, the handrail encourages. There is a halme-
oni standing next to this phrase, poking at her phone that’s 
big enough to be a tablet. The movements of her fingers are 
achingly slow and purposeful. 

 ‘She must be typing out a goodbye,’ I think, my imagi-
nation taking control. ‘To her children. Two daughters and a 
son. The eldest daughter and son probably don’t give a damn 
about her. They probably haven’t bothered visiting in years. 
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They think she’s worn and useless. And her youngest, her 
precious baby girl, left Seoul to live with her American hus-
band. Her daughter says that they don’t have the money to 
visit, while her son-in-law says that they don’t have the time. 
She can never figure out which one is telling the truth. Maybe 
neither.’

 The halmeoni looks up from her phone and stares at 
the handrail in front of her. She looks so small, hunched over 
in her puffy red jacket, a floral handkerchief loosely tied 
around her neck. She’s completely covered, but I can see her 
scars. ‘No one will read this goodbye. She must be thinking 
that.’ I fiddle with my straw before moving on to the hand-
rail’s next phrase.

 It’s a ritual. I come to Mapo Bridge every week. Every 
Friday after class lets out. I stop by the neighborhood GS25 
store and wander the aisles, knowing I won’t buy anything 
from the shelves. Still, I browse, in case I surprise myself by 
craving some cookies or jellies. I end up leaving with nothing 
but a single banana milk. Then I come to the bridge and con-
template jumping.

 The next few phrases are fun to answer. Fun and sim-
ple. Do you like jjajangmyun? Or do you like jjambbong? Do 
you like your mom? Or do you like your dad? Do you like 
your friend…

 Or do you like your lover? There’s an ahjussi leaning by 
this phrase, his peacoat slung over his arm. He’s holding his 
phone as well, but he’s looking away from it, like he received a 
text message that he has no desire to answer.

 ‘He must’ve had a hard day at work,’ I muse, moving 
along. ‘Perhaps he was refused a pay raise. Perhaps he is here 
because he doesn’t want to go home and relay the bad news 
to his wife.’ His pregnant wife, I decide. ‘She’ll yell at him for 
being a pathetic loser. For spending all his free time drinking 
with his friends. She’ll say that she hopes their baby doesn’t 
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grow up to be like him, lock herself in their bedroom, forcing 
him to sleep on the uncomfortable couch.’

 Behind me, I hear the ahjussi sigh. ‘Sorry,’ I think. 
‘That sucks.’

 I gently bite my straw and don’t take that last sip. I wait 
until I reach my favorite phrase: Tomorrow the sun will rise. 
In other words…

 “Try once more,” I say aloud, my lips still on the straw. 
“Once more.” The handrail suggests this each time I walk 
along the bridge. When Park ssaem called me stupid in front 
of the entire class, I walked all this way just to have the hand-
rail say, “Try again.” When that saeggi Joo Jin-ho smacked 
the side of my head with his English textbook, I walked all 
this way for another, “Sorry, try again.” And, of course, today 
is no different. Today, the class rankings were posted. Out 
of the 200 students in my grade, I was labelled number 189. 
The number is printed on the crumpled piece of paper resting 
at the bottom of my backpack. I know that the second I step 
inside the apartment, Eomma and Appa are going to make me 
fish the paper out. 

 The handrail lights up, signaling the late hour. Signal-
ing that it’s time to make a decision. I lean against my favorite 
phrase, my banana milk now hovering over the water below. 
The ahjussi is still in the same spot—‘Is Do you like your lover 
your favorite phrase?’ I wonder. If he’s still at that particular 
phrase, I figure that he must have it much harder than I do. I 
never lean on that part of the bridge. 

 I bring the straw back to my lips and suck the bottle 
dry. 

***
 Every week varies. Sometimes there are many leaners 

and sometimes there is only one. Most of the time, there are 
just passersby. Fellow students will bike by. Parents will walk 
their young children home. They don’t give the handrail a 
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second glance. Perhaps they’re lucky enough to not need to. 
But there are a good few—like me, like the halmeoni and ah-
jussi—who linger. Who look out at the water, at the sky, at the 
zigzagging line of buildings. 

 When I come here, I have the same feeling. Full but 
empty. The banana flavor is growing old, but I can’t bring 
myself to stop drinking it. It doesn’t satisfy me, but at the 
same time, it’s enough. It reminds me of my childhood, when 
Appa would take me to the Han River. At that time, when we 
would walk down Mapo, the phrases hadn’t been placed yet. 
So instead of chatting with the handrail, I would chat with 
Appa. After stepping off the bridge, we would find our usual 
spot, sit on my Pororo blanket and drink milk—mine banana 
and Appa’s strawberry. Once, when he’d finished his milk, I 
had offered the rest of mine, and he joked that banana was for 
kids. He was a grown-up and grown-ups liked the strawberry 
flavor. I couldn’t understand his logic.

 While lounging in the summer sun, we would watch 
the various couples and families around the river. We’d won-
der what they were talking about, what their histories looked 
like, and what their futures would be. We invented so many 
life stories that the activity soon became a habit. A reflex, 
even.

 “Left. Skinny boy, blonde girl eating the fried chicken,” 
Appa would say, nodding his head toward the young couple. 
I would evaluate their slouchy postures, their hip-hop attire, 
their scuffed sneakers. 

 “They’re street performers,” I would say. “They go to 
Hongdae every Wednesday and Friday. She’s the MC and he’s 
one of the main dancers. They cover the easy stuff, Super Ju-
nior and Big Bang, with a little SHINee mixed in.”

 The boy would sneak his arm around the girl’s waist, 
only to have her push him away. I would then turn to Appa 
and say, “She’s tired of watching all the girls look at him like 
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a piece of meat. And she’s tired of him indulging them. She 
wants to break up.”

 “No, no,” Appa would say. “She’s always like this. It’s 
their… thing, or whatever. But in a few weeks, Pretty Boy will 
grow tired of it. He’ll want a girl who doesn’t nag at him all 
the time.”

 “One of the groupies?”
 “You got it.”
 We would map everything out until these weren’t peo-

ple anymore; they were characters. Appa and I rarely talked 
about my own future, that is, until I entered high school. 
Then all he wanted to talk about were exams and universities, 
internships and “real” jobs. This was around the same time 
Appa traded his strawberry milk for soju. I couldn’t blame 
him. He’d taken on more hours at his office to save up for my 
college education, and the workload was killing him. It didn’t 
help that he was constantly coming home to my grades.

 “Do you not understand everything I do for you?” he 
would ask me, his breath hot and reeking of alcohol. “I work 
my ass off so you and your eomma can live comfortably. So 
you can go to a good university, get a good job. You want all 
of this to have been for nothing? You want me to look like a 
fool? Is that it?”

 I would stand there in front of him, hugging my back-
pack. In the front pocket, there would be one banana milk 
and one strawberry milk. I’d wanted to ask him to go out to 
the river like old times. Get away from it all. Explain how I 
felt. How school only made my head hurt. How out of place I 
was there. But as he continued his lecture, I would just tight-
en the hold on my backpack, defeated. We wouldn’t be enjoy-
ing those drinks that night.

***
 After that, the taste of banana milk would make me 

nauseous. I avoided it for a while, only to gravitate back to 
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it for the bridge routine. Walking down that path, drinking 
my first banana milk in years, stains my heart with the bit-
tersweetness of nostalgia. I let that feeling soak deeper and 
deeper every week. I’m waiting for a different feeling, but it 
refuses to come.

 Except for this Friday when I see the drama crew. The 
sight is refreshingly new. A large section of the walkway is 
roped off because a scene is being filmed. Curious, I join the 
few people crowded around to watch what’s going on. The 
actress slowly walks toward the actor before standing on her 
tiptoes and throwing her arms around his neck. I wonder 
which drama they are shooting for. I wonder what had initiat-
ed the embrace. And I wonder which phrase they are standing 
in front of.

 After taking a closer look, I recognize the actress as the 
lead vocalist of a popular girl group. But there are so many 
new groups coming out these days that I can’t even begin to 
place the name of it. Even so, a little excitement seeps into 
my heart. I’ve never been this close to actual famous people 
before.

 The drama “couple” does several more takes before tak-
ing a break. As the actress has her make-up retouched, the ac-
tor stretches his long limbs. I watch the actress first, smirking 
at her pink cheeks—I doubt it’s the make-up. I then watch the 
actor, who is still stretching as he looks out at the view. I can’t 
help but think that he’s different. This is someone I would al-
ready consider a character. A character that’s had everything 
planned for him with scripts and direction. Still, there has to 
be an interesting story there. So I sip my banana milk and try 
to conjure the most likely scenario. 

 ‘He’s thinking of switching agencies. He’s tired of doing 
cheesy rom-coms. He wants to be in the real gritty stuff like 
Signal or City Hunter. But he knows that every other agen-
cy will tell him that he’ll never move up to that genre. He’ll 
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never grow out of his baby face. He’ll be playing high-school-
ers and college students for the rest of his career. Making out 
with underage idols and crying over illogical breakups.’

 That might even be close to the truth. But without Ap-
pa’s input, the story is still lacking.

 The actor turns toward me and the growing crowd. I’m 
almost positive that he’s looking right at me when he smiles. I 
find it heavenly, but instead of smiling back, I sip my banana 
milk.

 “Okay, okay,” the director announces, clapping his 
hands. “Let’s try that again!”

 At home, I search Naver until I find the right drama. 
It’s five episodes in, not too many, so I watch all five over the 
weekend. It’s actually not bad. A charming rom-com about 
a young girl trying to get into the music industry. ‘No won-
der they cast this actress,’ I think. The last episode available 
ends with the couple on bad terms, which makes me groan. I 
remind myself of the scene I saw the cast filming. ‘They’ll be 
okay,’ I reassure myself, shutting my laptop. 

 Then I remember that I haven’t done my History 
homework. I squint at the clock, figuring if I finish by three 
a.m., I’ll get at least four hours of sleep.

***
 Sometimes, the tingly chill of the banana milk sets 

off the wrong emotion. That Friday, it unleashes a stream of 
tears. Strange, being that I wasn’t particularly sad that day. In 
fact, it was one of the good days. Eomma made her signature 
soondubu jjigae (with extra pork!) for breakfast. And, not 
once during the meal was the topic of school brought up. No 
“Did you finish all your homework?” No “Are the kids giving 
you a hard time again?” No “Should I find you a hakwon?” 
And no “I just want you to do better.” Perhaps she finally real-
ized that I got enough of that from Appa. 

 The day was quiet, as was my walk on the bridge. I had 
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stayed so long at the library that it was already dark before I 
reached the GS25 to pick up my banana milk. And now I’m 
the only one walking home. There is no one to observe, no 
one to distract me from my self-pity. I feel so alone with my 
thoughts that I don’t drink much of the milk. Instead, I stand 
still, entranced by the railing’s light and its subtle hum. Be-
yond it, the water is nothing but a dark mass, silent and eerie. 
I wonder what it would be like to become a part of that mass. 
To give myself up and let the cold river take me hostage. 

 It’s too easy to imagine. I’d tie the straps of my back-
pack to my ankle and let the heavy weight of my textbooks 
take me down. It’d take a while for the weight to drag me all 
the way to the bottom. And even though it’d be dark as hell, 
I’d keep my eyes open, just because I could. There wouldn’t 
be much to see. Just the bubbles flooding out of my mouth. 
Just the life being pulled out from me. In my head, it sounds 
serene. Poetic.

 ‘But it wouldn’t be,’ I think. ‘It’d be painful and gross. 
Who knows what’s in that water? You really want that in your 
system?’

 “Guess not,” I say aloud. Then again, would that really 
matter? 

 Then I remember the drama. The stupid drama with its 
misleading cliffhangers. 

 I start walking again towards home, full bottle of 
banana milk still in hand. I at least want to make it to next 
week, or maybe the week after that. I need to get to that hug-
ging scene. 

***
The next week, I’m certain I regret sticking around. 

During break time, popular girls Min-ji and Ae-ra had 
dumped rotten milk all over me. The smell it left on my uni-
form was even worse than that one time the pipes in the boys’ 
restroom burst—it was repulsive. I was repulsive. No one 
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would come near me without pinching their nose. 
 That evening, I buy the banana milk but cannot bring 

myself to drink it. I’m not alone on the bridge today, but my 
fantasy of jumping off is as vivid as last week. Frustrated, I 
wave the images away.

 ‘It’s not time yet,’ I remind myself. ‘Not yet.’ Sure, the 
drama couple finally had their hug, but I don’t want to stop 
now. I don’t want to miss the cute dating hijinks. 

 Tonight, I pause by “You are not alone”, “Take hold of 
my hand”, and “Open up your heart”. I’d never put a face to 
the voice behind these phrases, but tonight I envision the dra-
ma’s actor. He has the same smile from that day of shooting. 
It’s surprisingly soothing until his face morphs into Appa’s, 
cold and condescending. 

 I hang onto the milk and leave it in the fridge when I 
get home. I slide it next to the bottle from last week.

***
 “Eomma, Eomma, Eomma!” a little boy’s shrieks reach 

my ears. I turn to see what the boy is pointing out to his 
mother—a boat. The men aboard are wearing orange shirts 
and black vests. They’re talking over each other, pointing at 
something out of my line of sight. 

 “All right, I see it,” the mother says, her face as flushed 
as I feel. “Now let’s go. Come on, hurry.” 

 I watch the two figures walk down the bridge until I 
can’t make them out anymore. Only then do I turn back to the 
boat. It’s now hidden somewhere beneath the bridge, though 
its flashing lights are still visible. The mixed sounds of muf-
fled voices and splashing water churns my stomach. 

 ‘No,’ I think, my vision tilting. 
 The unopened banana milk slips out of my hand and 

rolls across the ground. As I back away, the phrase in front of 
me comes into focus: “Don’t be upset”. 

 Don’t be upset, it says.
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 Don’t be upset.
 Don’t be upset.
 The phrase fills up my body until it’s all that I feel. I 

don’t need to look; I already know what’s down there. And it’s 
strangely hard to grasp that that person, floating in the water, 
is everything that I’ve been thinking about for the past few 
years. I’ve wanted to be that person. I want to be that person.

 No. 
 I don’t.
 “Jenjang,” I mutter, my voice sounding like someone 

else. Someone crazy. I step over the milk bottle and run all 
the way home. 

***
 This was my ritual. I would come to Mapo Bridge 

every week. Every Friday after class let out. I’d stop by the 
neighborhood GS25 store and wander the aisles, knowing I 
wouldn’t buy anything from the shelves. I’d end up leaving 
with nothing but a single banana milk. Then I’d come to the 
bridge and contemplate jumping.

 I’d been afraid to continue the routine, but I’m even 
more afraid of how I will feel if I don’t. So I buy another ba-
nana milk and set off. Instead of sticking the straw inside, I 
tap it against the top like a small drum. I focus on the rhyth-
mic beat as I walk.

 Tap, tap. Have you eaten? 
 Tap, tap. Are you doing well? 
 Tap, tap. The breeze is really nice. 
 Tap… tap. How was your day? 
 Tap… Is something wrong? 
 ‘That person will never get to see the end of the dra-

ma,’ I think. ‘And it was getting exciting.’
 I stop a few feet away from my favorite phrase. Some-

one else is lingering by it. A female student, maybe a couple 
years younger than me. She’s wearing a school uniform I don’t 
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recognize—a cream-colored sweater vest with a strategical-
ly short plaid skirt. The girl is looking at the city, squinting 
her eyes through the light breeze. I shuffle back a few steps. 
I wonder if that is how I look to people around me. I can’t 
remember this weight being with me when I was her age. But 
then again, I can’t remember how long the weight has existed. 

 I stare and stare until I lower my head with embar-
rassment. It’s like looking at old middle school photos. Like 
cringing at my own black bob, wire-framed glasses, and ac-
ne-peppered chin. But looking at those photos, I could never 
recall what I was thinking at that moment. Was I mulling over 
what to get for lunch? Was I stressing over an upcoming test? 
Was I looking forward to anything? There was no way to tell. 
The young me merely looked like an empty vessel. 

 The banana milk is now warm in my hands, despite the 
ice running through my veins. ‘What did I want?’ I ponder, 
tapping the bottle. ‘What the hell did I want?’ I continue tap-
ping as if the milk will answer my question. But why would 
it, now? It never has before. I fear that it’s because the only ‘I 
want’ that’s entered my mind was followed by ‘to die’. And I 
don’t even know if that’s true. 

 I want my grades to disappear. I want my teachers to 
disappear. My classmates, my parents. Since I know that they 
won’t, the only I want is for me to disappear. 

 The more I say ‘disappear,’ though, the less it sounds 
like ‘die.’ I’d thought that the two words were interchangeable, 
interlocking, but that’s not right. I don’t want the people in 
my life to die. I just want them to change, to be better. Since I 
know that they won’t—

 “What are you looking at?” The sound of the girl’s 
voice makes me flinch. I hadn’t realized that I started staring 
again. 

 The girl glowers at me, her relaxed posture on the 
handrail now stiff and guarded. “What?” she demands. 
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 “You…” I try to come up with an excuse, like asking for 
the time or asking for directions. But an excuse doesn’t come 
out of me easy. Another question is begging to be asked, so I 
ask it: “You okay?”

 The girl gives me a confused look but says nothing. She 
stares at me, and I stare at her, finally seeing that she isn’t just 
my young self. She’s my current self. She’s the silly, delusion-
al girl who refuses to leave the borders of her middle school 
photo.

 That’s it. That’s what needs to disappear.
 I approach the girl and place the banana milk, and 

the straw, still in its wrapper, on the handrail, by her elbow. 
When neither of us make a sign of speaking, I purse my lips 
and walk past, my heart beating faster than it has in a long 
time. I beat my chest with a clenched fist. 

 After a few steps, I stop to get my phone out of my 
backpack and catch sight of the girl stabbing the straw 
through the bottle’s seal. My heart slows. My mind slows. I 
look down at my phone to find two texts from Eomma and 
one from Appa. They want me home right away. 

 With one long exhale, I make note to switch to straw-
berry milk next week.


