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01　	 We start here. 
	 Jo is my last name. We put last names first in my culture. From now on, you will see a lot of 

we instead of I.
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 I remember once someone said to me: “You could have just said No.”
 That made me rethink a lot of conversations I had in the Netherlands. So 
many awkward ends of conversations; people asking back “Are we good?”, 
the silence between us, and weirdly repetitive same questions like “are you 
sure?”  For such a long time nobody had told me that	 ---

 I could have just said No!  But, What do you mean?

					     I have been saying 	  No.







	 Scene	 #01
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narration:	 Line 2, line 2 is approaching.
		  Please wait behind the yellow line.

	 * a phone screen is showing the map of the 
	 shortest route to transfer:
	 Line 2 at door 4-3 >> stairs >> Line 6

	 * J is standing at the edge of a screen door.
	 * people are picking up their bags from the 
	 floor and have already started moving 
	 forward.

narration:	 The door is opening. Please mind a 
		  gap and watch your step.
		  The door is opening-

	 * a narration is fading out.
	 * J takes a seat near the door. 
	 * people are rushing inside to the subway.
	 J looks up, but an electronic display is 
	 hidden by people’s heads and is invisible. 
	
	 * The subway departs.

	 * an old lady stands in front of J.

J:		  Oh, take the seat, please.
old lady:	 No, no, it’s okay. I don’t go so far.
J:		  No, please. I will get out next stop. 
You should
		  take a seat.
old lady:	 Haha, thank you. You sweet girl.

	 * the lady is sitting down slowly.
	 * J grabs her bag tight towards her chest. 



	 * The subway is shaking and making a loud 
	 noise. 

old lady:	 Do you want me to hold the bag? It 
looks heavy.
J:		  Oh, no worries. It only looks heavy. 
Very light.
old lady:	 Alright. Thank you, again.

	 * J is smiling and looking at her phone.
	 * the subway is approaching the next stop. 
	 J starts to walk down toward the next car, 
	 4-4.

	 * the old lady can’t see her anymore 
	 through the crowd.

narration:	 The subway is approaching
		  Ah-hyun. Ah-hyun. 
		  (repeated in Japanese and Chinese)

	 * car 4-4 is full of people. There’s no free 
	 seat.
	 * J is standing in front of a woman.
	 * a phone ringing

J:	 Hello?
V:	 Hey-
J:	 Ah, mm, wait. I need to put on my…

	 * J puts her phone between her chin and 
	 shoulder, looking for something in her bag.
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J:	 Alright. I just needed to put in my earbuds. 
Hey.
V:	 Hey! Are you almost here?
J:	 Yeah. Like… in 15 minutes.
V:	 Right. Did you eat anything?
J:	 Yeah I did. I always have dinner at work.
V:	 True. I forgot.
J:	 Did you though?
	 Should I grab something on the way?

V:	 No, no, I’m good. I ate something like,
	 an hour ago.

J:	 You sure? Sounds like you didn’t eat
	 a proper meal.

V:	 Haha, I did. I did eat something filling.
J:	 I can get some ice cream.
V:	 Nah, I have some in my fridge.
J:	 Oke. Then I’ll just go.
V:	 Mmmmm.

J:	 So you have ice cream at home, and… what 
	 do we do for breakfast tomorrow?
	 I mean, I can sleep over, right?

	 * J opens a map on her phone.
	 * typing sounds
	 * phone screen, it shows the map search 
	 result of  “dessert.”

V:	 Yeah, Of course. I have comfy clothes for 
	 you too.
J:	 Great! Uh, actually, how about some 
	 waffles?

V:	 Are you hungry?



J:	 Nah, just, I think it’s good to have 
	 something.

V:	 Uh, Mmmmm, yeah, sure. Why not.
J:	 I knew it.
V:	 What?
J:	 I thought you would like it.
V:	 Ah, come one. You suggested.
J:	 I did.
V:	 But, hmmm, by the way…
J:	 Yeah?

	 * J clicks the waffle bakery at the top of
	 the map recommendations. 6 minutes 
	 walking from the metro station.

V:	 Can you also get some cupcakes too?
J:	 Do you think the waff le shop will serve 
cupcakes too?

V:	 No, no, I mean if you see it on the way.
	 It doesn’t matter if you don’t get it. It’s fine.

J:	 I can do that.
V:	 But don’t search for it for me. You can just 
	 come if there are no cupcakes.
J:	 We’ll see.

narration:	 The subway is approaching
		  Hap-jeong, Hap-jeong.
		  You can transfer to line number 6.

	 * J is looking up at the electronic screen. It 
	 says the door opens on the left.
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J:	 Hey, It’s gonna be a bit loud here.
	 I’m transferring.
V:	 It’s fine.
J:	 Do you need anything else?
V:	 Not really. Oh, maybe some drinks?
	 I’m out of soft drinks.

J:	 Cool I’ll get some.
V:	 Alright! I’ll wait for you.
J:	 See you soon.
V:	 Ciao!
J:	 Ciao Ciao!

	 * J on the phone again, walking up the 
	 stairs slowly.

	 * search screen: cupcake near me.
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	 how to say 	 NO

 I’ve been training to talk more like westerners. They say “No, I don’t want 
it; I don’t think so; I’m not okay; Can you leave me alone; It’s none of your 
business.” They use these kinds of words so well. The moment that one of 
my classmates said, “No”, out loud to a teacher. The impression it left on 
me. I felt that freedom vicariously through them and was waiting to see 
another “No!” happening. How can people make such a statement towards 
a teacher? It was my first culture shock and an experience that made me 
determined that I want to adapt to this sharp way of expression of one’s 
feelings. On the other hand, I feel embarrassed all the time whenever I 
try it. It feels like I’m naked. “Don’t hurt someone’s feelings.” has been stuck 
in my mind for too long.

 It always seems like I have a hard time saying no to someone else. People 
say it’s a typical introvert problem, but well, I grew up in Korean society, 
which requires a lot of context reading during any kind of interaction 
with others. We want to already know what the other is thinking 
before we talk through it. Even worse, growing up as the firstborn in a 
household with a teacher mom left me with great fear and reluctance to 
be rude. Therefore, I have embodied the indirect way of communication 
inside and outside of myself. There are rules to how I say no.

	 1). Try to be as soft as possible.
	 2). Don’t give a promise.
	 3). Replace it with a different comment that connects
	      to rejection.
	 4). When they ask one more time, give more clues to them
	      that you don’t want it.



 The point is, you shouldn’t sound cold. Us Koreans often take the hard 
refusal as feeling harsh. A clear and direct speech might lead to the 
thought that you don’t handle the relationship with care. There should 
be a sign that you care about one’s feelings and you show tolerance for 
their suggestion.

 For instance, someone asked to go hang out after a long walk. You are 
tired and freezing. What I would say is: “Lovely idea, but aren’t you tired?” 
This is my way of saying no. I didn’t forget to compliment the suggestion, 
which is important since I know that it means you are enjoying this time 
with me, and I also want to express the same. But I want to go inside. So I’m 
reminding you that it is getting late and we’ve walked enough. As a reply, 
I’m expecting something like; 
“Do you want to go inside?”, “Shall we sit down?”, “We can do it next time.” 

 Consequently, my way of saying no requires an opponent's reaction. It's 
as important as noticing someone saying no. We are carefully reading each 
other’s: words, facial expressions, tone of voice, etc., and have to quickly 
find what they really want to hear and react to it. In the end, I would say 
yes to the no question. It’s actually up to you to decide to suggest no to 
me. Because my no is constructed based on the belief that you would catch 
that glimpse of what I really mean. A conversation is a patient process to 
understand each other’s feelings and to choose between a spectrum of 
innocuous words. There is an open bridge to continue, but it doesn’t mean 
that it’s the right path. One has to pay attention in order to proceed or 
you will face the awkward smile with a murmuring sound of “oh no……” 

 Measuring how hard you can insist on is important. It also counts in 
friendly relationships. Even between close relationships, like lovers or 
friends, we are not used to hearing a clear no. Yes, we don’t only refuse 
to say no, but also to hear it. The embarrassment of hearing no. It makes 
me rethink through the whole day to remember if I offended this person 
during a meeting. Certainly, saying no vaguely is for the good of both of 
us.
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 Is there anyone then who has the authority to simply say   -	 NO?

 Since the euphemism is often used between vertical power relationships, 
saying no also varies in different ways depending on the position. The 
indirect language was highly developed under patriarchy. It bred the 
indirect language of those in a lower position of the power dynamic to be 
more submissive, more ambiguous. It’s never a surprise that women tend to 
use substantially more indirect strategies than men, especially in refusal. 
One who’s more in need of maintaining good reciprocity has to be more 
gentle. In a way, indirect language could be seen as the weaks’ language. 
In contrast, those who are in power don't have to hesitate to, strongly 
and decisively, say no. People have learned and set a formula of response 
for a certain situation.

 To think that we need all of this consideration to finally say no; it looks 
like I almost fear to say no. What can be done by just saying no? Why does 
it have to be so complicated? I think it’s not at all about why we can’t, but 
it’s all about why we should. People often say: “I really appreciate your 
honesty” here. I’ve heard it more than enough whenever I ‘opened up’. In 
western culture, people tend to value honesty highly and give more points 
when you how honest vulnerability. But in my culture, dishonesty is the 
one we value. More precisely, the way of approaching the truth differs a 
lot from honesty.
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	 value 	 of 		  dishonesty

In the Korean language, there is a very specific word:
눈치 [nun-chi / noon-chi].

 Nunchi, sometimes noonchi, is a Korean concept signifying the subtle art and 
ability to listen and gauge others' moods.02

 To be able to behave like a Korean and to function as a Korean, Nunchi is 
an essential concept one has to imprint. It’s the reason why we don’t have 
to be honest with each other and why we should speak indirectly. It’s a 
sense to notice someone else’s need, desire, or feeling even before they 
tell you so. Via this method, you can always act ahead and make everyone 
comfortable. It’s not only for the one-on-one situation. It’s to read the 
whole room.

 Because Nunchi is woven throughout every part of Korean society, a 
lot of parents start to teach their children about Nunchi when they are 
young. Every Korean kid would remember when they go to an important 
event, their parents would prepare them to take that Nunchi along. This 
short warning encompasses a lot of virtues that children have to learn. 
Such as “You have to use polite words to elders; don’t talk when it’s not needed; 
check again if it’s appropriate before you do something; don’t talk loudly, 
etcetera.”  In short, learning Nunchi is learning how to act like a grown-up 
in Korean society. Nobody tells you what exactly they want or what they 
don’t want. And vice versa, you also don’t tell them.

02	 Euny Hong, <Power of Nunchi>, 2019, Penguin Random House



 Since Nunchi is something everyone has been learning and improving, 
conversations take place assuming both sides already understand what’s 
going on. Any Korean will tell you that nunchi is more notable in its 
absence than its presence. This sentence shows that to communicate with 
Nunchi has to be bidirectional. An American self-help book <Power of 
Nunchi>03 explores this Nunchi culture and says:

“People react to the nunchi-challenged in the same way that they might 
react to a person with horrible breath: they might feel petty about it, they 
might not even know why they find them repellent, all they know is that 
they don’t like being around that person and can’t wait for them to leave.”

 It reminded me of a Korean saying “You might get by, if you stay quiet.” 
Silence is an important part of dishonesty, especially when we are 
talking about the value of dishonesty. This virtue keeps you safe from 
overstepping, especially about topics that everyone knows are risky. 
It’s to not brag about your knowledge or position. It’s to not dare to 
intercept someone’s room to navigate their own decision. We are sharing 
this belief that one would have understood what’s going on around the 
room and would have their own way to digest the situation. That’s why 
dishonesty is needed. We actively use silence to care, rather than to 
point out everything we see. It’s behind the humble thought that people 
would know what I know already. Even if they seem like they don’t 
have any clue; only giving a hint is your part, not an answer. People will 
comment or ask another question if the delivery failed, but before we can 
be completely open, we should take time to cuddle with our sentences. 
The dishonesty we have given and received. To achieve this communication 
smoothly, conversation implicature is a mandatory method to deliver the 
truth like a subtle breeze. However, not in the way they recommend in 
western culture.

03	 Ibid.
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 Herbert Paul Grice said in <Logic and Conversation>04 that there are 
four maxims to make the conversation ideal: Maxim of Quality, Maxim of 
Quantity, Maxim of Relation, Maxim of Manner. Specifically, in Maxim 
of Manner, he mentioned further specific maxims —“under the category of 
Manner, which I understand as relating……, rather, to HOW what is said is to 
be said, I include the super maxim, ‘Be perspicuous’, and various maxims such 
as:

	 1). Avoid obscurity of expression
	 2). Avoid ambiguity
	 3). Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity)
	 4). Be orderly”
 

 Which you can already see, is almost the exact opposite of how we 
communicate. Grice said that a speaker can either follow or unfollow 
the maxims. But what is interesting is the aspect that he classified with 
a speaker can ask to be excused to unfollow the maxims. Since Grice 
published his theory of conversation implicature, it has been considered 
as a significant part of western pragmatics. And what is a naturally polite 
and valued way of communication for us is considered prolixity here, and a 
speaker might ask for an excuse.

 In the other hand, one of his maxims— “under the category of QUALITY falls 
a super maxim, ‘Try to make your contribution one that is true’, and two more 
specific maxims:

Do not say what you believe to be false.
Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence.”05 

04	 H.P.Grice, <Logic and Conversation>, Reprinted from Syntax and semantics 3 : Speech arts, 
Cole et al. “Logic and conversation”, pp.41-58, (1975), with permission from Elsevier.

05	 Ibid.



 To fully achieve dishonest politeness, we have to acquire this maxim of 
Quality. It is not a complete lie, but a stepped-back answer contrasting 
the maxim of Manner. So it is very natural and recommended to use such 
words as; I think, I suppose, I might like, It would be nice, Maybe, A little 
bit, Possibly, etc. To add a pinch more ambiguity, implicatum(what is 
implied) is what matters. In our Nunchi-dominated culture, people would 
dive into one’s sentence gladly to dig up all the implications to find out 
what it conveys.





	 Scene	 #02
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	 * inside of a plane, a man is sitting next to 
	 me. It looks like he has a runny nose.

	 * I am looking at the PCR test result paper,
	   it says the test was done 48 hours ago.

	 * the sound of paper crumpled.

	 * sneezing and coughing.
	 * a man keeps sniffing. I make a disgusted 	
	 face under the face mask.

me:		  Mmmhmm
man:		  (takes out a wet tissue and rubs
	 	 his nose, and continues sniffing)

me:		  Phh…
		  (leaning my body as far as possible 	
		  from the man)

	 * I am staring at the man’s wet tissue.
	 It’s inside of a 	mesh pocket in front of his 
	 seat.
	
	 * looks like the man wouldn’t stop sniffing.

me:		  (Fuck - without saying out loud, I 
		  am cursing under the face mask.)

me:		  Excuse me
man:		  Yeah?
me:		  Do you need a tissue maybe?
man:		  Oh, No, thanks. I have one.

	 * I smile.



	 * man 2 is coming to the man’s seat and 
	 explaining the documents he needs to fill in.
	
	 * At the top of the paper, there is a South 	
	 Korean Embassy emblem.

man 2:		 So, you need to fill in here and here.
		  And please keep it with your 
		  passport. We don’t have an extra 
		  document so you shouldn’t lose it.

man:		  Then you can just keep it all 
		  together.
man 2: 		 Ummm, well, it’s…

man:		  Hey, there’s no need to make things 
		  complicated, isn’t it?

man 2:		 Actually, um, you have to show this 
		  right after you get out when we land 
		  in Seoul.

man:		  I know. I get it.
man 2:		 ……
man:		  So here and here, right?

	 * man 2 is stepping on my blanket.
	 * I clear my throat and I am look at his foot 
	 stepping on it.

	 * man 2 doesn’t seem like he noticed it.
	 * I am sighing and looking up to man 2. he 
	 looks tired and embarrassed by the man.

man:		  Are you gonna wait for me here?
man 2:		 Uh, No sir.
man:		  You can come back later.
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man 2:		 Yes. I will go check others.
man:		  Good.

	 * an uncomfortable coughing sound from 
	 me
	
	 * I am taking out the diary and writing 
	 down something  furiously

	 * In the note it says: “of course, these 
	 diplomat people have to be rude…
	 it’s so tiring to see authorities just do 
	 whatever they want to do. prob they 
	 wouldn’t even do quarantine when they 
	 land. bc of that so so so important business 
	 they do. why do these men all have to make 
	 this disgusting sniffing sound just fucking 
	 clean your nose”

me:		  Um…
man:		  (keep sniffing)
me:		  Excuse me, do you feel alright?
man:		  Yeah, yeah, I am. No worries.
me:		  Yes.

	 * I stand up and walk down the aisle 
	 towards a toilet. It’s next to the cabin crew 
	 only area.

	 * there is a curtain between the two and I 
	 am hearing  a muttering noise.
	 * my ears are muffled. I am trying to pop 
	 my ears by pinching the nostrils but it 
	 doesn’t work.

	 * I am touching the curtain with my index 
	 finger.



me:			   Hi, um.
flight attendant:	 Yes, what can I help you 	
			   with?
me:			   Can I maybe move my seat 	
			   to somewhere else?
			   If there’s a free seat in 
			   the economy.

	 * flight attendant is moving out from 		
	 behind.
	 * there’s still some busy noise and small 
	 chats going on 	behind them.	

	
flight attendant:	 Is there something wrong?
me:			   Sorry, pardon?
flight attendant:	 Oh, do you have any 
			   inconvenience at your seat?

me:			   Yes, yes, actually it’s the 
			   person next to me.

	 * I am looking back over my shoulder.
	 My seat is far enough away.

	 * nobody is sitting near the toilet area.

me:			   He’s been very noisy, um, I 
			   think he has a very… 
			   congested nose and it’s 	
			   worrying me a bit that he 
	 	 	 keeps taking off his mask 
			   because of that.

	 * I am correcting the mask wire on my 
	 nose.
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flight attendant:	 I’m really sorry, but due to 
			   new COVID rule we can’t 
			   change your seat.

me:			   Oh, well. That’s very sad.

flight attendant:	 However I can talk to 
			   him if he can be quieter. 
			   Would you like that?

me:			   Of course, thank you.

	 * awkward silence.
	 * the flight attendant is looking at me.
	 * I am stepping aside flustered.

me:			   Oh, I’m going to the toilet.
flight attendant:	 I see. Do you mind if I go 
	 	 	 ahead first?

me:			   No, please.
flight attendant:	 You can call me again if the 
			   problem continues.
me:			   Thank you.

	 * I am smiling under the mask to them as 
	 brightly as I can and bow.

	 * four softly smiling eyes over the mask 
	 from both of them.

	 * flight attendant also bows.
	 * a red sign on the toilet. someone’s inside.



me:		  Phhhh- fuck.
		  (silently. No one could really 
		  hear it 	through the airplane 
		  buzzing.)

	 * flight attendant is talking to the man with 
	 a gentle gesture. Their hands are gathered 
	 together in front of their chest and their 
	 torso is slightly bent toward the man.

	 * man 3, who’s sitting in the aisle seat of 
	 the same row next to me, is putting his 
	 head out of the headrest.

man 3:			  Is there a problem?
flight attendant:	 Oh. No, sir.
man 3:			  I’m his colleague.

flight attendant:	 Mm. No, sir. This is a casual 
			   reminder of wearing a mask 
			   inside of the plane, during 
	 	 	 the whole flight.
			   For other passengers and 
			   your own safety.

man 3:			  (nodding sloppily and lying 
			   back down in the seat.)

	 * I am slowly walking back to my seat. 
	 ‘They were colleagues,’ I am saying to 
	 myself under the mask, raising both 
	 eyebrows.

man 3:			  Mmmhmm.
			   (quick glancing to me)
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me:			   Sorry, your foot is on my 
			   blanket.
man:			   Ah.
me:			   (sanitizing armrest and 
			   table again)

	 * some more spraying sound

	 * man and man 3 sniffing
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	 aren’t you 	 tired 		  of it?

 Below is a part of the bestseller list06 in South Korea from 2018. 
(Since the outbreak of the pandemic, the bestseller list after 2019 has 
been dominated by books related to mental health care, economy, and 
environment. Therefore I decided to bring 2018’s as an uncontaminated 
reference.)

	 01.	 Pooh, every day has a happy moment
	 03.	 How to deal with rude people with a smile
	 05.	 I decided to live as me.
	 06. 	 Temperature of language
	 11. 	 Method for not to pay attention
	 12.	 Word bowl
	 13.	 Individualist manifesto
	 17. 	 The dignity of language
	 25.	 How Formidables communicate

 Besides the fact that Koreans love self-help books and essays, it shows 
a strong tendency of interest in communication skills and a desire to 
fall out of complexity. Despite we love to communicate indirectly, 
it’s been 4355 years since we’ve settled down in the same land and same 
indirectness. The value of dishonesty and habits of vague expressions 
still stay with us however, throughout the new generation indirectness is 
considered tiring.

06	  Best-seller list 2018, Kyobo bookstore



 <How to deal with rude people with a smile>07 has been ranked as the 
best-selling book for more than 160 weeks in the first half of 2018. The 
desperate longing to learn to talk back to rude people was bigger than 
everyone thought. It turned out more than enough people were tired of 
suppressing their feelings in order to behave.

 For a long time, Koreans have been suffering from indirect communication 
for the sake of being extremely polite. It feels like we forgot how to get 
angry properly. The indirectness of our language made it hard to confront 
our feelings. We have to ask one more time ourselves before saying out 
loud; Do you really want to say No? Do you really want to express that 
you dislike it? That urge to express negative feelings has to be locked up 
deep inside of us to not be ‘rude.’ 

 Should we blame it on the good old saying 역지사지 [Yeok-Ji-Sa-Ji]08 - You 
as me? Or all the people who constantly told us to get our Nunchi back 
into position? The temptation of speaking straightforwardly is sweet. 
You don’t have to look after what this person is feeling now and how 
they want the situation to proceed. Is the person you are talking to your 
elder, or your boss, or someone in an uncomfortable relationship? Doesn’t 
matter. Practice makes it better. We’ve lived out of Nunchi, so we should 
try a new method.

 In <How to deal with rude people with a smile>, the author suggests 
saying “I’ll do it in my own way.” as an answer to unnecessary interference. 
So the people who act as they have the authority to say whatever, can 
finally keep those unpleasant suggestions in their mind. The whole world 
is telling us to set boundaries for our own sake. It looks like we could 
all have been Nirvana at this point, if only it was that simple. It isn’t easy 
for most of us to measure the right distance and right boundaries. But the 

07	 Munjeong Jung, < How to deal with rude people with a smile>, 2018,  Ghanah 
Pulishing

08	 역지사지[Yeok-Ji-Sa-Ji]: To think in opponent’s position. Put yourself in someone else’s 
shoes.
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pleasure of being determined is so great, that those who never rolled ugly 
in the loop of indirect communication cannot gauge it. 

 Nonetheless, we are still teaching our children to be indirect. We 
still read books about Nunchi and how to understand euphemism. Still, 
when you don’t understand the code, people would immediately think 
you don’t have Nunchi. Remember, often, a lot of communications are 
operated by the principle of the least effort09. You might think ‘the least 
effort’ means direct. Well, it would have been easier if we were tired 
enough to make it that way, but we haven’t felt tired enough yet. We 
got used to shorter and layered expressions. Because our culture is more 
collectivistic than individualistic, our communication methods are bound 
to focus on community more than on one. It already assumes that you are 
inside of our group and have cultural background and information about 
the group.

 Think about someone that knows what you want and understands what 
you need so well, which requires zero effort from you to ask for it. 
That’s what Nunchi is. That’s what we, Koreans are aiming to achieve in 
communication. Sadly most of the time, aiming it doesn’t promise practical 
capacity of implementing the plan. As well to set an inner rule of how far 
we say it direct needs eternal practice.

 Buddha said ‘It is called middle way because there are no two sides, existence 
or non-existence(離有無二邊故名為中道).’ 10 It could apply to everything we 
say. It’s all about how we manage to convince people of the connotation 
we put in. The subtle management, the middle way of indirectness.

 	 And anyway,

09	  The basic behavioral hypothesis that an organism will choose the course of action that 
appears to require the smallest amount of effort or expenditure of energy. Also called 
the law of least action; least effort principle.

10	 中論 Vol.4-Chapter.24 觀四諦品



The girls that get it, get it

and

The girls that don’t, don’t.



금동미륵보살반가사유상 金銅彌勒菩薩半跏思惟像

The Pensive Bodhisattva
South Korean National treasure No.83
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				    chosen 	 ones

 Remember that once, when a random person came to you, right to your 
face, spit out rude words? And you can’t even act back cause they were 
someone you can’t be rude to? I’ve been living in it. Some people have 
enough power to explore freely with their directness. They say “You look 
bad on it”; “That’s not true”; “NO”; so casually. And make me smile like a 
sheep, in embarrassment. 

 Everyone has an experience of language as a power tool. In the 
relationship between employer and employee or as lovers, a student, and 
a teacher, etc. We’ve been talking about indirect communication and how 
we use it and the rules around it. So many things to care about. It looks 
like most of the time, indirect communication is a method not to offend. 
A soft tactic. Unfortunately, there are chosen ones of Dark Forces who 
can alter the method in a tiring way as they want.

 Once my ex-boss said let’s have lunch together. He said he’s buying it 
and we can order whatever we want. Then we went to the restaurant 
where he said it looks nice. Everyone agreed. He chose the dish first. Not 
surprisingly, one of the cheapest dishes. We, employees, didn’t have that 
many choices left under that price range. We all ordered the same menu 
as him. I know that my colleague didn’t want to have this menu today but 
what can we do. Choose a more expensive dish and be an asshole? Or saying 
we don’t like this restaurant and we should have eaten in another one? 
In the circumstance that we already said yes to his suggestion, we had no 
option but to accept our destiny.

 As euphemism requires attention and concentration to the conversation, 
speakers have to be dedicated to interpreting connotations inside of it. 
However, in a power dynamic situation like above, one who is in a higher 



position doesn’t have to worry about it. The option varies to them, they 
can freely choose to be direct or indirect. If they speak directly, nobody 
will come up to complain about their rudeness. When they chose to be 
indirect, it’s even worse. The chosen ones’ indirectness is not about 
euphemism. It’s a) about the economics of language which only works for 
them. They would say ‘Do this’ rather than ‘Finish the document work for 
your project and bring the report to my desk till the end of the day.’ It’s 
b) the minimum they take to be ‘a nice person’ even though their behavior 
doesn’t match with it at all.

 With the chosen ones, peasants have to double down reading the signals. 
Unlike bilateral indirect communication, between chosen one and the 
others, chosen one doesn't have to do their part. Under a patriarchal, 
vertical power dynamic, the exchange theory11 doesn’t work ideally. 
According to the social exchange theory, each party has goods that the 
other parties value. And the calculation occurs depending on how much 
advantage or disadvantage that each party would take. To think about 
the benefits of indirect communication for the chosen ones, they don’t 
have to put as much effort into communication as ‘the lower class.’

11	 Social exchange theory is a sociological and psychological theory that studies the social 
behavior in the interaction of two parties that implement a cost-benefit analysis to 
determine risks and benefits. (Wikipedia)
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boss: 	 The project we talked about 
	 before, I think it needs more work.

Which project do you mean? We 
have three in hands now. 

Do you mean project  B? 
Which part of it do you think we 

should make up?

I assume you meant project B. We have confirmed 
till the part 1-a and further on we haven’t discussed. 
Do you want us to re-review all of them?

nooooooooooooooo

Oops, he will have impression

that you are not so involved in this

(You are an amazing worker  that in real life doesn't exist :))



 Reading the chosen one's mind is a superpower for the lower class. The 
chosen ones would consider you the best worker, but you see, it's hardly 
an achievable goal. How can we know what they want to say and what 
they want us to do without any clue given? Under such pressure, nobody 
can perform as they could have.

 More wealth provides more time. With more wealth and more time, 
the chosen ones can be distanced from urgent and impolite forms of 
communication, which in this case, the directness. The disadvantage that 
the lower class would take is higher. An unstable task, deteriorated work 
quality, a stressful work environment, confusion, and miscommunication. 
Therefore the lower class would put more investment on communication; 
time, energy, mental capacity, etc. It is not an equal exchange. ‘Reading 
the room’ for oppressed ones is an unnecessary assignment they have to 
endure to execute their responsibility.

 Not only interpreting the chosen one’s language but speaking to the 
chosen ones is also an aggravating factor. The word 쿠션어[cou shun 
uh], which is translated to ‘cushion word’, started to appear in the late 
2010s. To name the phrases popularly used to prevent offending someone, 
cushion word is now classified and absorbed into feminism as an important 
argument. Not surprisingly, usage of cushion words appears more common 
amongst female speakers than male speakers. Getting rid of cushion words 
gained a fair amount of attention as a part of Escaping Corset Movement 
in South Korea. Those Cushion words can be roughly categorized into 6 
groups:

	 a). 	 Overly polite form
	 b). 	 Extra-apology / Extra-appreciation
	 c). 	 Asking permission for feelings
	 d). 	 The hesitance of making an opinion
	 e). 	 Unnecessary modesty
	 f). 	 Non-verbal behaviors
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 Since the polite form of sentences is a major part of the Korean language, 
it is subdivided into various levels. Female speakers tend to use the higher 
form of politeness to sound attentive. Saying ‘sorry’ too much, and ‘thank 
you’ for things that we12 don’t have to be thankful for. Using modest 
expressions or even devaluing oneself before admitting their success 
and talent. Restricted movement and figure when standing, talking, 
sitting, etc., as non-verbal behaviors also count as cushion words. It is a 
worldwide argument that female speakers are dealing with regardless of 
which language they use. Make comfort for everyone nonetheless what 
we are talking about. Not the content, but the atmosphere matters.

“People say it is elegant not to speak directly. From what I have 
experienced, that is the speech of the people who have power. It is for 
those who are confident enough that the others would think twice for them 
to understand their inner thoughts.”13

 Dahye Lee, a feminism activist and writer is exploring the expressions 
to escape cushion words in the workspace. She is claiming to take the 
directness back to female speakers and that we need to train ourselves 
to gain power in our language again. Escape from cushion words would 
provide fresh insight into our capability. Reidentify our voice, behavior, 
mind, and body. The language of Confucianism made us as a figure of 
tolerance, love, and infinite understanding, but not someone has their 
own opinions. We need to relearn how to claim and reject directly.

 We don’t have to be the chosen ones. We don’t want to make any power 
play with the beauty of indirect communication. Though we want to 
earn the freedom of directness to stand at the same level with all of us 

12	 We, female speakers.

13	 Dahye Lee, <출근길의 주문一일터의 여성들에게 필요한 말, 글, 네트워킹> 
	 <The spell of commuting-writings and networking for women in workspace>, 2019, 

Hangeorae



together, existing in a horizontal relationship. So to our indirectness 
would work as it intended to be, caring about each other.





	 Scene	#03
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	 * R(52 male), L(56 male), and M(30 male) 
	 are smoking cigarettes with instant coffee 
	 in their hands on a rooftop.

	 * a gentle breeze is passing through them.

R(52 male):	 Did you hear that they are raising 
		  the tuition fee 	again?
L(56 male):	 Yeah, again.
R(52 male):	 I mean, if my son didn’t go to the 
		  national university, it’d be so hard 
	 	 to pay them off.
		  (shaking his head slightly)

L(56 male):	 It’s definitely better. These days, 
		  private unis just don’t stop sweeping 
		  money into their pocket. 
		  I hope my girl doesn’t worry 
		  about it. You know, she’s very 
		  sensitive.
		  (sighing and sipping coffee)

M(30 male):	 But didn’t you say your daughter is 
		  getting a scholarship?
L(56 male):	 Yeah, which is good for me.
M(30 male):	 You must be so proud of her!
		  (acting very glad and leaning 
		  toward L)

L(56 male):	 I am, I am. She’s my treasure.
		  Though recently, she’s being just 
		  like her mom.
M(30 male):	 Yeah? How?
L(56 male):	 Well, she started to-
R(52 male):	 Mmmmmm.

	 * R is clearing his throat. He is making a 
	 little bit of an uncomfortable face.



	 * M is looking towards both R and L quickly 
	 and making awkward expressions. But 
	 nobody noticed it.

	 * R is looking at his watch and tapping it 
	 multiple times.

M(30 male):	 Oh, I think lunch break will be over 
		  soon.
L(56 male):	 True.
		  (raising his eyebrow and looking
		  at R)
R(52 male):	 Well, we should head back in.
M(30 male):	 Give me the cups, I’ll throw them 
		  away.

	 * L and R are handing over the coffee cups 
	 to M.
	 * There is some coffee left inside.
	 * M is holding it carefully and walking 
	 quickly to the trash can.

	 * L and R are talking to each other but M 
	 can’t hear it. It sounds like murmuring 
	 from a distance.

	 * M is now running to catch up to them.

M(30 male):	 I’ll quickly go to the toilet before we 
		  go in.
L(56 male):	 Don’t be late.
M(30 male):	 I won’t.
	

	 * M is turning back away from them, 
	 erasing his smile immediately at the first 
	 second, he looks tired.
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	 * M is entering the men’s toilet, hurries 
	 into the stall and sitting down on the toilet 
	 cover. He sighs deeply.

	 * a phone ringing shortly: his girlfriend 
	 texting him.

Are we meeting today?
12:52

Idk
12:52

Busy?
12:52

	 * M is looking at his watch & stretching his 
	 neck and shoulder.
	 * M is typing Yes busily and then erasing 
	 them.

	 * Texting continues.

I’ll call you later. Is it okay?
12:53

If you are busy, it’s okay.
12:55

No, no, I will.
12:55

Okay
12:56



	 * a flushing sound and sighing sound from 
	 different toilet stalls.

	 * people are opening the doors and
	 walking out.
	 * M checks the time again. busy footsteps 
	 outside. everyone’s coming back.

	 * a phone rings again.

Don’t forget.
12:59

	 * M is almost running.
	 * L is slowly walking toward his seat with 
	 another coffee cup in his hand.
	 * M is bowing to him, and starting his 
	 desktop.

	 * he is sitting down. his chair is a little bit 
	 unstable.
	 * a desktop starting sound / chairs rolling 
	 on the floor loudly.
	 * people are typing busily.

	 * M is sneakily putting the messenger app 
	 up on the screen. It’s Excel-looking version.

Ofc not. love you
13:15
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if you go any 					     further

 What if we go much much further with indirect communication? Can we 
ever understand each other? If we still use the same code we share, yes. 
Think about people a thousand years ago, those who had to learn a noble 
way of speaking to survive and exist as high class. This education was 
extremely limited to these high classes. And even inside of the high class, 
the information was only shared with certain people. Indirect language 
back then was highly complicated and luxuriously subtle to understand. 
One had to understand a joke referencing philosophy books, be ‘cultured’ 
with poems, paintings, and all sorts of heritage from high society. So 
even though we, modern grown-ups that could approach a fair amount 
of education, wouldn’t survive a day in this high-class noble society. 
Here’s an extreme example of how a conversation between furious enemies 
unfolds from <Empresses in the Palace>14, set in the Qing dynasty, China 
during the 18th century.

 Zhen Huan gives a present to celebrate An Lingrong’s pregnancy, who 
framed her to end up as a monk after losing her child. Now she’s back 
as the emperor’s concubine as his only true love and she wants to claim 
her place. She hands out a white jade fan and a jewel in pigeon blood red 
color15. An Lingrong takes the present but she’s afraid. She says thanks, 
yet she doesn’t look well. Why is this? A fan, made of white jade and a 
huge red jewel. They look like good, expensive presents, except they are 
cruel and fierce curses.

14	 <Empresses in the Palace> 后宫·甄嬛传
 	 The legend of Zhen Huan is a 2011 Chinese television series based on the Internet 

novel of the same name by Liu Lianzi.

15	 Pigeon blood red is a unique naming of a certain red color among ancient Chinese 
dynasties, such as emperor green.



	 White 	 jade. 		  白玉 [bai yu]
	 A 	 Fan. 		  扇子 [shan zi]

 Both can be interpreted as entirely different words. Let’s see white jade 
first. 白玉[bái yù] sounds like 白育[bái yù]. 育 means raising a child. 白 
white means nothingness here. By using the material(白玉) that sounds 
so similar to 白育, Zhen Huan is saying her effort of raising a child will 
disappear in vain. Of course, the curse doesn’t stop here. Let’s look into 
what a fan(扇子) means now. It’s a pronunciation game again. 扇子[shànzi] 
is similar to  散子[sàn zi] in pronunciation. Then what does 散子[sàn zi] 
mean? It translates literally to; a baby is scattered, which more precisely 
means a miscarriage.
 
 As a result, the true meaning of her white jade fan as a present is 白育
[bái yù] 散子[sàn zi]: a horrible curse saying “Your baby will be miscarried 
and all the effort you are making to cherish and raise the baby is useless and 
wasteful.”

 In addition to this, Zhen Huan didn’t forget to give a jewel in pigeon 
blood red, 鸽子血 [ge zi xuè]. With Chinese concubines, traditionally 
when a woman gets pregnant, it is strictly forbidden to have anything with 
the name of blood. Zhen Huan knew this since she also has experience of 
being pregnant in this palace. She’s wishing An Lingrong with her all heart 
to get a miscarriage in a brilliantly ambiguous but definite language.

 



Zhen Huan

An Lingrong



 Even though we have a huge similarity in culture between China and 
Korea, there is zero possibility that I would understand the situation 
without reference. It’s because there’s no code that we are sharing 
here. To understand the implication of someone saying x, we would need 
1) the meaning of x - both conventional and literal, 2) the time of utterance, 
3) the context of utterance, 4) the position of the speaker, 5) relation between 
speakers and dozens more if we still can’t reach the core. Understanding the 
conversation between Zen Huan and An Lingrong already is difficult from 
number one: Know the meaning of x.

 Since high society always wanted to be exclusive, knowing the meaning 
of x for someone who is outside of high society is extremely difficult. As 
an elegant language, indirectness is considered as the etiquette of high 
society, revealing the true meaning of conversation was only allowed for 
the exclusive community. From cursing somebody to giving compliments, 
the language of high society had to build multiple layers between what 
they think and what they say. We can find the trace of this culture in 
poems, paintings, novels, etc as well through Eastern to Western culture, 
from the dialogues in Jane Austen’s novels to 杜甫[Dù Fu]16’s poems.

 In the painting style called 책가도冊架圖[Chaek-ga-do] which was 
popular in the Josun dynasty, Korea during the 18th century, we can see 
the subtle way of bragging. The huge painting that often attached to 병
풍屛風[Byeong Pung] (a type of folding screen), is full of rare books and 
valuables. Unique pieces imported from foreign countries, ceramics with 
extraordinary style, limited editions, etc., the objects depicted in the 
painting are all priceless. Nobles would set this painting in their library 
and show it to their guests. It’s a way to show their valuable possessions 
without showing off them in real life. Sometimes it also worked as a wish 
list. The interesting thing is that the painting also required the viewer to 
have the discernment to recognize the objects. The painting was a symbol 

16	  杜甫 [Dù Fǔ], (712 ~ 770), a Chinese poet and politician of the Tang dynasty. He is 
frequently called the greatest of the Chinese poets with Lǐ Bái.
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of high culture and spirit thus both the owner and the audience of the 
painting were demanded to have a strict sense of high culture. Having 
the ability to join the conversation in high society was more than being a 
member of nobles. The more you are good at it, prooves more qualified you 
are as noble.

 Moreover, being politically active as a noble one in ancient dynasties 
means that you are risking your life. During the time of kings and queens, 
everyone had to watch out for what they said, otherwise they could be 
beheaded the day after. With the fear of death and political sensibility, 
indirect language has been developed more intensely and has remained in 
old capitals such as Seoul, Kaesong, Kyoto, and Beijing. Especially Kyoto, 
the thousand years old capital, is still maintaining its fame of extreme 
indirectness. We can find a great introduction to the city from <福家堂本
舗, Fukuyadou Honpo>17, a manga about the daughters of a traditional tea 
food store in Kyoto city;

 “One might smile and say “Thank you,” but you can’t simply judge 
it as acceptance or giving permission. Kyoto is a place where the locals 
dislike directness. “Thank you” can sometimes even mean refusal. To 
misinterpret it as acceptance might turn out to be a huge embarrassment 
on your part. The words of those from Kyoto can be contorted into a maze. 
Sometimes you can’t even be sure what they actually mean.” 18

 There would be differences between cultures, but we are certainly living 
in the trace of extreme indirectness up to now.

17	 Yuchi Yayomi, 福家堂本舗 Fukuyadou Honpo (Daughters of Fukuyadou), 集英社, 
1995

18	 Ibid. vol.1, chap.2, p.73-p.75



<福家堂本舗, Fukuyadou Honpo>	 vol 01. page no.76

*these images are edited from the original comic

read left to right
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<福家堂本舗, Fukuyadou Honpo>	 vol 01. page no.77

read left to right



<福家堂本舗, Fukuyadou Honpo>	 vol 01. page no.78

read left to right
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<福家堂本舗, Fukuyadou Honpo>	 vol 01. page no.79

read left to right



	 Scene	#04
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	 * a creaking sound, a 13 yr old boy is sitting 
	 on a stool shaking his legs.
	 * I am glancing at him and a lady, his 
	 parent. She is sipping her coffee.

	 * I am looking at the test paper.
	 85 out of 100.

	 * smiling at a parent, I am putting down the 
	 papers.

me:		  Well, shall we look into it together?
parent:		 Yes. But before that, can I ask 
		  what’s the average score of this 
		  test?

me:		  It really depends on the kids. You 
		  said that he didn’t have any tutoring 
		  before, right? He’s doing well 
		  considering he’s doing it all by 
		  himself.

parent:		 Yeah, I mean, he’s just so shy. And 
		  we don’t really like to force him with 
		  anything… We’d like to let him do 
		  this in his own way.

me:		  Of course. That’s the most important 
		  part. I noticed that he has good 
		  concentration.

parent:		 I know. He’s such a sweet boy. He 
		  never made me concerned.

me:		  You must be so glad. So-

parent:		 So, is he gonna be in the first class?
		  (satisfied smile, leaning back into 
		  the couch a  little bit)



me:		  Um, I’m pretty sure he’s really 
		  enthusiastic to follow all of our 
		  classes but with the test result,
		  (pause and smile to the lady)
		  he should be in the second one.

parent:		 (staring) Mmmmm.

me:	 	 Cut-line of the first class is 93. We do 
		  know that some students get 
		  nervous in a new environment, and 
		  make more mistakes.
		  So we take new tests every two 
		  months to evaluate students and 
		  also adjust their level to an 	  
		  adequateclass.
		

	 * I am showing the cutline and class plan 
	 paper. Next to the class cutline, there is an 
	 average first class test score: 96.5

parent:		 No doubt, I believe you would plan 
		  this in the best way for him. 
		

	 * She is laughing with a hand gesture- 
	 waving her hand softly, similar to the 
	 'saying No' gesture.

parent:		 You know, he’s a shy boy. He gets 
		  nervous and sometimes he has a 
		  hard time asking questions or… you 
		  know.

me:	 	 It’s totally fine. We’ll work on it 
		  together. If he goes through one 
		  month cycle with us, I’m sure he’ll 
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		  get back in his rhythm and we can 	
		  also work more with him on dealing 
		  with the test surroundings and 
		  controlling his stress.

parent:		 Thank you.

me:		  No worries. Would you also look into 
		  our materials too? We have various 
		  options.

parent:		 Oh, you can maybe talk about it with 
		  him.
		

	 * she is turnning toward the window and 
	 waves to her son. The boy nods shortly. He 
	 immediately goes back onto his phone 
	 screen.

me: 		  Sure.
parent:		 Would it be okay?
me:		  Yeah, I think it’s a good idea.
parent:		 Then I should, hmm, say bye to him.
me:		  Yep. Do you want to bring your tea?
parent:		 Oh, no, thanks. It was good tea.
me:		  Thank you.

	 * the clattering sound from low high heels 
	 resounds  around the hallway.
	 Ding- Elevator arrives. Footsteps sound 
	 disappears.

	 * Inside of a room, the boy and I are sitting 
	 face to face. There are a bunch of books and 
	 paper piles in front of them.



me:		  So you are saying you went through this 
		  textbook already?
boy:		  Yeah, with a previous tutor.
me:		  Previous? I thought you didn’t get any 
		  tutoring this year.
boy:		  Who said that? My mom?
me:		  Yes.

	 * the boy biting his lower lip. He moves the chair 
	 back, further away from me.
	 * nervous tapping sounds from shaking legs.

me:	 	 It’s fine.
boy:		  You believed that?
me:		  Well…
boy:		  She just says that. I mean, I did a study by 		
		  myself the year before. Didn’t work out so 		
		  much.
me:		  Um, Thanks for your honesty.
boy:		  You’re welcome.
		  (stretching his arms and  legs, the edge of 
		   his sneakers is hitting other chairs.)

me:		  Are you tired?
boy:		  Yes. Can we do it next time?
me:		  We should decide on this at least.
boy:		  I’ll just tell my mom that you need to talk to 
		  her. Actually, I’m in a hurry now.
		  (watching the phone screen. There are 
		  message alerts on it.)

me:		  Do you have an appointment?
boy:		  Yeah, I told my friends that I’m joining for
		  football… like… 15 minutes ago. I’m late
		  already.

me:		  Well, next time you have to make sure of your 
		  priorities.
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boy:		  I didn’t even know that I was supposed to 
		  come here today. Can I please go?

me:		  Alright. I’ll have a phone call with your mom.
		  Take the papers I marked and bring them all 
		  tomorrow. Don’t forget.

boy:		  Yes! Thank you!
		  (huge creaking sound. Chair almost falls down
 		  but he managed to catch it. Papers are 
 		  crumpled under his hands.)

	 * the boy is bowing and walking back at the same 
	 time.

	 * papers are falling from his arms and I gather them 	
	   again.

me:		  I said, don’t forget!!
boy:		  Yep.
me:		  And watch out!
boy:		  Thank you, good evening!

	 * I am sitting back down, sighing quietly.
	 * a phone dial screen is glowing.
	 * I am putting down the phone on a desk.
	 * I am laying back deeply on the chair and my calves 		
  touch the floor.

	 * The back support of the chair is making an 
	 unpleasant sound.
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how do you say 		  LOVE

  Now you have a glimpse of us.

 You may wonder how do we talk about love, the emotion that’s so deep, 
complicated, unnoticeable, a sudden shock, quietly sinking under all 
the feelings, so you have to dive through layers to reach to admit it. 
What makes talking about love juicier, is the exercise to get into the 
relationship. The words, that we hide our true feelings behind cause 
we are a coward in front of it. The nervous talk with a person that 
you want to show the best version of you. It makes every talk, act, and 
interpretation meticulously. You start to give too much meaning to one 
word. You even decompose the whole text message into tiny, atomic parts 
and analyze every single of them. The blank space between words and 
emojis has some meaning now.

 A long time ago, Natsume Soseki translated “I love you” to “月が綺麗
ですね (The moon looks beautiful.)” during his early year as an English 
teacher in a high school. He mentioned that in Japanese, they don’t use 
such expressions as ‘I love you’. Instead, he chose to say the moon looks 
beautiful cause that’s what fits into their language. Subtle. Lyrical.

 Sadly this story is made up by someone, dating back to the 1970s. There is 
the linguistic analysis between Japanese language and English language 
structure specifically about “I love you” and equivalent of one another, 
yet none of them connect to the exact story. An old news article19 claims 

19	 Aritsune Toyota "You can't be a science fiction writer" [6] The Age of Translation VI "Kiso 
Tengai" November 1977 issue, Kiso Tengaisha, November 1st, 1977, pp. 4-5 ║ 豊田有恒『あ
なたもSF作家になれるわけではない』【6】翻訳の時代VI『奇想天外』1977年11月号、奇想天外
社、1977年11月1日発行、4-5頁



in the 1970s, Soseki translated “I love you” into “Because the moon is so 
blue”, but Wikipedia's record of the song in the same title being at 1 million 
hits in 1950 makes it very unreliable. Most of all, nobody could find any 
clue of him saying it among his own writings or someone else’s publications 
about Soseki.

 Soseki never translated ‘I love you’ to ‘The moon looks beautiful’. After 
all, this fake quote has gained its fame already and spread all over Japan 
and South Korea. Since then, people fell in love with it, and the phrase 
began to appear in various fictions and poems. Around 2018 and 2019, the 
quote reached its highest pitch of popularity and appeared frequently on 
social media such as Twitter, Instagram, etc. Still now, when you search 
‘The moon looks beautiful’ on Twitter, you will get dozens of recent tweets 
quoting the phrase romantically.

 At the beginning of 2019, the phrase was as well quoted in <Romance is a 
bonus book>20. After getting used all over Twitter, especially through 
subcultural communities, the phrase finally reached the most popular 
and major art platform: K-drama. In <Romance is a bonus book>, they are 
showing an even more romantic version of the phrase by reforming the 
phrase.

	 * A and B are standing on the terrace, drinking coffee.
	 * It is snowing.
	 * Snow falls on their hair, shoulder, and inside coffee mugs too.

A: 	 Do you remember that last time we saw the moon together?
B: 	 I do. I told you about Soseki that night.
A: 	 And I told you, that the moon is beautiful.
B: 	 (silence, looking at B)

20	 <Romance Is a Bonus Book> 로맨스는 별책부록, Netflix / broadcasted from 26/01/2019 
to 17/03/2019 (tvN)
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A: 	 Look. The snow is falling everywhere. It is beautiful.
	 (looking at B)

	 * A and B are looking at each other.21

 From poem to popular K-drama, everyone seemed obsessed with this 
phrase. Perhaps it’s because of the lyrical sensibility contained inside of 
the phrase. Or maybe it’s from the constant change and dimming image of 
the moon, that reminds people of shy lovers. As Soseki said in the rumor 
that in his culture I love you has to be more subtle, talking about love 
in our culture is also something happening very slowly and unknowingly. 
It’s common for us to spend a long time to make sure that related parties 
are interested to fall in love. But the process of making it sure is never 
direct.

 To confirm the common interest of love from involved parties, the 
getting-to-know is a recommended adjustment period for lovers. We call 
it as 썸[some] in Korean. Some - literally shortened from ‘something’, 
means that something is going on between us, but yet we don’t want to 
define the relationship. It can be between spectrum from a very light 
dating to an exclusive pre-relationship. Till someone makes a move 
bravely, ‘some’ remains as a long process of giving each other hint of step 
up. Date a few times, text overnight, make a call to each other to say good 
night and good morning, and so on…… Going through some cycles of ‘some’ 
and finally when we are ready to make the relationship serious, we would 
say something that is translated into; Do you want to meet me? Meet me. 
It’s a wish made to see a lover’s face every day till we fall apart. It’s a 
meeting to be joined as one whole from two separated.

 

21	 Ibid.



	 meet [miːt ] verb
	 5
	 : to touch and join with or cross something else
	 the point where the river meets the sea

The Britannica Dictionary
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 Meet, see, fall - when we think about how we talk about love, it’s often 
about how we act rather than how we feel. Describing how we behave 
when we are in love is the way we talk about love.

	 만나다 		  Meet
	 눈길이 가다 	 draw eyes on
	 떠오르다 	 recall
	 심장이 뛰다 	 (heart) beat
	 바보같이 웃다 	 grin like a fool
	 콩깍지가 씌다 	 wear a bean pod22

 Likewise in English, you would find similar examples. It’s universal to 
express ‘I love you’ with more subtle and anecdotic sentences. About the 
moment we saw each other, first kissed, made love, etc., we23 write poem 
and love letters for it. Maybe we feel it’s not enough to only say I love 
you. It might feel too simple. So much less than what we feel. Through 
various materials, we build up the tension of love thicker. Let’s look 
into Rumi24’s poem <Come to the orchard in spring>. You can feel the soft 
indication of love, tenderly carved in it.

	 Come to the orchard in spring
	 There is light and wine, and sweethearts
	 in the pomegranate flowers

	 If you do not come, these do not matter
	 If you do come, these do not matter

22	 Wearing a bean pod means that one is in love hopelessly and only seeing good part of 
their lover since they are wearing a bean pod on their eyes.

23	 Universal we.

24	 Jalāl al-Dīn Muḥammad Rūmī(1207 ~ 1273), a 13th century Persian poet.



 What makes us feel ‘love’ is the implicatum of our behavior. It’s not 
written down, but we can read it. We would like to say we are in love in a 
way that our lover can feel. Sometimes, it’s that only we can understand 
between us. Like the moon is beautiful, like the snow is as well so 
beautiful, and like the orchard does not matter. Even though sometimes 
our lovers fail to perceive, we only can hope that one day, as time passes, 
we are gonna get each other’s language as our mother tongue.





	 Scene	#05
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	 * on a office desk, a bell is ringing.
	 * mom is walking towards the desk and 
	 picking up the phone.

mom:		  Hello?
aunt:		  Did you call dad? I think he’s not at 
		  home.

	 * sound of clearing throat.

mom:		  What do you mean?
aunt:		  I called him an hour ago and he said 
		  he’s home.
		  But it doesn’t sound like it.

mom:		  Where else would he go?
aunt:		  I don’t know. But you know him 
		  when he’s lying.
mom:		  Right.
aunt:		  Would you talk to him?
mom:		  I will. I’ll also ask if he has eaten.
aunt:		  Alright. Thank you.
mom:		  Bye.

	 * mom is having a suspicious look.
	 * a loud ring tone.

	 * grandpa is looking for his phone, he has 
	 too many pockets.
	 * first his vest, then his jeans pocket.

	 * grandpa is slowly taking out the phone 
	 and putting the phone screen closer to 
	 check who has called.



mom:		  Hello?
grandpa:	 Hello.
mom:		  How is it going? Boring to be home 
		  alone?
grandpa:	 Not really.
mom:		  Did you eat?
grandpa:	 Uh, mmm... yes.
mom:		  Should I visit you? Are you doing 
		  alright?
grandpa:	 No, no. I’m okay alone.
mom:		  Are you sure?
grandpa:	 Yes.
mom:		  Anything fun on TV?
grandpa:	 Not really. It’s all the same thing.

	 * grandpa is holding a remote controller.
	 * he is turning down the volume of TV.

mom:		  So you are not watching it?
grandpa:	 No, yes, I’m watching.
mom:		  Are you really at home?
grandpa:	 What do you mean? Of course.
mom:		  Okay. Take care, okay?
grandpa:	 I will.
mom:		  See you.

	 * mom is calling aunt, but she doesn't
	 pick up.
	 * mom is texting.

He’s home. I got what you mean.
He’s acting a little bit off.

18:30
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Right? He should be worried about mom. 
Though he’s doing better than I thought. 
18:32

Maybe he’s just missing her.
He’s not used to this.

18:33

True.
I should check on him again.
18:35

Good.
18:40

	 * a ringtone is going on and off.
	 * mom is checking the watch, it's already 
	 quite late.
	 * a phone call is coming in again.

mom:		  Hello?
aunt:		  He’s not home.
mom:		  What?
aunt:		  He’s not home.
mom:		  Where did he go?
aunt:		  I don’t know. Did he tell you he’s 
		  going somewhere?

	  * mom is sighing softly.

mom:		  No, no. Have you called him 
		  already?
aunt:		  Not yet. I mean, once. He didn’t pick 
		  up.
mom:		  Okay. You should call him again. 
		  Maybe he went out for a walk.



aunt:		  I’ll call you back.

	 * a loud ringtone.
	 * some light is flickering on grandpa’s face.

grandpa:	 Hello.
aunt:		  Where are you, dad?
grandpa:	 Home.
aunt:		  You are not home. I am.
grandpa:	 Yeah?
aunt:		  Yes.
grandpa:	 Why bother? I’m good.
aunt:		  Come on dad, where are you?
grandpa:	 Visiting your mom.
aunt:		  What?

	 * murmuring sound from the other side of 
	 the phone.
	 * aunt is having confused look.

aunt:		  Are you talking to someone?
grandpa:	 Yeah. I asked a nurse here.

aunt:		  Wait, dad, are you really at the 
		  hospital? You know you can’t meet 
		  her. It’s not allowed now. You know
		  that.

grandpa:	 Yes I know.
aunt:		  Then what are you doing there?
grandpa:	 I don’t know. Didn’t she say she 
		  wants something?

aunt:	 	 No. I brought some stuff today but 
		  they didn’t allow me to bring things 
		  inside. COVID thing is getting 
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		  serious. You know.
grandpa:	 Yes, yes…
aunt:		  Oh, dad… You can’t see her now.
		  Did you call her? She can talk.

grandpa:	 What are you saying, she’d sleep 
		  now. It’s late.
aunt:		  Okay. I’ll come soon. Stay there.
grandpa:	 You don’t have to.
aunt:		  I will, dad.
grandpa:	 I’m okay.
aunt:		  Do you want anything?
grandpa:	 Not really.
aunt:		  I’ll bring some food.
grandpa:	 It’s okay. I’m good.
aunt:		  How about Hwatu? I have a blanket 
		  in my car.
grandpa:	 Would you bring some Soju too?
aunt:		  Dad. It’s hospital.
grandpa:	 I know. It was a joke.

aunt:		  Anything else?
grandpa:	 It’s okay.
aunt:		  Alright. Then I’ll bring some food 
		  and cards.
grandpa:	 Up to you.
aunt:		  See you soon.
grandpa:	 Okay.

	 * hospital lobby.
	 * grandpa is sitting on a bench watching 
	 the big screen.
	 * daily series is playing. a big proposal is 
	 happening.

aunt:		  So, how long have you been here?
grandpa:	 Not that long.
aunt:		  When I called you this afternoon,



		  were you home?
grandpa:	 I don’t think so.
aunt:		  Well. That’s really long, dad.
		  Is this for mom?
grandpa:	 I don't know.

	 * grandpa is holding a plastic bag. Inside, 
	 there’s some  food.
	 * a rustling sound.
	 * aunt is looking into the bag and sighing 
	 silently, grandpa couldn’t hear it.

aunt:		  Looks delicious. You should call her.
grandpa:	 She can’t have it anyway.
aunt:		  But it’s nice that you brought it.
grandpa:	 Yeah?
aunt:		  Yes. How about we play some games 
		  and wait for mom to call us?

grandpa:	 She’s sleeping.
aunt:		  You don’t know that. We both don’t 
		  know.
grandpa:	 I asked the nurse.
aunt:		  Yeah? Is she doing well?
grandpa:	 I think so.
aunt:		  Mmm.

grandpa:	 She doesn’t sleep so well. It hurts 
		  her shoulders. How can she lie down 
		  comfortably? Huh.
		  (his face looks uncomfortable)

aunt:		  Yeah… so you called her?
grandpa:	 What do you mean? I heard you 
		  talking to her.
aunt:		  Uh, you seemed not so interested 
		  back then.
grandpa:	 Why bother her.
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aunt:		  Okay.

	 * next day, mom is on the phone.
	 * laughing sound.

mom:		  You spent the whole night there?
aunt:		  Yes. He didn’t want to leave.
mom:		  You should tell him that he can’t 
		  visit her.
aunt:		  Can you make him leave? You know 
		  how stubborn he can be.
mom:		  How’s mom? Did you call her this 
		  morning?
aunt:		  She didn’t sound so well.
mom:		  Phhhhh- I hope dad’s not gonna 
		  spend another night there.
aunt:		  He won’t. I think he knows.
mom:		  Sometimes he’s like a little kid.

	 * home sweet home, grandma came back.
	 * grandma is sitting in the armchair.
	 * he is talking to mom and aunt.
	 * grandpa is distracted by TV.

mom:		  Dad, Isn’t it so good that she’s back?
grandpa:	 Mmmhmm.
mom:		  You didn’t miss her?
grandpa:	 Well…
mom:		  You spent a night in the lobby and 
		  you didn’t miss her? 
		  (giggling lightly)

grandpa:	 Don’t do that.
mom:		  Isn’t it good she’s back now?
grandpa:	 Yeah. It’s very nice.
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