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Twenty-eight-year-old Hana Kim works as a literary translator in Seoul, translating English novels into
Korean while secretly applying to graduate programs abroad. She is fiercely independent yet achingly
lonely, caught between her mother's relentless matchmaking and her own yearning to escape the rigid
expectations of Korean society. When she discovers a hidden letter written by her late grandmother, Hana
learns that her grandmother once dreamed of studying in France—but abandoned that dream for love, a
choice that left her with a lifetime of quiet regret. The revelation forces Hana to confront her own fears: Is
she running toward freedom or away from intimacy? Weaving between Hana's present-day life in Seoul—the
neon-lit streets of Hongdae, the silent courtyards of Jogyesa Temple, the clatter of a pojangmacha tent—



and flashbacks to her grandmother's youth in 1960s Korea, the novel explores the price of sacrifice, the
weight of family duty, and the courage it takes to write one's own story. Poignant and introspective, *The
Language of Leaving* is a meditation on the spaces between obligation and desire, and the quiet revolution
of choosing yourself.



For my grandmother, who never stopped dreaming.



“The only way to deal with an unfree world is to become so absolutely free that your very 
existence is an act of rebellion.” — Albert Camus
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C H A P T E R

The Weight of Silence

Chapter 01: The Weight of Silence
The silence in Hana Kim's apartment was not empty but full—a crowded room of unspoken things. She sat at
her desk, the cursor blinking on her laptop like a metronome counting the seconds of her life, and tried to
find the English words for the Korean emotions she was translating. The novel was about a woman who
leaves her husband, and Hana had been working on the same paragraph for three hours. *She felt the weight
of his absence like a stone in her chest.* No, that was too heavy. *Like a room she had forgotten how to fill.*
Better, but not right. The problem was that the English language had no word for *han*—that particular
Korean mixture of grief, longing, and unresolved resentment that sat in the body like a second skeleton.

Her phone buzzed. She did not need to look to know it was her mother. The vibration had a particular quality,
a kind of insistent urgency that only a Korean mother's text message could produce. *Hana-ya, have you
eaten? I made kimchi jjigae. Come home this weekend. Your father's friend's son is visiting from America.
He's a doctor.*

Hana set the phone face-down on the desk. The cursor continued to blink. The apartment was small—a
*goshiwon* with a single window that looked out onto the brick wall of the neighboring building. She had
chosen it for its cheap rent and its location in Hongdae, the neighborhood of artists and students and people
who, like her, were waiting for their real lives to begin. The walls were thin enough that she could hear her
neighbor practicing the violin at odd hours, the same scales over and over, never quite reaching the high
note. She understood that neighbor. She, too, was practicing something she could not quite reach.

Outside, the city hummed with the particular energy of a Seoul evening—the neon signs flickering to life, the
smell of *tteokbokki* from the street vendor on the corner, the sound of subway trains rumbling beneath the
pavement. Hana had lived in this city her entire life, and yet she felt like a tourist in her own skin. She knew
the language, the customs, the proper way to bow to elders and pour soju for superiors, but she did not know
how to speak the language of her own desire.

Her grandmother had known. That was the thought that came to her now, unbidden, as she stared at the
blinking cursor. Her grandmother had known how to want something so badly that the wanting became a
physical presence, a ghost that walked beside her through every room of her life. Hana had seen it in the way
her grandmother's hands would still sometimes move as if holding a pen, writing words in a language no one
in the family could read. French. The grandmother had studied French once, a lifetime ago, before she
married and put away her dreams like a dress she would never wear again.

Her phone buzzed again. This time she picked it up. *Hana-ya, did you hear me? The doctor. He's from Seoul
National University. Very successful. Your father is very excited.* She typed a response: *I have a deadline,
Mother. I'll call you tomorrow.* The lie was small and comfortable, like a worn pair of shoes. She did have a
deadline, but it was not the reason she would not go home this weekend. The reason was that she could not



bear to sit across from another eligible bachelor while her mother watched with desperate hope in her eyes,
could not bear to perform the ritual of courtship for a life she did not want. She wanted to leave. She had
been wanting to leave for years, and the wanting had grown so large inside her that there was no room for
anything else.

She opened her email and scrolled to the bottom of her inbox, where she kept the messages she had saved
but not answered. Graduate programs. Three of them. One in Paris, one in London, one in New York. She had
been accepted to all three, and she had told no one. The acceptances sat in her inbox like unexploded
bombs, waiting for her to have the courage to detonate her life. The cursor blinked. The violin next door
scratched toward its high note and fell away. Hana closed her laptop and sat in the dark, listening to the
silence that was not empty but full—full of her grandmother's unspoken dreams, her mother's unspoken
fears, and her own unspoken name, waiting to be written in a language she had not yet learned to speak.
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A Letter Unread

Chapter 02: A Letter Unread
The letter arrived on a Tuesday, in an envelope of cream-colored *hanji* that felt like dried petals in Hana's
hands. It was tucked inside a box of her grandmother's belongings that her mother had asked her to sort
through—old photographs, a silk *hanbok* that smelled of mothballs, a set of brass chopsticks worn smooth
by decades of use. The box had sat in the corner of her mother's apartment for three years, since the
grandmother's funeral, and no one had opened it because no one had known what to do with the dead.

Hana had volunteered to sort through the box because she was avoiding her translation deadline, and
because she had always been the one in the family who handled the past. She was the translator, after all.
She moved between languages, between generations, between the living and the dead. It was her job to
make meaning out of what others could not understand.

The envelope was sealed with a drop of red wax, the color of dried blood. Hana's name was written on the
front in her grandmother's handwriting—the elegant, sloping script of a woman who had learned to write in a
time when penmanship was a moral virtue. The ink had faded to a pale brown, but the letters were still
legible: *For Hana. To be opened when I am gone.*

She did not open it immediately. She held it in her hands and felt the weight of it—not the physical weight of
paper and ink, but the weight of a life that had been waiting to speak. Her grandmother had been a quiet
woman, the kind of quiet that was not silence but storage. She had kept her stories in her body, in the way
she held her shoulders, in the way she looked out the window when she thought no one was watching. Hana
had always known there was something her grandmother was not saying, but she had never asked. It was not
the Korean way to ask. You waited for the dead to speak, and when they did, you listened.

She set the letter on her desk and went back to the box. There were photographs of her grandmother as a
young woman—thin and serious, with hair cut short in the Western style that was fashionable in the 1960s. In
one photograph, she was standing in front of a building that looked like a university, holding a book in her
hands. The title was in French: *Le Petit Prince*. Hana had never known her grandmother could read French.
She had never known her grandmother had been to a university. The woman in the photograph was a
stranger, a ghost wearing her grandmother's face.

There was also a postcard, yellowed and creased, with a picture of the Eiffel Tower on the front. The back
was blank except for a single sentence in French: *Je pense à toi.* I am thinking of you. There was no
signature, no address, no stamp. It was a postcard that had never been sent, a message that had never
reached its destination.



THE LANGUAGE OF LEAVING A LETTER UNREAD

Hana sat back on her heels and looked at the letter on her desk. The red wax seal caught the light from the
window, gleaming like an eye. She thought about her grandmother's hands—the way they had trembled in her
final years, the way they had reached for things that were not there. She thought about the French words her
grandmother had sometimes murmured in her sleep, words that Hana had assumed were prayers but now
understood were something else entirely. She picked up the letter and held it to the light. She could see the
shadow of the paper inside, the folds of the letter like the wings of a trapped bird. She wanted to open it. She
was afraid to open it. Because once she knew what her grandmother had written, she would have to know
what it meant, and once she knew what it meant, she would have to decide what to do with the knowledge.
The violin next door began to play—a slow, mournful piece that sounded like something her grandmother
might have hummed. Hana set the letter down and went to the window. Outside, the city was darkening, the
neon signs beginning to glow. Somewhere in the distance, a temple bell was ringing, the sound carrying
across the rooftops like a message from another world. She would open the letter tomorrow. Or the day after.
Or maybe never. She was a translator, after all. She knew that some things were not meant to be read, but to
be carried.
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The Language of Rain

Chapter 03: The Language of Rain
The rain began at dusk, a soft *yeonbi* that fell like a curtain of silk over the city. Hana was walking home
from the café where she did her translation work, and she did not have an umbrella. She stood under the
awning of a convenience store and watched the rain turn the streets into mirrors, reflecting the neon signs in
pools of red and blue and green.

She had been thinking about the letter all day. It was still unopened on her desk, waiting for her to have the
courage to read it. She had told herself she was waiting for the right moment, but she knew the truth: she
was afraid of what the letter might say, afraid that her grandmother's story would be too heavy to carry, afraid
that it would change everything she thought she knew about her family and herself.

A man came out of the convenience store with an umbrella and offered to share it. He was young, maybe
thirty, with the kind of face that was easy to trust. Hana shook her head and smiled. *Gwaenchanhayo,* she
said. I'm fine. The man shrugged and walked away, and Hana watched him disappear into the rain, his
umbrella a small dark flower blooming and fading. She had been in Seoul her whole life, and she had never
learned to accept help from strangers. It was the Korean way to be self-sufficient, to carry your own burdens,
to never impose. But it was also the Korean way to be lonely, to stand under awnings while the rain fell and
pretend you did not need anyone.

The rain grew heavier, turning from *yeonbi* to *jombi*—the kind of rain that made you want to sleep, to curl
up in a warm bed and forget the world. Hana thought about her grandmother, about the letter, about the
postcard with the Eiffel Tower. She thought about France, where the rain was different—greyer, softer, falling
on streets that were older than her country. She had never been to France, but she had translated enough
French novels to know what it sounded like: the hiss of rain on cobblestones, the murmur of conversations in
cafés, the click of heels on wet pavement.

She stepped out from under the awning and let the rain fall on her face. It was cold and clean, washing away
the dust of the city. She walked slowly, not caring that her clothes were soaked, not caring that people were
staring. For a moment, she was not Hana Kim, the translator with the unopened letter and the unanswered
emails. She was just a woman walking in the rain, and the rain did not care about her mother's expectations
or her grandmother's secrets or the graduate programs waiting in her inbox.

She passed a *pojangmacha* tent, its vinyl sides glowing orange in the rain. The smell of *tteokbokki* and
fish cakes drifted out, warm and spicy. She ducked inside and sat on a plastic stool, ordering a bowl of
*sundubu jjigae* from the old woman who ran the tent. The woman nodded and ladled the soup into a bowl,
adding an egg and a sprinkle of green onions. The tent was small and crowded, filled with the steam of
cooking and the murmur of conversations. A group of office workers sat at the next table, drinking soju and
laughing too loudly. A young couple huddled in the corner, sharing a plate of *kimchi jeon*. Hana ate her



soup slowly, letting the heat spread through her body, and thought about the letter waiting for her at home.

She would open it tonight. She had decided. She would go home, dry off, and open the letter. She would read
whatever her grandmother had written, and she would let it change her. Because that was what the dead
asked of the living: not to be remembered, but to be transformed. The rain continued to fall, drumming on
the vinyl roof of the tent. Hana finished her soup and paid the old woman, who smiled and said, *Jal
meogeosseoyo?* Did you eat well? Hana nodded and stepped back out into the rain, which had softened to a
mist. The city was quiet now, the streets empty, the neon signs reflected in the wet pavement like the lights
of a distant city. She walked home through the rain, and when she reached her apartment, she did not dry off
first. She went straight to her desk, picked up the letter, and broke the seal.
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Ghosts in the Han River

Chapter 04: Ghosts in the Han River
The letter was written in Korean, but the words were not her grandmother's. They were the words of a
younger woman, a woman Hana had never met—a woman who had loved France and French and the idea of a
life that was not the one she was given. *My dearest Hana,* the letter began. *If you are reading this, I am
gone, and you are old enough to understand that love is not always a choice. Sometimes it is a cage we build
for ourselves, and sometimes it is a cage that others build for us, and sometimes we cannot tell the
difference until it is too late.*

Hana read the letter three times, sitting at her desk with the rain still dripping from her hair. The letter told a
story she had never heard: her grandmother had been accepted to a university in France in 1963, a
scholarship to study literature. She had been nineteen years old, the same age Hana was when she started
translating her first novel. She had packed her bags and bought her ticket and said goodbye to her family.
And then she had met a man—Hana's grandfather—and she had stayed. *I told myself it was love,* the letter
continued. *I told myself that I could not leave him, that my heart would break if I did. But the truth is
simpler and more terrible: I was afraid. I was afraid of being alone in a country where I did not speak the
language. I was afraid of failing. I was afraid of becoming a woman that no one would recognize. And so I
chose the cage that was familiar, and I called it home.*

Hana set the letter down and looked out the window. The rain had stopped, and the city was emerging from
the mist, wet and gleaming. She thought about her grandmother's hands, the way they had trembled. She
thought about the French words her grandmother had murmured in her sleep. She thought about the
postcard with the Eiffel Tower, the sentence that had never been sent: *Je pense à toi.* She had always
thought her grandmother was content. She had always thought that the quiet life her grandmother had lived—
the marriage, the children, the years of cooking and cleaning and waiting—was a life that had been chosen.
But now she understood that it was not a choice. It was a surrender. And the ghost of the woman who might
have been—the French-speaking, Paris-walking, book-reading woman—had haunted every room of her
grandmother's life.

She stood up and walked to the window. The Han River was visible in the distance, a dark ribbon winding
through the city. She thought about the bridges that crossed it, the thousands of people who had stood on
those bridges and looked down at the water and wondered if they should jump. She thought about her
grandmother, who had stood at a different kind of edge and chosen not to jump, chosen instead to live a life
that was half-lived. She thought about herself, standing at her own edge, with the graduate programs waiting
in her inbox and the letter in her hands. She thought about her mother, who had never known her own
mother's secret, who had spent her life trying to protect Hana from the same fate. She thought about the
doctor her mother wanted her to meet, the safe and successful man who would give her a safe and
successful life.
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The river glimmered in the distance, and Hana felt the weight of all the ghosts that lived in its waters—the
ghosts of women who had chosen safety over freedom, who had built cages and called them homes. She did
not want to be one of them. She did not want to leave a letter for a granddaughter she would never meet, a
letter that would be found too late. She went back to her desk and opened her laptop. She opened the email
from the university in Paris and read it again. *We are pleased to inform you that you have been accepted to
the Master's program in Literary Translation.* She had been waiting for a sign, for permission, for someone
to tell her it was okay to leave. And now she had it. Her grandmother had given it to her, from beyond the
grave, in a letter that was not a warning but a blessing. She closed the laptop and picked up the letter again.
She read the final sentence: *Do not let love become the cage you mistake for a home.* She folded the letter
carefully and placed it in the envelope, and then she placed the envelope in the drawer of her desk, next to
the postcard of the Eiffel Tower. She was going to Paris. She was going to become the woman her
grandmother had never been. And she was going to write her own story, in her own language, even if that
language was one she had not yet learned to speak.
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The Matchmaker's Daughter

Chapter 05: The Matchmaker's Daughter
Her mother called the next morning, and Hana answered with the letter still burning in her chest. She had not
slept. She had spent the night pacing her apartment, reading and rereading her grandmother's words, trying
to find the courage to speak them aloud. *Hana-ya,* her mother said, her voice bright and expectant. *I have
good news. The doctor—his name is Min-jun. He is very interested in meeting you. I told him you are a
translator, and he said that is very impressive. He said he admires women who are educated.*

Hana closed her eyes. She could see her mother's face, the hope that had been there for twenty-eight years,
the hope that her daughter would finally do what was expected of her. She could see the apartment where
she had grown up, the photographs on the wall, the *kimchi* fermenting in the special refrigerator, the smell
of her mother's cooking. She could see the life that was waiting for her, the safe and predictable life, the life
that would make her mother happy. *Mother,* she said. *I need to tell you something.* There was a pause.
Her mother's voice changed, the brightness dimming to something cautious. *What is it? Are you sick?*

*No. I'm not sick. I'm—* She stopped. The words were stuck in her throat, caught between the language of
duty and the language of desire. *I'm going to Paris.* The silence that followed was not empty but full—full
of everything her mother had never said, everything she had sacrificed, everything she had hoped for her
daughter. Hana could hear her mother breathing, could hear the television in the background, could hear the
sound of a life that was about to be broken. *Paris?* her mother said finally. *What do you mean, Paris?*

*I've been accepted to a graduate program. In literary translation. I'm going to study in France.* *For how
long?* *Two years. Maybe more.* The silence again, longer this time. Hana could feel her mother's
disappointment like a physical weight, pressing down on her chest. She wanted to take it back, to say she
was joking, to say she would stay. But she could not. The letter was in her drawer, and her grandmother's
ghost was standing beside her, waiting for her to be brave. *Your father will be very disappointed,* her
mother said. *He was so excited about the doctor.* *I know, Mother. I'm sorry.* *Sorry is not enough, Hana.
You are twenty-eight years old. You should be thinking about marriage, not about running away to another
country.* *I'm not running away. I'm running toward something.* *What? What is in Paris that you cannot find
here?*

Hana thought about the letter. She thought about her grandmother's hands, the French words she had
murmured in her sleep. She thought about the postcard that had never been sent, the sentence that had
never been spoken. *Freedom,* she said. *I'm going to find freedom.* Her mother laughed, but it was not a
happy laugh. It was the laugh of a woman who had learned that freedom was a luxury she could not afford.
*Freedom,* she repeated. *You think you will find freedom in Paris? You will find loneliness. You will find
cold apartments and strange food and people who do not care about you. You will find that freedom is just
another word for being alone.* *Maybe,* Hana said. *But I have to try.*



THE LANGUAGE OF LEAVING THE MATCHMAKER'S DAUGHTER

The conversation ended soon after, with promises to talk again, with the unspoken understanding that
nothing would be the same. Hana hung up and sat in the silence of her apartment, listening to the violin next
door, which was playing a scale over and over, never quite reaching the high note. She thought about her
mother, who had spent her life trying to protect her daughter from the pain of being alone. She thought about
her grandmother, who had spent her life regretting the choice she had made. She thought about herself,
standing between them, trying to find a path that was neither cage nor surrender. She opened her laptop and
began to write an email to the university in Paris. *Dear Admissions Committee,* she wrote. *I am writing to
accept your offer of admission.* She paused, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. Then she typed the
rest of the sentence: *I am ready to begin.*



06
C H A P T E R

A Promise Made in a Foreign Tongue

Chapter 06: A Promise Made in a Foreign Tongue
The grandmother's French lessons had been a secret, a hidden room in the house of her life. She had learned
the language from a priest at the Catholic church she attended as a young woman, a French missionary who
had been sent to Korea in the 1950s. He had taught her to read and write, to conjugate verbs and form
sentences, to speak the words that would one day become her escape.

Hana had found the grandmother's French dictionary in the box of belongings, a small blue book with pages
that were soft and worn from use. The margins were filled with notes in her grandmother's handwriting—
Korean translations of French words, dates and places, the names of people Hana had never heard of. *Je
t'aime,* someone had written on the inside cover, in a hand that was not her grandmother's. *Moi aussi,* her
grandmother had written beneath it. Me too. She had never known her grandmother had a lover. She had
never known her grandmother had a life before her grandfather, a life of passion and promise and the kind of
love that made you want to learn a new language. The letter had hinted at it, but the dictionary confirmed it:
her grandmother had been loved, and she had loved in return, and she had given it up for the cage she called
home.

Hana sat at her desk with the dictionary open in front of her, tracing her finger over the words her
grandmother had underlined. *Liberté.* *Amour.* *Départ.* Freedom. Love. Departure. They were the words
of a woman who had been planning to leave, who had been dreaming of a different life. And then something
had happened—something that had made her stay. She thought about her own life, the promises she had
made and broken. She had promised her mother she would think about marriage. She had promised herself
she would apply to graduate programs. She had promised her grandmother, without knowing it, that she
would not make the same mistake.

But what was the mistake? Was it staying, or was it leaving? Was it choosing love over freedom, or was it
choosing freedom over love? The letter had not answered these questions. It had only asked them, and left
Hana to find her own answers. She closed the dictionary and looked out the window. The city was waking up,
the morning light filtering through the haze of pollution and humidity. She thought about her grandmother,
standing at a similar window fifty years ago, looking out at a city that was not Paris, wondering if she had
made the right choice. She thought about the promise her grandmother had made in a foreign tongue—a
promise to love, to stay, to build a life in the cage she had chosen. And she thought about the promise she
herself was making now, in the language of her own desire: the promise to leave, to find her own freedom, to
write her own story.

She picked up her phone and called her mother. *Mother,* she said. *I want you to meet me for coffee. There
is something I need to tell you.* Her mother's voice was cautious, the way it had been since their last
conversation. *What is it?* *I want to tell you about Grandmother. I want to tell you what I found in her box.*
There was a long pause. Then her mother said, *I will meet you at the café in Insadong. The one with the



French name.* Hana smiled. Her mother knew. Of course her mother knew. She had always known. She had
just been waiting for her daughter to find the words.
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The Night Market and the Moon

Chapter 07: The Night Market and the Moon
The night market in Gwangjang was a chaos of light and sound, a labyrinth of stalls selling everything from
*bindaetteok* to vintage clothing to knock-off designer handbags. Hana walked through the crowd, letting
the noise wash over her, trying to find the courage to meet her mother. She had not told her mother
everything. She had told her about the letter, about the grandmother's dream of France, about the
scholarship and the man and the choice that had been made. But she had not told her about her own
acceptance, her own plan to leave. That was a conversation for another day, a conversation she was not
ready to have.

The market was crowded, as it always was on a Saturday night. Families with children, couples holding
hands, groups of friends drinking soju and eating *mayak gimbap*—the "addictive" rice rolls that were sold
by the dozen. Hana bought a plate of *bindaetteok* and found a seat at a communal table, watching the
people around her. An old woman sat across from her, eating *sundae* with chopsticks that trembled in her
hands. She reminded Hana of her grandmother—the same thin wrists, the same careful way of eating, the
same distant look in her eyes. Hana wondered if this woman also had a secret, a dream she had given up, a
letter she had written but never sent.

She finished her *bindaetteok* and walked deeper into the market, past the stalls selling silk scarves and
ceramic bowls and wooden masks. The moon was rising over the city, a pale disc in the hazy sky. In Korean
folklore, the full moon was a time for wishes, a time to ask the universe for what you wanted. Hana had not
made a wish in years. She had been too busy surviving, too busy translating other people's words to find her
own. But tonight, standing in the middle of the night market, surrounded by the noise and the light and the
smell of frying food, she made a wish. She wished for the courage to leave. She wished for the strength to be
alone. She wished for the wisdom to know the difference between a cage and a home.

The moon did not answer. It hung in the sky, silent and distant, indifferent to her desires. But Hana felt
something shift inside her, a loosening of the knot that had been tied in her chest for as long as she could
remember. She was going to leave. She was going to Paris. And she was going to become the woman her
grandmother had never been. She pulled out her phone and called her mother. *Mother,* she said. *I'm ready
to talk.* Her mother's voice was soft, almost a whisper. *I'm at the café. The one in Insadong. Come find
me.* Hana hung up and walked out of the market, leaving the noise and the light behind. The moon followed
her, a silent companion, as she made her way through the streets of Seoul, toward the conversation that
would change everything.



08
C H A P T E R

What My Mother Never Said

Chapter 08: What My Mother Never Said
The café in Insadong was called Le Petit Paris, and it was exactly the kind of place Hana's grandmother
would have loved. The walls were painted a faded lavender, the shelves lined with French novels and vintage
postcards. Edith Piaf played softly from a speaker in the corner, her voice a ghost from another time. Her
mother was sitting at a table by the window, a cup of green tea in front of her. She looked smaller than Hana
remembered, older, the lines on her face deeper in the soft light of the café. She smiled when she saw Hana,
but the smile did not reach her eyes.

*Thank you for coming,* her mother said. *I know this is difficult.* Hana sat down across from her and
ordered a café au lait, because it seemed like the right thing to do in a French café. *I found a letter,* she
said. *From Grandmother. She wrote it before she died.* Her mother nodded, as if she had been expecting
this. *I know. She told me about it. She said she had written something for you, something she wanted you to
read when you were old enough to understand.* *You knew?* *I knew she had written something. I did not
know what it said. She never told me.*

Hana took a sip of her coffee and tried to find the words. *She was going to go to France. She had a
scholarship. She was going to study literature. And then she met Grandfather, and she stayed.* Her mother's
eyes filled with tears, but she did not let them fall. *I know. She told me that too. She told me when I was
your age, when I was thinking about getting married. She told me to make sure I was choosing love, not
fear.* *Did you?* Her mother looked down at her tea, her hands wrapped around the cup as if she were trying
to warm them. *I thought I was. I thought I loved your father. And I did, in my way. But I also loved the idea of
being safe, of having a home, of not being alone. I loved the cage, because I did not know there was anything
else.*

Hana reached across the table and took her mother's hand. It was the first time she had touched her mother
in years, the first time she had felt the warmth of her skin, the fragility of her bones. *I'm going to Paris,
Mother. I've been accepted to a graduate program. I'm going to leave.* Her mother did not pull away. She
looked at Hana with eyes that were both sad and proud, the eyes of a woman who had spent her life trying to
protect her daughter from the pain of being alone, and who now understood that the greater pain was never
having tried. *I know,* her mother said. *I found the email. I was looking for something in your room, and I
saw it on your laptop. I did not mean to read it, but I did.*

Hana felt a flash of anger, and then it faded. She had no right to be angry. She had been keeping secrets from
her mother for years. *Are you going to try to stop me?* *No.* Her mother squeezed her hand. *I am going
to help you. I am going to do what my mother could not do for me. I am going to let you go.* The tears came
then, for both of them, falling into their cups of tea and coffee, mixing with the bitterness and the sweetness
of the moment. They sat in the café, mother and daughter, holding hands across the table, while Edith Piaf
sang about love and loss and the things that could not be undone. And Hana understood, for the first time,



that her mother had never been her enemy. She had been her grandmother's daughter, a woman who had
learned to love the cage because she had never been shown the door. And now she was holding the door
open for her own daughter, the way her mother had never been able to do for her.
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The French Café in Insadong

Chapter 09: The French Café in Insadong
The café became a ritual. Every Saturday afternoon, Hana and her mother met at Le Petit Paris, and they
talked about the things they had never said. They talked about the grandmother, about the letter, about the
dream of France that had been passed down through three generations of women. They talked about Hana's
father, who did not know yet that his daughter was leaving, and about the doctor, who had been politely
declined.

They talked about the future. Hana's mother had started taking French lessons at the community center, a
small act of rebellion that made her laugh with a joy Hana had never seen in her before. *I want to visit you,*
she said. *I want to see the places your grandmother dreamed of. I want to drink coffee in a café in Paris and
pretend I am a different woman.* Hana smiled and ordered another café au lait. The café had become a
second home, a place where she could be both Korean and French, both daughter and woman, both the
person she was and the person she was becoming.

She had started writing her own novel, a story about a woman who leaves her country to find herself. It was
not autobiographical, not exactly, but it was full of the things she had learned from her grandmother's letter:
that love was not a cage unless you made it one, that freedom was not a destination but a practice, that the
only way to deal with an unfree world was to become so absolutely free that your very existence was an act
of rebellion. She wrote in English, because it was the language of her escape, and in Korean, because it was
the language of her heart, and sometimes in French, because it was the language of her grandmother's
dreams. She wrote about the rain in Seoul and the rain in Paris, about the taste of *kimchi* and the taste of
croissants, about the silence that was not empty but full.

The violin next door had stopped playing. The neighbor had moved out, replaced by a young woman who
played the piano instead. The scales were different, but the struggle was the same: the reaching for a note
that was just out of reach, the practice that never quite became perfection. Hana understood that struggle
now. She understood that she would never be perfect, that she would never be free in the way she had
imagined, that she would always carry the weight of her grandmother's regret and her mother's sacrifice. But
she also understood that she could carry that weight and still move forward, that she could love the cage and
still leave it behind.

She finished her coffee and walked home through the streets of Insadong, past the art galleries and the tea
houses and the antique shops. The moon was rising again, a sliver of light in the darkening sky. She made a
wish, the same wish she had made at the night market: for courage, for strength, for wisdom. And this time,
she felt the universe answer. Not in words, but in the quiet certainty that she was doing the right thing. She
was leaving. She was going to Paris. And she was going to become the woman her grandmother had
dreamed of being.
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The Art of Letting Go

Chapter 10: The Art of Letting Go
The temple was quiet at dawn, the air cold and still. Hana had come to Jogyesa to say goodbye, to perform
the rituals of departure that her grandmother had never been able to complete. She lit a candle and placed it
among the hundreds of others, their flames flickering like the hopes of all the women who had come before
her. She bowed three times, the way her grandmother had taught her, touching her forehead to the cold stone
floor. She prayed for her grandmother's soul, for her mother's happiness, for her own courage. She prayed
that she would not be afraid, that she would not turn back, that she would find what she was looking for.

The temple bell began to ring, a deep, resonant sound that vibrated through her body. She closed her eyes
and let the sound wash over her, let it carry away her fears and her doubts and her regrets. She was not
leaving behind her family. She was carrying them with her, in the letter and the dictionary and the postcard,
in the stories she would tell and the ones she would write. She thought about her grandmother, standing at a
similar temple fifty years ago, praying for the courage to stay. She thought about her mother, standing at this
same temple last week, praying for the courage to let go. She thought about herself, standing here now,
praying for the courage to leave.

The bell rang again, and Hana felt something release inside her, a knot that had been tied for twenty-eight
years. She was not her grandmother. She was not her mother. She was herself, a woman who had chosen to
be free, and who would carry the weight of that freedom for the rest of her life. She stood up and walked out
of the temple, into the light of the rising sun. The city was waking up, the streets filling with people on their
way to work, the smell of coffee and *kimchi* drifting from the restaurants. She walked through the streets
of Seoul, memorizing every detail: the way the light fell on the buildings, the sound of the language she was
leaving behind, the taste of the air that was both familiar and strange.

She would miss this city. She would miss her mother's cooking, the smell of the subway, the sound of the
temple bells. She would miss the weight of the silence, the comfort of the cage. But she would not stay. She
had learned the art of letting go, and she was ready to practice it. She went home and finished packing. The
letter was in her bag, along with the dictionary and the postcard. She would take them with her to Paris, as
talismans, as reminders of the women who had come before her and the dreams they had carried. She called
her mother. *I'm leaving tomorrow,* she said. *I wanted to say goodbye.* Her mother's voice was steady, the
way it had been since their conversation at the café. *I will be at the airport. I will see you off.* *Thank you,
Mother. For everything.* *Thank you, Hana. For teaching me how to let go.* They hung up, and Hana sat in
the silence of her apartment, listening to the piano next door, which was playing a melody she had never
heard before. It was beautiful and sad and full of hope, the sound of someone learning to reach the high
note. She closed her eyes and let the music carry her, let it fill the empty spaces inside her. She was ready.
She was leaving. She was free.
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A Room of One's Own (in Seoul)

Chapter 11: A Room of One's Own (in Seoul)
The apartment was empty now, stripped of everything that had made it hers. The desk was bare, the orchid
gone, the dictionaries packed in a box that would be shipped to Paris. Hana stood in the middle of the room
and tried to remember what it had felt like to live here, to be the woman who had sat at that desk and
translated other people's words. She had been that woman for three years. She had translated six novels,
each one a world she had entered and then left behind. She had lived in the spaces between languages,
between cultures, between the life she had and the life she wanted. And now she was leaving that life
behind, stepping into a new one that she had written for herself.

She picked up the last object in the room: a photograph of her grandmother, taken when she was young,
before she had made the choice that defined her life. The woman in the photograph was smiling, her eyes
bright with the possibility of a future that would never come. Hana tucked the photograph into her bag, next
to the letter and the dictionary and the postcard. She thought about Virginia Woolf, about the room of one's
own that every woman needed to write her own story. She had had that room in Seoul, a small *goshiwon*
with a single window and thin walls. And now she was leaving it for another room, in another city, in another
country. She was trading one room for another, one life for another, one self for another. But she was taking
the most important thing with her: the knowledge that she could write her own story, that she did not have to
be a translator of other people's words. She could be the author of her own life.

She walked through the apartment one last time, touching the walls, the floor, the window that had looked
out onto the brick wall of the neighboring building. She had spent so many hours staring at that wall,
dreaming of escape. And now she was escaping, and the wall was just a wall, and the dream was just the
beginning. She locked the door and left the key with the landlord. She walked out of the building and into the
streets of Hongdae, past the cafés and the shops and the students who were still dreaming of their own
escapes. The sun was setting, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink, and Hana felt a surge of
something she had not felt in years: hope. She was going to Paris. She was going to study literary
translation. She was going to write her own novel. She was going to become the woman her grandmother had
dreamed of being. And she was going to do it alone, not because she had to, but because she had chosen to.
Because freedom was not a destination but a practice, and she was ready to practice it every day for the rest
of her life.
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Chapter 12: The Last Temple Bell
The bell at Bosingak was struck thirty-three times on New Year's Eve, but tonight it was struck only once.
Hana had come to hear it, to mark the end of one life and the beginning of another. She stood in the crowd,
surrounded by strangers, and listened to the deep, resonant sound that seemed to come from the center of
the earth. The vibration passed through her body, shaking loose the last of her doubts. She thought about
her grandmother, who had never heard this bell, who had never stood in this square, who had never felt the
weight of a decision that would change everything. She thought about her mother, who was at home, packing
her own bags for a trip she had never imagined taking. She thought about herself, standing at the threshold
of a new life, ready to cross over.

The bell rang again, and the crowd cheered. Hana did not cheer. She stood in silence, letting the sound wash
over her, letting it carry her forward. She was not the same woman who had found the letter in her
grandmother's box. She was someone new, someone who had learned to listen to the silence and find the
words. She walked away from the bell, through the streets of Jongno, past the palaces and the temples and
the modern buildings that rose like monuments to a future that was always arriving. She thought about the
novel she would write, the sentences she would craft, the story she would tell. She thought about the women
who had come before her, the ones who had stayed and the ones who had left, the ones who had built cages
and the ones who had found freedom.

She was not better than them. She was not braver. She was just luckier. She had been given a letter, a key, a
door that her grandmother had never had. And she was walking through it, not because she deserved to, but
because she had been given the chance. The bell rang one last time, and Hana stopped walking. She closed
her eyes and made a promise to herself, to her mother, to her grandmother: she would not waste this chance.
She would live the life that had been given to her, the life that had been earned by the sacrifices of the
women who had come before. She would write her own story, in her own language, and she would make it
worth the price that had been paid. She opened her eyes and looked up at the sky. The moon was full, a
perfect circle of light in the darkness. She made a wish, the same wish she had made at the night market, at
the temple, in the café: for courage, for strength, for wisdom. And then she walked home, to her empty
apartment, to her packed bags, to the life that was waiting for her on the other side of the world.
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The Crossing

Chapter 13: The Crossing
Incheon International Airport was a city of people in between, a place where everyone was leaving or
arriving, where no one belonged. Hana stood in the departure hall with her mother, her suitcase at her feet,
her passport in her hand. She had been waiting for this moment for months, and now that it was here, she
felt nothing but a strange, quiet calm. Her mother was crying, but she was also smiling. It was a complicated
expression, the face of a woman who was both losing her daughter and setting her free. *You have
everything?* she asked, for the third time. *Passport? Ticket? Money?* *Yes, Mother. I have everything.*
*You will call me when you arrive?* *Yes, Mother. I will call you.* *You will eat well? You will sleep enough?
You will not work too hard?* *Yes, Mother. I will take care of myself.*

Her mother nodded, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. *I am proud of you,* she said. *I know I have
not always said that, but I am. I am proud of you for being brave enough to leave.* Hana felt her own eyes fill
with tears. She had been waiting her whole life to hear those words, and now that she had heard them, she
did not know what to do with them. She hugged her mother, holding her close, feeling the warmth of her
body, the beat of her heart. *Thank you, Mother. For letting me go.* *I did not let you go,* her mother said,
pulling back to look at her. *I am coming with you. In here.* She touched her chest, over her heart. *I will
always be with you. And you will always be with me. That is what it means to be a mother. That is what it
means to be a daughter.*

The announcement came over the speakers, calling passengers for the flight to Paris. Hana picked up her
suitcase and walked toward the gate. She did not look back, because she knew her mother was watching,
and she knew that if she looked back, she would not be able to leave. She walked through the gate, down the
corridor, onto the plane. She found her seat by the window and buckled her seatbelt. She watched the ground
fall away as the plane lifted into the air, watched the city of Seoul shrink to a patch of light on the dark earth.
She was leaving. She was crossing. She was becoming. She took out the letter from her grandmother and
read it one last time. *Do not let love become the cage you mistake for a home.* She folded it carefully and
put it back in her bag. She was not going to need it anymore. She had learned the lesson. She had written
her own sentence. The plane climbed higher, into the clouds, into the darkness, into the future. And Hana
closed her eyes and let herself be carried, not knowing where she would land, but knowing that she would
land somewhere, and that somewhere would be home.
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The Space Between Departure and Arrival

Chapter 14: The Space Between Departure and Arrival
The flight was long, the hours stretching into a blur of cabin lights and in-flight meals and the hum of the
engines. Hana did not sleep. She sat by the window, watching the darkness outside, thinking about the life
she had left behind and the life she was about to begin. She thought about her grandmother, who had never
made this crossing, who had stood at the edge of her own departure and turned back. She thought about the
letter, the dictionary, the postcard—the artifacts of a dream that had never been realized. She thought about
her mother, who was at home now, probably crying, probably praying, probably already planning her visit to
Paris. She thought about herself, suspended between two worlds, no longer Korean but not yet French, no
longer the woman she had been but not yet the woman she would become. She was in the space between
departure and arrival, the liminal space where anything was possible, where the future was unwritten, where
she could be anyone.

She took out her journal and began to write. She wrote about the flight, the darkness, the feeling of being
nowhere. She wrote about her grandmother, her mother, herself. She wrote about the cage and the freedom,
the love and the leaving. She wrote in English, in Korean, in French—the three languages of her life, the three
selves she was learning to become. She wrote a sentence that surprised her: *I am not running away from
love. I am running toward it.* She read the sentence again, and she knew it was true. She had not left
because she did not love her mother. She had left because she loved her enough to want to be free. She had
not left because she did not love her grandmother. She had left because she loved her enough to finish what
she had started. She had not left because she did not love herself. She had left because she loved herself
enough to want to become the person she was meant to be.

She closed her journal and looked out the window. The darkness was beginning to lighten, the first hints of
dawn appearing on the horizon. She was approaching. She was arriving. She was becoming. The pilot's voice
came over the speakers, announcing the descent into Charles de Gaulle Airport. Hana felt her heart beat
faster, a mixture of fear and excitement and hope. She was about to land in a country where she did not know
anyone, where she did not speak the language fluently, where she would have to start from nothing. But she
was not afraid. She had the letter. She had the dictionary. She had the postcard. She had the love of her
mother and the ghost of her grandmother. She had herself. The plane touched down, the wheels hitting the
runway with a jolt. Hana looked out the window at the grey sky, the flat landscape, the buildings that were
not Seoul. She was here. She had arrived. She was home.
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A New Sentence

Chapter 15: A New Sentence
The apartment was small, smaller than her *goshiwon* in Seoul, with a single window that looked out onto a
courtyard. The walls were bare, the furniture sparse, the kitchen equipped with a hot plate and a tiny
refrigerator. It was not much, but it was hers. It was the room of her own, in Paris, the city of her
grandmother's dreams. Hana set down her suitcase and walked to the window. The courtyard was quiet, the
buildings around it old and weathered, their walls covered in ivy. A cat was sleeping on a windowsill, its tail
twitching in the afternoon sun. The air smelled of bread and coffee and something else she could not identify
—the smell of a new life.

She unpacked her bag, placing the letter, the dictionary, and the postcard on the small desk by the window.
She hung her grandmother's photograph on the wall, next to a map of Paris she had bought at the airport.
She arranged her books on the shelf, her clothes in the closet, her hopes in the space between her heart and
her mind. She sat down at the desk and opened her laptop. The cursor was blinking, waiting for her to begin.
She had been waiting for this moment her whole life, the moment when she would stop translating other
people's words and start writing her own. She thought about her grandmother, who had never written her own
story. She thought about her mother, who was learning to write hers. She thought about herself, sitting in a
small apartment in Paris, ready to write the first sentence of her new life.

She took a deep breath and began to type. *The first time I saw Paris, I was not born yet.* She read the
sentence and smiled. It was not perfect. It was not even good. But it was hers. It was the first sentence of
her novel, the first sentence of her new life, the first sentence of the story she had been waiting to tell. She
kept writing. She wrote about her grandmother, about the letter, about the dream of France that had been
passed down through three generations. She wrote about her mother, about the café in Insadong, about the
night market and the moon. She wrote about herself, about the woman she had been and the woman she was
becoming. She wrote until the light faded, until the courtyard grew dark, until the cat on the windowsill woke
up and stretched and jumped down. She wrote until she had filled ten pages, twenty pages, thirty pages. She
wrote until she was tired, until her fingers ached, until she had no more words left.

And then she saved the document and closed her laptop. She stood up and walked to the window, looking out
at the city that was now her home. The lights were coming on in the buildings around her, the sounds of the
city rising up from the streets below. She thought about her grandmother, who had never seen this view. She
thought about her mother, who would see it soon. She thought about herself, standing at the window of her
small apartment in Paris, ready to begin. She was not free. She knew that now. Freedom was not a
destination but a practice, a daily choice to be brave, to be honest, to be herself. She was not free, but she
was learning. She was practicing. She was becoming. She picked up the letter from her grandmother and
read the final sentence one last time: *Do not let love become the cage you mistake for a home.* She folded
the letter and put it back on the desk. She was not going to make that mistake. She was going to love, and



she was going to leave, and she was going to write her own story, in her own language, in the city of her
grandmother's dreams. She sat down at the desk and opened her laptop. The cursor was blinking, waiting for
her to continue. She took a deep breath and began to type the next sentence. It was not the last sentence. It
was not even the best sentence. But it was hers, and it was the beginning of everything.
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