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We sat in the subway unraveling tangled balls of
yarn. The work was simple. All we had to do was
catch one end of the yarn and carefully loosen the
kinks; look for the tangled hit, pass the yarn
through, and the kink untangled easily. We each
had a ball of yarn in our hands. We concentrated all
sensation in our finger tips, working in rhythm with
the rattling subway car,

There were very few people on the subway, so
our yarn operation went ahead smoothly. One or
two stole suspicious glances at us, but there really
was no need for suspicion. You couldn't blow up
the subway with yarn: nor could you set a fire or

kill someone with yarn, Yarn was just yarn, If the
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crowd did the wave in support of our efforts to un-
ravel the kinks, that would be great, but‘{heru was
no reason to stop us doing what we were doing.
We stretched the unraveled varn along the subway
seats. As the yarn grew in length, the distance be-
tween us increased. Blue and red yarn heaped up
on the green seats.

“This is too easy,” M said, Why didn't it work ear-
lier?”

M's ball of blue yarn was reduced to half its orig-
inal size.

"That's us,” I answered weakly as I unraveled the
red yarn, “Screwing things up is what we do best,”

Two hours ago M and 1 had taken our thirtieth
job interview, At the end of it the panel gave us the
standard "That’s all right, you can go now.”

“Screwing everything up,” M repeated. "Why didn't
you put that in our CVs? Under special skills may-
be? They might take pity on us and give us the
jobs,”

"Did you list slagging your friends under hob-
bies?”

As we talked we kept our eyes trained on the
balls of yarn, It was a miserable morning and our

situation was grim, We shut up and concentrated
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on unraveling the yarn.

“Is this the circle line?”

“I think so.”

“Maybe that's why I'm a bit dizzy.”

“It's not the circle line that has you dizzy, it's
looking at the ball of yarn for too long, We need a
rest.”

I looked out the window and saw that we were
above ground again. It was almost as if the subway
had waited for us to take our eyes off the yarn be-
fore clanking its way above ground. Bright lights
and small buildings and a myriad signboards
opened like a collage in front of us. Not so much a
landscape as a series of paintings stuck together.
We looked out the window as we waited for the
train to go below ground again. Tightly stretched
electric lines showed the way. The subway stayed
over ground, We were in the last car, so if we
stuck our noses to the glass and contorted our
bodies, we could see the curve the front of the
train was running. This made the circle line idea
come to life, Two stations later, the front of the
train dipped and disappeared underground. The
scene topside went with it, The window became a

mirror, reflecting the two of us instead of the scene
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above, We began to unravel the yarn again.

I flushed when I thought of the laughter of the
interview board two hours ago. M and I always
took company recruitment exams together., We
wanted to work in the same company. That was
part of it. But the heart of the matter was that M
and I couldn't take an exam on our own. We were
inseparable, two sides of a coin, front and back of
a single person, Without M, [ was a page of paper
so thin I couldn't stand on my own. And I believe I
meant the same to M. We took thirty company en-
trance exams together. A hundred games, a hun-
dred losses. Our win ratio was zero, but we never
once entertained the thought of taking an exam on
our Own,

We also took the interviews together, We even
went into the interview room together. We were
once asked if we were homosexual. Some compa-
nies said they only wanted one new recruit, Still we
were obdurate. We insisted we had to do the in-
terview together so that we could show our true
worth, and we drove the personnel managers crazy
in the process. Some companies refused our de-
mands, but more often than not the personnel man

just said ‘as you wish.’
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We tried out new approaches, in the belief that
we could rewrite the history of interviewing, but
we found the interview boards rather cool to us.
We tried to impress them with our repertory of
tandem jokes, but very often they threw us out be-
fore our time was up. We couldn't understand why.
Once when we were being thrown out, we asked
the personnel manager why we were being failed.
He looked at each of us in turn,

“Try a gagman exam,” he said and pushed us out.

“Well, at least it's fun,” M said with a laugh.

We did a gag routine in an interview for an inter-
net management company—we didn't even raise a
laugh from the panel. In an interview for an anima-
tion production company, we tried a clumsy magic
show. M set off the sprinkler system in the ceiling
when he was trving to light a handkerchief he had
prepared as a prop. We did a parody of peddlers
selling their goods in the subway in an interview
for management personnel in an English textbook
company. The peddler piece got the best re-
sponse. We used outrageous English back and
forth between us to advertise the English textbook.
One man on the interview panel laughed so hard

he fell off his chair. When the personnel manager
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was explaining why we failed, he said, “You know,
our book is not the kind of sham text that's sold on
the subway.” We had forgotten the first rule of in-
terview preparation, You've got to research the
company. We prepared diligently, but all we knew
about the company was that it sold English text-
books. We never gave a thought to the quality of
the texts the company was selling,

Our preparation for yesterday's interview was
thorough by our standards. Over supper, we read
and reread the company materials we had down-
loaded. It was a computer game company, and
they were looking for recruits in concept planning
and testing, In addition to having the basics of pro-
gramming, applicants needed to be bursting with
ideas, to have outstanding imagination, confidence
in all game situations, and the grit to finish any
game they started. We didn't have any of these
qualifications, but we sent in our applications any-
way in the belief that we could always play games.

‘Don't you think we have some imagination?” M
asked,

“Of course we have,” I said, “and lots of ideas
too,”

We didn't know if our imaginations were the kind
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the company was looking for, but we felt that this

company best suited our sensibilities,

“But how will we show our imaginations? Should
we try the magic show again?”

“No, not that again. Do you want to set the com-
pany on fire? We'll hit their weak spot. We'll pre-
pare an interview totally unrelated to imagination.
Thatll put them thinking, We'll get better scores
that way. Our approach will be the direct opposite
of all the other applicants.”

“How do you mean?"

“What do applicants lack most?"

“We just studied that. Patience and loyalty.”

“Right. We'll show them patience. There's nothing
more important for computer game testers.”

“So how do we do it? You mean we should do a
trial of strength. Stand on hot stones for ten min-
utes, or something like that?”

That was the genesis of our yarn unraveling rou-
tine, which we duly performed in front of the in-
terview board. No practice was necessary. You
don't need practice to unravel a tangled ball of
yarn; you need patience and determination, We
Prepared a few introductory remarks and went to

bed early,
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Next day,

“Gentlemen, instead of introducing ourselves, we'd
like to make a little presentation. We believe that
testing computer games is like unraveling a tangled
ball of yarn. We'll show you how to unravel the
kinks by patiently loosening the yarn step by step.”

I thought we had a terrific concept. And the re-

action from the interviewing panel was good. As
we pulled the blue and red yarn from the paper
bag, I thought I detected a stir of interest from the
panel. But we had a problem. We had tangled the
yarn too much in the waiting room. Beads of sweat
dotted our foreheads by the end of the first min-
ute. Three minutes later the situation was no bet-
ter. After five minutes our bodies were drenched in
sweat. The sweat on our hands made the yarn even
more knotted. All we managed to unravel in five
minutes was about a foot of yarn. M began to pull
instead of unravel. sighed. Finally, M muttered ‘Ah
shit'in an undertone, That finished it.

“OK, that's enough, Very good idea, But you both
seem lacking in patience, Practice unraveling the
yarn and apply again.”

The panel laughed. I felt like throwing the balls of

yarn at them, but they had done nothing wrong,
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When we came out of the interview room, one of
the applicants waiting his turn outside saw our
pickled appearance and said, “"What sort of ques-
tions did they ask to produce a sweat like that?” I
wanted to hit him, too, but it wasn't his fault, We
were the problem.

“If you hadn't sighed back there...”

“So it's my fault?”

“No, no, if you hadn't sighed, I'd have sighed first,”

“If you'd sighed first, I'd have said ‘Ah shit.”

A hundred games, a hundred losses. That was us,
We got on a subway with good air-conditioning,
We had sweated so much, and it was so hot! When
I had cooled down a bit, I thought I'd like to com-
plete the unraveling,

It took thirty minutes to unravel the yarn com-
pletely. The volume of blue and red yarn on the
subway seat seemed enormous. The sight of so
much red and blue against the background of the
green seat overwhelmed the onlookers. It was like
an artist's painting, like the landscape of my heart.
It was beautiful, I thought.

“It's pretty long.”

“Fifty yards maybe. What do you think? Longer
maybe, A hundred yards? More?”
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“We'll measure it. Each car is twenty yards long, If
we keep going back and forward with the yarn we'll
get the length.”

“How do you know the car is twenty yards?”

“It's written over there, stupid!”

I pointed at the notice over the door. The length
and width of the car and the car's number were
written there. When I rode the subway on my own
and had nothing particular to think about, T used to
read that notice. Sometimes I remembered the car
number, It would be nice to get on the same car
on the same train. People going to work at the
same time every day probably get on the same
train every day, but none of them could tell you the
number of the car,

There were only four other passengers in the
car, No one would think it strange if we went back
and forward with the yarn. M took the end of the
blue yarn and got up. He took a firm grip on the
yarn, moving slowly like a man walking an invisible
dog. The yarn on the seat uncoiled like a snake and
followed him. M got to the end of the car and
twisted the yarn. But he had nothing to fix it to, so
it just followed him when he began to walk back.

We wouldn't get an accurate measurement this
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way.

“The yarn keeps following me. Will you stand at
the other end and hold it?”

“Who'l hold it at this end then? Do you want me
to hire someone part-time? Come on, just keep
walking to the end of the train.”

“Fine. Why didn't you say so at the beginning,
bollix?"

M began walking again with the yarn. He was
afraid the yarn would get caught in the doors be-
tween cars, but there was no problem. M kept
walking, matching his movement to the rhythm of
the car. I let the yarn out a little at a time so that it
wouldn't tangle. Tt was like flying a kite. M was al-
ready out of sight, but I could feel him on the yarn.
The blue yarn kept following him, After five min-
utes, I was at the end of the blue yarn. I wrapped
the end of the yarn around my finger so as not to
lose my grip on it. Would M know I was at the end
of the ball. Suddenly the yarn tightened. More force
would break it, I could feel M on the other end.
Then the yarn fell to the floor.

A few minutes later the connecting door opened
and M's smiling face was revealed,

“This is really fun, Everyone stared at me. Go and
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see for yourself, The expression on the faces is
priceless.”

"Did you get the measurement? How far did you
go?"

“At first I counted the cars, but with everyone
looking at me I forgot the count. The length doesn't
matter anyway. If you don't want to go, I'll go
again?”

Before I had time to reply M had the yarn in his
hand again. I couldn't figure out where all the fun
was, but if it was enough to get M this excited,
then I couldn’t afford to miss it. I took the end of
the yarn from him. Disappointment was written
across his face, but for my sake he was willing to
let the yarn go. Just as I took the red yarn in my
hand the connecting door opened and the porter
came in,

“Is this your yarn?" he asked, He had the ball of
blue yarn in his hand. What had taken us thirty
minutes to unravel, the porter in one sweep had
returned to its original tangled state. I had the red
Yarn in my hand, and red yarn was coiled on the
seat. There was no way out of it,

“Yes, it's mine. Is there a problem?”

“There's been a report of a suspicious man in a
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suit setting a bomb.”
‘A bomb?”

I didn't realize my voice had risen. Someone
thought the blue yarn was a bomb fuse. Clearly
someone somewhere was using colorful bomb
fuses.

“What's the yarn doing on the ground? Have you
set a bomb?”

“Ah please, sir, youre not accusing me of setting
a bomb, Would I set a bomb?”

“And why isn't it going off? M interjected. “Isn't it
about time it exploded?”

The porter looked at each of us in turn. Two
men dressed in suits with a ball of red and a ball of
blue yarn was not a common sight. M kept gig-
gling.

‘Tm afraid you'll have to come with me.”

The porter grabbed the red yarn on the seat,
went through all the newspapers on the luggage
rack and examined every corner of the seat, The
porter knew there couldn't be a bomb. Anyone
could see we didn't have bomb faces. I don't mean
that a bomber is a separate entity, it's just that
someone who's going to blow up the world would

have a different light in his eyes. Our eyes said
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firecracker rather than bomb. The passengers
moved to the next car when they heard the bomb
talk,

‘Tm sorry,” I said quietly to the porter. “The truth
is we're in the art business.” The porter turned his
head and looked at me. It was as if he were hear-
ing the word ‘art’ for the first time in his life. And I
felt as if I were saying the art word for the first time
in my life,

“What do you mean art?” The porter and M
looked at me at the same time.

“Don't you know what art is?” I asked.

“Is setting a bomb art?” he said.

“There’s no bomb,” I said. "My friend over there
has an acute sense of fun. It's obvious if you look
at the yarn, It's not a fuse or anything like that, it’s
just an ordinary bit of yarn, We're just ordinary
people stuck in the daily grind, creating a special
experience; you could call it a performance, or an
event, We're into art.”

“You're telling me that laying yarn on the floor is
art?”

“You could call it an event that links the splin-
tered heart of mankind to the yarn image. What

better space than the subway to represent modern
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life?”

M kept giggling, but the porter listened attentive-
ly to what I was saying. He hesitated, unsure what
he ought to say, His attitude had softened consid-
erably, perhaps because of the impact of the art
word or perhaps because I was so respectful in my
bearing.

‘T understand what you're saying,” the porter said,
“but you can't do that on the subway.”

“Can’t do what?" I asked.

“Art things,” he said.

“Ah art!” I said. “OK, I understand.”

“This is a public space. You'll appreciate that you
can never tell what's going to happen next in a
public space.”

“Ah yes, I'm sorry. We'll find somewhere else.”

Tll have to confiscate the yarn, Will you show me
your identity cards? I need to record some details,”

The porter checked our ID cards and moved to
another car. We got off at the next station, We had
never seen the station before, and we had no idea
what part of the city it was in, but that didn't mat-
ter. We were afraid the porter would come back
and say he'd changed his mind and we'd have to go
Wwith him,
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“Art my ass!” M cried. “You didn't get to do any

art. I was the only one got to do the art. What a
pity!" M was giggling again.

And truth to tell, I did have a sense of missed
opportunity, This may be seen as a casual remark,
but I was genuinely curious about the reaction of
passengers when they saw me taking the yarn
through the cars. For folks stuck in humdrum daily
routines, it could be a special experience.

“One man told me he thought my pants were un-
raveling. Maybe I should have bared my ass? There
was a guy taking photographs too. It was fantastic
fun. Such a special experience for me.."

We rode the bus until we were nearly home. We
got off the bus and went into a beer hall. Our suits
stank; we had sweated so much. As we drank the
beer, a yarn like liquid infused itself throughout our
bodies. Eyes closed and feeling the beer, I figured
[ could calculate the length of my body.

We discussed our next interview. We had an in-
terview tomorrow with a company making electri-
cal kitchen appliances. The more I talked with M
and the more interviews we did, the more it
seemed that we were evaluating the companies

rather than the companies evaluating us. We had
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developed a basic principle that would not allow us
to take a job in a company that didn't accept our
unique interviewing style. We were the losers, of
course, but the loss seemed inevitable, We had
started this way and we had to see it through.

“Why don't we cook something for the inter-
view?" M suggested, his face already red from the
beer, He must have swallowed red yarn,

“Feed the interview board some shitty dish and
then say, Now we see the necessity of a kitchen
scales!' Is that what you mean?”

“What a brain! What insight!”

“We'll fail anyway, Maybe we should throw in
some diarrhea pills?”

“And if they say thank you for helping us lose
weight and give us the jobs, what then?”

‘It will mean a life selling kitchen scales.”

‘T wouldn't like that.”

“So why did you apply for the job?"

"I thought we could use the scales for a fun in-
terview,”

“That's what I thought, The bottom line is we'll
never get a job. We're twenty-seven already.”

“Twenty-seven? Is that all we are? We'll get
something eventually.”
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“Whatll we get? Is there anything we do well?”

M grew sullen. We drank in silence. Every beer
we drank, we put the price of it on the left hand
side of the table, The money on the right kept
moving to the left. We hoped to get drunk before
the money was all gone, but we couldn't get drunk
as long as we kept watching the money, We were
still clear-headed.

“Four beers left.”

“Why can't we get drunk?”

“Let's put the next one down the hatch.”

We took the beers in our hands and gulped them
down, We belched, we were dizzy, we were drunk.
When the money was spent, we went home.

When I woke from the booze next day, I had a
ring of pain wrapped like Saturn’s rings around the
general area of my head. The ring turned in a circle
pressing down relentlessly on my head. M seemed
in a similar state. We had a bowl of jjamppong Chi-
nese vegetables but just ate the soup part. Looking
at the jjamppong 1 recalled yesterday's interview.
The noodles like the yarn offended the eye, We put
the bowl outside the door, lay down again and
looked at the ceiling. We had nothing to say. We

had to prepare for tomorrow’s interview, but we
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were not in the mood.

The cell phone rang about three in the afternoon.
The call was from a friend of ours who got a job a
couple of months ago in an internet newspaper
company. He was drinking with us when he got the
news of his success. He was so happy he smacked
a big kiss on my cheek. M sweet-talked him into
drinking with us until four in the morning, Our
newly employed friend, of course, paid the bill, He
lost his cell phone and wallet that day, and he was
left with a cut on his chin that he couldn't account
for.

“You fellows were so jealous of me getting the
job you hit me, right?" he grumbled, but we weren't
the kind of guys that were jealous of such things.
The company that had taken him on was pretty
prominent, but it was also well-known for long
hours and poor wages. Next day he called us out
to a department store and bought us a tie each.
Good luck in your interview, he was saying. He
treated himself to a new suit, the latest model of
cell phone and a leather wallet,

As we came out of the department store, he said,
‘Now I'm going to begin the exotic second half of
my life”

45




FHd faghet. Alzte] Avkx e w3t

"ol vl 7 gkt

"o o] %A < HE)

g7l o mh s R}

FEE e S0l H o @) EolZiTt v} m)
A3 YAt Eflo] gekgtal, o R fin). I $-
7= AU 2= 92 9ol Jd Eoj o gmow
w3k Foll o2 Zhet.

oHE & &ollA Aol g W= B4 wEAy i o
2 el 752 2)7k A Ak zels WE
= S8 FAR v AERTE M 9A] vhe} B)5g
A A A} -2 AR G ARS wEAAA
TET AL SolFth S B a1 9lon] ojHo] wy
o] oA W &R HE Be Fe] Hioe] o AL
Ao}, $2= ARE & ollth Ul ol =eReiA
AL it & do) Qe o2 YL wHS &
Bjfof At & v} 19 7]Eo] ohct

% ;/\1% Froldslr)2 A3t 8 5 2egn 7
€ AE AU AlEAL AR AT ST AEAL]
FATAE WS W U4 $2l9) $ 22 miA

46

"He figures he'll score a lot of goals in the second
half since he used so much energy in the first half.
20 nil maybe?” M said, The sarcastic tone may have
been because our friend’s exotic second half re-
mark had stung. Anyway we had no contact with
him for a while. Twenty-seven and the second half,
I figure, are concepts that don't belong together, As
far as we're concerned, we still haven't finished the
first quarter,

“Is M there by any chance?” My cell phone friend
lowered his voice as if he wanted to say something
to me privately.

“He's lying here beside me. We've taken pills, we're
doing a double suicide... We've no jobs, no money
and our heads are splitting from booze.”

I was so hoarse, I suppose I could be taken seri-
ously. I hawked up the phlegm in my throat and
swallowed it again,

“Don't be going on like that... So you're together,
Ask M if he was on the subway yesterday.”

“Here, Il put him on. Ask him yourself. I think he's
still alive”

‘Come on, you know I rub him the wrong way,
Just ask him was he on the subway?”

M was asleep. That or he knew we were talking
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about him and was pretending to be asleep.

“He was on the subway. We both were.”

“You were on it together. Did you go around the
cars carrying blue yarn?”

“How do you know about that?”

"Ah, I'm right. It was M, wasn't it? It's hard to
make him out in the suit.”

“How do vou know about the suit?”

“His photograph is on the internet, Take down
this address.”

I typed in the address he gave me. It was a pri-
vate blog called ‘Street Scene.” Sure enough M's
photograph was there. Dressed in a suit, eyes cast
down, M was walking toward the camera. You
could see the blue yarn faintly behind him. Actually
it looked more like a line superimposed on the
photograph than a piece of yarn. There were five
pictures in all. The last picture, a rear view, gave a
clearer view of the yarn,

The pictures were uploaded five hours ago, and
already there were two hundred comments. The
comments reflected a wide variety of opinion.
Someone who had lost a sweetheart in an accident
thought the unraveling yarn was a symbol of an

unforgettable love, Someone else thought the yarn
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symbolized a trip around the country. A third party
thought the blue line had been superimposed on
the picture. [ woke M. He laughed when he saw
the pictures. The more he read of the comments,
the more he laughed. When he finished the last
comment, he fell on the floor laughing.

“Yah,” he exclaimed. "What incredible imagina-
tions! How do they do it? Imagine thinking it was a
picture of someone pulling a dopey lover's rotten
tooth!”

M rolled across the floor. I didn't think the com-
ments were funny enough to warrant rolling over
the floor, but M obviously did. Such a variety of
comment was unbelievable. And to think that I
could have been the hero!

"My paper is going crazy trying to make contact,
M obviously considers himself some kind of street
artist. What the hell was he doing with the blue
yarn?”

Our friend sounded annoyed. Perhaps he had
heard M's laughter on the phone and thought it a
bit ridiculous. He had never liked M's tricks and
jokes. “T can't understand why you stick to him like
glue,” he often said. And for every such remark I

liked him that much less. It was the word ‘under-
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stand’ that irked. You can never understand human
relations, [ thought. When he made such com-
ments, | wanted to say something back, but I was
afraid I'd lose a friend. I liked his earnestness and I
liked those big eyes full of curiosity.

I wanted to tell him the long, complex story of
the interview room, but I was afraid M would be
demeaned in the telling. And I'd be demeaned too,

“Actually we were doing art.”

“Art? What do you mean art? What art are you
two into?”

“Subway performance art. Joining the splintered
heart of modern man with yarn, That sort of thing.”

"How long have you been at that sort of thing?
You two and art don't mix.”

M was sitting at the computer, writing something.
Another joke. I was curious what he might write
under the pictures,

“We've been at it for a long time, You just didn't
know about it. Recently we did a performance on
the bus,”

“What did you do on the bus?”

I imagined a bus, What could you do on a bus?
Let's see... a driver, seats, a bell to get off, straps to

hold on to...
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“We heaped blue yarn on an ad on the back of
the seat,”

“Why did you do that?”

‘It was an experiment to see what people could
do with yarn,”

“And what did they do with it?"

[ wondered what you could do with a piece of
blue yarn while sitting in a bus, I couldn’t think of
anything. I covered the speaker on the phone with
my hand and asked M who was inputting some-
thing in the computer, “You could strangle the per-
son in front,” he said.,

“People have very poor imaginations,” I said.
“Most of them just knit.”

“Tm surprised to hear you two are at that kind of
thing. Tll call you again later.”

After the call, I saw what M had written in the
computer. "Maybe it was an attempt to tie up the
subway with blue yarn?”

“That's a bit weak,” I said.

“Weak, you say, OK, Tll think about it some more.
Not much imagination, I'm afraid.”

We lay down again and thought about what you
could do with the blue yarn, but we got sleepy. It

was seven o'clock when we awoke and it was dark
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outside. Time, we felt, was being stolen from us.
Everything was too fast. Maybe we thought the first
quarter wasn't over yet, but what if our friend was
right and the second half had begun. Maybe we
were asleep in the locker room while everyone
else was running around the stadium,

M got up abruptly and spilled the coins from the
piggybank onto the desk. He separated them by
denomination, very carefully, like a dealer in a ca-
sino, He counted the coins in bundles of ten. The
operation didn’t take very long because we regu-
larly took money from the piggybank.

“How much is left?” I asked, looking at the ceil-
ing, More to know how bad our situation was than
to know how much was actually left,

"Maybe enough to buy a box of ramyun.”

“Let’s buy the ramyun before the money runs out.”

M divided the coins between his two side pock-
ets and went out. I lay there quietly, imagining life
without M. I couldn’t visualize it very well, but I fig-
ured the time had come for each of us to make his
own life, The room I was lying in was like a sinking
ship. We were living in that sinking ship with our
arms tightly around each other. Life had become a

sort of three-legged race. Running with one leg
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tied, trying to match the breathing of the other, was
bound to be slower than running with two free
legs. It was fun, but inevitably it was slow. I figured
we were too far behind now. We would have to
loosen the ties that bound our legs before it was
too late, I wondered what M's reaction would be,
Maybe he was just waiting for me to loosen the ties
first. The phone rang while I was wondering how I'd
say my bit to M.,

" told the editor about you two. He wants me to
interview you, Have you time tomorrow?”

“We have a job interview tomorrow.”

“Won't you be free in the afternoon? We'll meet at
five”

“But what sort of interview have you in mind? We
don't do interviews."

“The editor has already written the captions, Blue
Yarn Imagination’ ‘Street Artists.” I'll lose my job if I
don't interview you. Are you okay with me losing
my job? Come on, do the interview.”

Tl ask M."

“What's there to ask? You two are like an old
married couple. Come to the office at five. We'll
take some pictures in the subway nearby. Wear

your suits. Youll have suits on for the job interview
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anyway.”

I put down the phone and stared at the ceiling
again. Blue Yarn Imagination, Street Artists. Art. Art
be damned! It was all a pain in the neck. I didn’t
want to do anything. I didn't want to do the inter-
view, and I didn't want to go to the office. T wanted
someone to get me by the scruff of the neck and
drag me somewhere,

“What do you think I bought,” M shouted as he
opened the door. Such an innocent face. He pro-
duced a sword from behind his back. A plastic
sword but rather finely made.

“Lovely, isn't it?”

“Lovely indeed. What did you use for money?”

‘It makes a sound too.”

He struck the sword on the floor, There was a
sharp ringing sound, the ring of steel on steel, M
went around the room striking various items, The
desk rang out, the bikini wardrobe rang out, the
computer keyboard rang out. It was like listening
to the sound track of a war film, He struck me and
I rang out,

"Did you buy the ramyun?”

‘Oh, I forgot. I went to buy ramyun, didn't I? Any-

way there's money left over.”
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“You need two swords for a sword fight.”

“There selling them at the intersection. Will I buy
another?”

“Forget it. Sword fights at our age? The rest of
the money is for ramyun.”

“What's wrong with our age?

I told M about the newspaper interview. He
thought it was great. This was a bit unexpected, 1
thought he mightn't want to do an interview. M was
excited. We need identical suits—uniforms!—he
shouted, but we both were well aware that we
didn't have that kind of money.,

We went out to the intersection, Under the lurid
lights there was a large display of toys: cars and
trains; guns and arrows: and shields. Most were
crudely made, I could see why M chose the sword.
We bought another plastic sword. And we bought
a transparent plastic shield. T thought at first it was
made from glass, that it would break if you let it
fall. You could see through it, but it wouldn't block
an attack; and you'd have to clean it every day...
That's what I thought, It was fun, But when I
touched it, I knew it wasn't glass: it was transparent
Plastic. A shield that you could see through would
have many advantages in a fight, Having bought the
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sword and shield, there was enough money left to
buy about ten ramyun packs. For a proper sword
fight, we'd need two shields, but we had to leave
some money for ramyun.

The shield gave off a ringing sound too. A ringing
sword seemed fair enough, but the idea of a ring-
ing shield was strange. If you bopped your head
off the shield, it rang out; if you hit the shield with
your fist, it rang out. And the sound of sword on
shield was a double ring. A strange novelty item
set,

I don't want to do the job interview tomorrow,”
M said, banging his sword off the railing at the side
of the road.

“Why,” I asked, likewise striking the railing with
my sword.

‘I don't like the idea of a company that sells
scales, How about you?”

‘T don't like it much either,”

“Let's give it a miss.”

“Fine."

We banged our swords off the railing as we
walked. People walking along the street stared at
us. Still we kept striking the railing. Street noise

tended to drown out the ringing of the swords on
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the railing. M struck the shield which I was carry-
ing,

“Why not try to be artists?” he said. “We seem to
have what it takes. Let the interview tomorrow be
our formal introduction into the world of art.”

“Art isn't for everyone, is it? What do we know
about art? Of course, if acting the fool can be con-
strued as art, we're number 1... I don't really want
to do the interview. Interviewing us for acting the
fool is a bit of a joke, isn't it,”

“But fun, surely?”

I couldn't see where the fun was. I hit the shield
in my left hand with the sword in my right hand. I
hit hard, but the sound wasn't any louder. Traffic
sounds and the radio in the cosmetics store
drowned out the sound of our swords, We went
home,

There were now five hundred comments tagged
onto the pictures. M sat in front of the monitor and
absorbed himself in reading the comments. [ was
too tired, My mouth had a sandy taste: I was still
feeling the effects of the booze,

Next day we slept late. We skipped the scales in-
terview, had a late lunch, then put on our suits and

headed for the internet newspaper office. The
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prospect of the interview was a bit scary, but we
were determined to enjoy ourselves, We took a
deep breath and went into the newspaper office.

Our friend greeted us, ' know nothing about art,”
he said, “so I've arranged for an art professional to
do the interview,”

The art professional reached us his card. Profes-
sional art reporter was written on the card. It was
amazing that such a job existed, but since we were
artists too we made an effort to be very composed
when we greeted him. We headed for the subway
in the company of the professional art reporter and
a camera man, Today's photo concept is freedom,”
the camera man said. "Do you understand?” Of
course, we had no idea what a free photo was, We
walked through the subway car carrying the blue
yarn the art professional had given us. It was more
like rope than yarn. He said it would have to be
this thick to get it to come out clearly in a picture,

“There’s nothing free about this, We're not exact-
ly slaves in chains,” M muttered in complaint, I felt
the same way.

“Well then, feel free to do your own thing,” the
camera man said with a sigh. M took out the

swords and shield and showed them to the pro-
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fessional art reporter. M had spent an hour shoving
all sorts of things into his bag before we left the
house. You never know, he said, what they might
need for the photographs.

“Why don't you photograph these? M suggested.
“Could be fun.”

“What are you going to do with them?”

“Have a sword fight.”

“That sounds a bit childish, Why not stick with the
string?”

We ignored the professional and launched into a
sword fight, I had shield and sword, M just had the
sword. M rushed at me with a shout,

“Fool, do you think you can block my sword with
that silly shield?”

“Don't make me laugh,” I roared. "Do you think
you can break my glass shield with a plastic sword?
I can see every move you make through the
shield.”

Our swords clashed. The ring of steal echoed
through the car, The sound was much louder than
I expected, The professional art reporter stared at
us, mouth open, His expression said this isn't fun,
it's ridiculously childish, But we continued the

sword fight, each as if intent on killing his oppo-
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nent. The camera man clicked his shutter industri-
ously, but he didn't appear too happy.

Two small kids who had been sitting at a distance
approached. The sight of two men in suits in a
sword fight was special. The kids followed the fight
closely, Two women who appeared to be the kids'
mothers moved close, Two grandfathers intrigued
by the clanging of the swords came up to us and
two lovers also approached. The crowd gradually
grew. We were sweating bricks in our attempts to
exploit each other's defensive weaknesses, but our
movements were so ridiculously slow that we didn't
seem to be fighting at all. It was more like a dance,
The two kids were pulling their mums' hands. “Buy
me a sword, buy me a sword,” each cried insis-
tently. In the space of five minutes thirty people
had gathered around. Their delight in the perfor-
mance was written on their faces. The art profes-
sional brightened, the camera man's finger on the
shutter speeded up. I tied M up with the blue yarn.
Well, it was more like draping the yarn across him
than tying him up. The train stopped in the station.
We left the swords and shield in the car and
stepped out on the platform. The swords and

shield were presents for the two kids.
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“That was fun, wasn't it?” M said proudly. The art
professional laughed. We went to a coffee shop for
the interview. As soon as we sat down, the art pro-
fessional began to shower us with questions, We
weren't able to answer very well, The questions
were much too difficult,

“Bruce Nauman recorded his body language in
picture form, the expression of an art concept.
Have you been influenced by such art forms?”

“Bruce who?"

“Bruce Nauman, He said that the committed artist
helps the world by illuminating the mystery of the
real. What do you think is the meaning of what you
do as artists?"

“We believe we're helping the world by illuminat-
ing everyday reality.”

“And what is everyday reality?”

“Having fun, I suppose.”

It was this kind of interview.

We made a joke of every answer. When M was
asked how he intended to solve economic prob-
lems, he answered “Economically.” When I was
asked why we use yarn for our performance, I said
we made a ball of mistakes in our lives and they

seemed to spin off in yarn. The art professional
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found the interview increasingly tough going. He

was primarily interested in our novelty perfor-
mances at job interviews, We had so little to say
that we had to sublimate what we did into art.

“We loved the fun of performing in the job inter-
view space, We had no interest in getting jobs our-
selves, but we did interviews regularly. We'd do a
magic show for the interview board or we'd put on
a yarn event for them, Now that was fun.”

“What was the yarn event?"

“We'd sit down the members of the interview
board and unravel tangled yarn. We were trying to
see how long they'd stick it, a kind of an experi-
ment in company patience.”

“How did it work out?”

“Didn't last five minutes: they had no patience. If
youre going to pick the right person for the job,
you ought to be able to wait five minutes, Trying to
evaluate someone in five minutes in an interview
room is a bit of a joke, don't you think?”

“That's true, So youre actually making fun artisti-
cally of the rigidity of formal societal structures?
How often have you done your job interview per-
formance routine?”

“About thirty times, different routine every time,
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of course.”

We were very happy to talk about the interviews,
About interviews we had plenty to say. Having be-
gun with the lie that we had no intention of taking
a job anyway, we really had the feeling that we had
been doing art,

Next day the article appeared in the internet pa-
per under the headline, “Internet Pranksters Capti-
vate a Society without Imagination.” There was a
picture of us sword fighting, one of me tying M up
with the blue yarn, and one of the big crowd

watching the sword fight. Most of the article cov-

ered our interviews,

“It's fair enough, isn't it?"

“Yeah, the professional touch is there, The article
really makes us look like artists,”

The article made us famous. Someone suggested
that we make a documentary, ‘Street Artists. There
was a query from a university, could we take
charge of a course titled Revolutionary Concepts?’
There were lots of requests for interviews, We re-
jected all offers except one, to go on the board of
interviewers for an advertising company. Interviews
were an area in which we felt we had competence.,

Of course, we weren't allowed to decide which
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candidates got the jobs. There were ten board
members, We were just excited to be interviewing
anyone,

We discussed the interview over dinner the eve-
ning before. This was a new situation for us: the
examinees were now the examiners, And yet noth-
ing had changed. Our primary preoccupation was
the same: how to make the interview fun. That was
all we thought about.

“There's been another phone call asking us to
take on job interviews.”

“How many is that? We'll soon be professionals.”

“Sounds good. Professional interviewers, That's
for us.”

There were lots of companies out there and
companies regularly needed recruits. With a little
more effort we'd be pros, At our preparatory
meeting for the advertising company interview, we
decided to make a firecracker., We let the fire-
cracker off in the middle of the interview, Poom!
With the explosion, colored thread showered the

applicants, The other members of the interview
board were equally in shock because we hadn't
told them in advance what we planned to do, The

applicants provided varied responses. One appli-
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cant shouted, another broke out in a cold sweat,
still another fell backwards over his chair. We had
set the firecracker off to test their tension levels.
We gave the highest marks to the fellow who burst
out laughing when the firecracker went off, You
can't do anything when you'e tense.

“What's the next company on our list?"

“A securities company. What sort of event do you
think would be appropriate?”

“Do you know anything about securities?”

“No, not a thing.”

“Why not get the applicants to question the
members of the board, They ask the questions; we
give the answers, We know from experience that
framing a good question is a skill."

“That sounds like fun.”

The interviews were fun. And discussing the in-
terviews beforehand was fun. True to our usual
form, we staged a lot of novelty events. We let off
firecrackers as in the advertising interview; we
filled a box with odd items, got the applicant to
pick one and challenged him to make us laugh with
the item selected; we got the applicants to com-
pose cheerleader songs in support of their cause.

M and 1. of course, sang our cheerleader song.
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Many of the applicants liked our questions and our
novelty event approach. We were more like people
charged with making the interview a fun experi-
ence than actual members of the interview board.,
If interviews had been conducted like this, I
thought, we'd have got jobs too.

This, we thought, was our first experience of do-
ing something meaningful. If you were to ask us
what exactly we meant by 'meaningful,” we wouldn't
be able to answer, All we knew was that it was
now the second half; we felt we were no longer on
our own, asleep in the locker room. Fail-aholics
ourselves for a time, we were now charged with
giving encouragement to fail-aholics. We were de-
lighted to be someone’s shield. Even if the shield
was only plastic or glass.

We had just completed our twentieth or twenty-
first interview assignment. The interview had been
for web designers. There had been so many appli-
cants we were exhausted, We didn't feel like talking
on the way home. We had to ask different ques-
tions to each applicant depending on personality
and the answers each gave. And not everyone was
able to adapt to the novelty event we had pre-

Pared. Bit by bit we reached the stage of exhaus-

85




e g A AR = o] 5T ALEE
AEF A3} 9 Adre]7|Eelghs A5 1At
Sy}, $2)7F ZR-gatar Qe AR, W7k M Tiet
HEE 2o AR, Be AlgEo] $E BAES T
A3 Qe AR 7IAeE B Setst AT 1AL
of| &= -$-2le] WA olokr|7t 71 Wikt

“TEMR

A dERE7 AR 2. o]F A 7IAkR BY
7§27 AL oflevt 2t

B Aol 7|47} .2 Thg I E e 7
QAT St A= Q) dg7bE el v E A
A= Ao w gka, wade] Mok HE-S WolE
2= AFAA gt dgte] 27| = ok AEF
AT Bt SR $EE BE 23S AM
o ek wobEgiet, FasAte] AAR AP EE
goleh= Agtel et oA H U= 2l Aol
M 22 dgevrt B& el $RAEe] 94
o RE ARsE AAE F AL oAt HP B
25 10%0) it} 3R T 217} evte] uAE 2o
= ARt 2 & F R Yol gich

86

tion, We were running out of ideas and the process
was becoming less and less fun. No fun after only
twenty assignments, That was strange. We sat side
by side in the back of the bus and looked out the
window,

‘Nothing's easy, is it?" M said, continuing to look
out the window, The question seemed directed at
himself rather than me.

“Well have to go back to the beginning again,” 1
said, also looking out the window.

“This is not for us.”

We were viewing the same scene,

“To the beginning? You mean back to doing in-
terviews every day? That was fun all right, but this
is better.”

“No. Further back.”

‘Go o college again?”

“No, further.”

M turned his head and smiled at me,

“You don't mean a suicide pact and meet again in
our new life? Not that surely?”

“No.”

‘Tm not sure what you mean by ‘the beginning.’
We must have gotten here from some fork in the

road,”

87




L= uy A AYL HowA 3]9E ot dvf
A7A T S % A5 e Alge|d $-2]7t o)Al A
48 FE Aoz upp A % 2Rl AL gl
Atk o9 A ad AHE AvUA B F AE7% -
1 Az gt

"% Aol At gh=] = Wy TopdEhs Ao

"W @ AL olejtir) $-2] AREHT H= A
ofLfu?”

"of, 1A M@-ul? AFEEH, g 1A AL

B|AR= Bl BAFES B AIYATE S Btk dAE
L 25d A gt & o 223 AEEH Eo)
g 4 e A Bgit S a3k AEEN 8
o] ol Exg a7 2 gt $El= HHe] 1Y
5 70 A7) E5& HErh ¥, 3k 29
g7 A o) Mo| guAbE go = Eopplnh o] &
o} A AHPEANAE v 4718 37 @37 W
o] AFPASE Bl v AT SRASS T
g ukg-g By 228 A2 AT E YN, 2F
EHA AewS FE ATE AR, R 3
& 2k AE Yich 927k E5E B o]

88

“What was your dream?”

"Dream? Why suddenly ask about dreams? That's
childish...”

M turned toward the window, He said nothing
more. He wasn't looking at the scene outside, he
was trying to remember his dream. Once M told
me he wanted to be a garden superintendent. He
also said he'd like to travel and he'd like to be the
head of a zoo. M stuck his head out the window,
We said nothing. I looked at M's profile. It occurred
to me that this might be our last time in a bus to-
gether. We'd been sitting vacantly on a bus, we'd
had a brief conversation and now we'd passed a
specific point. We had passed a fork in the road.
He chose the left and I chose the right. I felt as if
the ties that bound our ankles had been loosened
without us even being aware of it. Tightly stretched
electric wires showed where we had come from. |
couldn't put a name on it, I couldn't date it precise-

ly, but I felt that a phase of my life was ending.
* English translation first published in Waxen Wings (Koryo,
2011),

Translated by Kevin O'Rourke
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The Glass Shield, Its Light and Darkness

Lee Kyung-jae (literary critic)

Kim Jung-hyuk's fiction has characteristically
dealt with pure sensibilities, the world of essence
and “the Imaginary” rather than the concrete, In
other words, Kim explores the world of “individu-
ality” in order to escape from the prison of con-
ventionality. Set against the grim backdrop of youth
unemployment, "The Glass Shield” presents Kim's
new direction of individuality clashing with con-
temporary Korea's social reality,

The main character of "I'he Glass Shield” is not
entirely different from Kim Jung-hyuk's other typi-
cal characters in the Imaginary world. The “we” that

includes "M™ and the narrator are the basic subject
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of this story that begins: "We sat in the subway un-
raveling tangled balls of yarn.” The relationship be-
tween M and the narrator who live and do every-
thing together might be called a “dual relation”
between self and “specular image.” To the narrator
(a), M (&) is the imaginary other, and to M (a), the
narrator (4) is also the imaginary other. The narra-
tor and M are “inseparable” like "two sides of a
coin, the front and back of a single person” even
taking company interviews together. Their dia-
logue, in particular, illustrates this point clearly,
reading more like a monologue than a dialogue,
Like a couple in a three-legged race, the two
main characters make various off-putting presen-
tations in place of regular job interviews—a slap-
stick routine, a magic show, and a parody of ped-
dlers selling their goods on the subway, One day,
however, on their way back from a failed interview
which they spend the entirety of their allotted time
trying in vain to unravel tangled balls of yarn, they
perform their task again on a subway and are sub-
sequently recognized as “street artists.” Later, they
transform their last-ditch effort for employment
into a play: "We loved the fun of performing in the

job interview space.” The social issue of youth un-
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employment, a subject neither trivial nor cheerful,
is recontextualized as a performance and as art.
This transformation becomes something real and
powerful that enables them to overcome their des-
titute unemployment situation. Through this imagi-
nary appropriation, they taste the momentary thrill
of being winners rather than losers in reality.

But their art remains a play in the Imaginary, a
good example of this being their performance for
their first interview as “street artists.” During this in-
terview with a professional art reporter on the
subway, they have a sword fight with a plastic
sword and a glass shield they bought in place of
food the previous day. Without bothering about the
reporter, apparently bored by the childishness of
their performance, they continued to enact their
imaginary fight "with the intent of killing the other,”
in full formal attire. After becoming celebrities
overnight, they “go on the board of interviewers
for an advertising company,” but their actions do
not change, They let firecrackers off in the middle
of an interview, challenge applicants to make them
laugh, or have them compose cheerleader songs.

The pressure of reality, though, is too strong to

allow their performance to serve as a completely

101




0 Jquret g Axgel ARto g e g kg
Fofat, A& o] FA| IR ol A "ol 7]gt 3
2741¢] Lol E0] HF ol Ho] BE FEZ IS &
< 2 9 e 8-S HESHE v 0)7] wiolt,
0L F8.3 AL O250) AEHF o] Hojx w3
B Aol A B ke AV X1 uh 91 Bo]
A, AR2e] =)o uiargE Aol g AlAE &b o)
£ o 4 & 2 £33 Uvke ARdeld), O3
719 252 Aufel] F5¢ Aol AfFEAES
A=23FE Aol HATT, F Tt W) =
Atk 71w 3 gk, Zolo] 1 g7} gz “Hojg)
712 = AR "G B3A B 5 AT FH) F
Ag v 5 T LY AREA ol ok &t
' Egagey f2 2 theold WL Ag A 9
o} A gol A Z& AshE A A 11 B 9
52 3] frealo] E3gR Aolr},

wetA o] 52] F37} 348 AFESFE WHY ¢
oA o oA Bhte] ARY LEO R Wus BT
7} FR IS FEA TS 21E gl o)A 2852

O o)d Al M2 Eolttege AT 5 Q==

102

ameliorative response. Their imaginary play is
powerless in the face of their own self-critiques:
“Whatll we get? Is there anything we do well?” The
room where this pair of twenty-seven-year old
men, who have failed more than thirty times in
their attempt to get a job, lie down in after sooth-
ing their drunken stomachs with Jjamppong soup is
a "sinking ship.” Moreover, even after they become
professional interviewers, they have zero impact on
the interview scene, a system based almost entirely
on capitalist logic, "Fail-aholics” for so long, they
are happy to give encouragement to other fail-
aholics and “to become someone’s shield,” but they
soon realize the fragility of this shield. It is a mere
glass shield, unable to really defend you from your
enemy’s attack, although it may allow you to see in
front of you. All the artistic performances they have
done during interviews and on the subway are
nothing but glass shields. Thus, it is only natural for
M and the narrator that the repetition of their plays
eventually turns into an exhausting form of labor.
They arrive at the extreme point where their imag-
inary play cannot solve any of their problems. This
point is exemplified when the narrator sighs, apro-

pos of a particularly wearying performance, *.__this
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might be our last time in a bus together,” This is
also why the narrator suddenly feels “as if the tes
that had bound our ankles together had been loos-
ened without us even being aware of it.” Thus, the
last sentence of this story is ‘I couldn't put a name
on it, I couldn’t put a date on it precisely, but I felt
that a phase of my life was ending.” The story be-
gins with a "we” but ends with an "

Could we perhaps look at this T" as signifying the
appearance of the individual? There have existed
so many we's, the “people,” “class,” and the “mass-
es” in Korean literature, The Korean literary scene
has had a number of discussions about the signifi-
cances and problems of these many we's. In some
sense, Korean literature in the past decade has
been a process to construct these I's against those
we's. Yet, is it possible this “I” has indulged in a
narcissism addicted to its mirror image in the
Imaginary, even as it cuts its ties with the Symbol-
ic? A true “individual” must sever itself from the
Imaginary other. An individual is clearly limited if he
transcends or escapes reality. [ hope that the “T" at
the end of "The Glass Shield” is not the ‘I among
the numerous “we’s” in the Symbolic general circuit,

a true ‘T individual. I believe this expectation is a
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reasonable one for Kim Jung-hyuk, a long time di-

rector of the "museum of individuality,”
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