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LOVE FROM FOUR SEASONS
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Come back, to the twenty-first century

To the time of dreams and romance

In the world that we loved

Even with the catastrophe coming

I waited for you for a long, long time

Just for you



A girl pointed at Yichae and winked. She batted her long eyelashes, swaying her long braided hair and drawing her long legs together. Her outfit was an expensive vintage cardigan and skirt made of angora wool – a material that no longer existed on Earth – as well as long boots made of cowhide, so rare now that fewer than ten pairs had been imported to Korea. On her head was a red beret that looked right out of a twenty-first-century French movie. The girl fluttered her fingers, with round, pink nails glistening at their tips. Then the song’s climax boomed – a Japanese city-pop genre that had trended at the turn of the twenty-first century – to which the girl cheerfully shook her slim hips left and right before whirling around. Cherry blossoms unfurled as she spun. A sweet, subtle scent arose, which almost no Korean would ever have smelled in real life. Through that cloud of aroma, the girl dramatically stretched out her hand and disappeared behind the scattering petals.

The music ended.

Then it started again.

That was the thirty-seventh replay. The virtual reality device that Yichae had set on repeat played the ‘Love from Four Seasons’ music video over and over in her brain. The girl’s dance was transmitted to Yichae’s visual cortex, and her voice and melody to her auditory cortex. Now things of the past on planet Earth, the four seasons formed the backdrop of the music video and surrounded Yichae. Her olfactory cortex accepted and processed the scents of cherry blossoms and fresh grass even though its receptors had never encountered such particles before. The focused ultrasound awakened her somatic senses, arousing the sensations of scorching hot winds and freezing cold snowflakes. Amid all this, the girl sang and danced.


I loved you for a long, long time

Just you



The girl pointed at Yichae again and serenaded her with a longing gaze.

But Yichae wasn’t interested in the girl.

Yichae was sitting on the carpeted floor and devouring chocolate ice cream. It was a precious dessert made from real cacao, harvested from one of the few farms that had survived the planet-wide desertification. She held the ice cream tub in one hand and dug her spoon into it with the other. She scooped up the ice cream, brought it to her mouth, licked the spoon clean and went back for more. Mindlessly, she repeated this series of actions. No matter how vividly the video recreated the four seasons, they didn’t feel real to Yichae. In that instant, her clock wasn’t ticking. She was frozen inside that peaceful and meditative moment – or rather, in eternity.

This was possible only when she was eating. When consuming real food, like she was now, Yichae could forget about the passing of time. It was an extravagance she’d never had in her childhood. Only while immersed in such a luxury could she forget her dark past, her ageing self and the sense that she was falling behind. It felt okay to forget these things. As long as she had a small and safe world allowing her to eat.

The food tasted delicious. That was why Yichae liked eating. But, weirdly enough, she couldn’t sense the flavour after the first couple of mouthfuls. What made her actually happy was the act of eating itself.

If only she could eat for ever and ever …

But nothing lasted for ever. Just as the bottom of the ice cream container revealed itself, an automated voice spoke after a beep.

‘Ms Lee Mikyeong is requesting a call.’

Startled, Yichae shoved the ice cream tub behind her cushion and flung off the VR helmet.

But it was too late. The ice cream wasn’t the only problem. Bags of potato chips, an empty tteokbokki container, a bottle of cactus liquor and caramel muffin cups were strewn across the floor. Yichae couldn’t possibly clear it all away before answering the call. Should she lie and say she hadn’t been able to pick up because she was in the shower? No, that excuse wouldn’t hold up for long. Mikyeong was her manager, meaning she could find out when the hot water was turned on or the fridge door was opened in Yichae’s place if she wanted to. She had access to Yichae’s home system in the name of ‘artist management’.

‘… Put her through,’ Yichae ordered, resigned.

The giant wall screen immediately lit up, displaying Mikyeong’s larger-than-life face.

Mikyeong scanned the house with a sharp gaze. Yichae followed her eyes and witnessed the mess that was the aftermath of her feast. When had she made her way through all that food? She could barely remember.

‘Hey, Yichae.’

When Mikyeong called out in a chiding tone, Yichae cursed under her breath.

‘I told you, don’t cuss! What if you end up doing it on camera?!’

Mikyeong stuck her head close to the cam. She looked worried, but also angry. Seeing her manager’s face, Yichae was soon struck with guilt, as well as shame and anger towards herself.

She knew she’d regret it afterwards – so why did she binge? It had all started with the tteokbokki. She’d initially planned to have just five sticks of tteok and two pieces of eomuk, but she had lost control and gorged on the whole plate. She had already doomed herself at that point and should have stopped there. But it was too late. Today’s diet had already gone down the drain, so why not go all out? She’d pulled out some muffins and a bottle of cactus liquor from the fridge. Her mouth, already warm from the tteokbokki, welcomed the cold yet burning liquid and the sweet, tender pieces of sponge. Ecstasy swept over her, and warmth filled up her heart. We’re on your side, the flavours whispered to Yichae. In that moment, she’d felt genuinely consoled. If only this could go on for ever. She was afraid of the comfort ending. So she’d torn open a bag of potato chips and pulled out an ice cream tub.

How could she have let herself get so out of control? A total wreck – that’s what she was.


Don’t you think Yichae’s put on weight?

Replies:

In one of her videos, I could see her stomach rolls lololololol! At least she’s brave, putting on that crop top.

She pretends on those talk shows that she can eat whatever she likes without putting on weight, but turns out she’s just another pig.

Yichae is so past it, tbh. Who even likes her any more?



The comments from trolls she had read crossed her mind. This was her other problem. She had promised Mikyeong she wouldn’t read these malicious comments. Mikyeong had begged her over and over not to look at them, said that they would only hurt her. But she did it anyway, got stressed out and then ate. A vicious cycle.

It was as if the ice cream, potato chips, muffins, cactus liquor and tteokbokki had all jumbled together and conjured up a storm in her stomach. Even at this very moment, the world was full of people who weren’t allowed anything more than meal substitutes, let alone ice cream. Yichae herself had once been one of them. If the public learned about her bingeing habit, they would attack her: she was wasting food, she had forgotten her humble beginnings, she hadn’t got over her obsession with food. Yichae wanted to run to the bathroom and throw her guts up.

Mikyeong seemed to have read her thoughts and hardened her face.

‘You’re an idol, remember? You need to stay slim. You have to be a real beauty.’

‘I know,’ Yichae spat indifferently. She’d heard those words many times now.

Mikyeong was right. Idols had to watch their weight. She had to be a real beauty praised for how pretty she was by those who witnessed her with their bare eyes, without the VR device. That was the point of being an idol. Yichae had debuted knowing full well what was expected of her.

Ordinary people spruced themselves up in the virtual world. Chubby people transformed their bodies into slimmer ones, and ugly faces became beautiful. Short people became taller, and a missing leg would be replaced with a virtual one, while the socially awkward morphed into eloquent speakers. In virtual reality, anyone could hold daily fashion shows when their wardrobes were stuffed only with rags, go on a world tour for months without stepping outside their homes, and hook up with nice-looking dates despite being single in real life. Even when the dust storms and contagious diseases made it difficult to see each other face to face, in virtual reality you could find, chat with and hug whomever you liked. If meal substitutes saved humanity from starvation, virtual reality cured people of their misery with its endless possibilities. With virtual reality, anyone could do anything.

Not that it could cure the widespread ennui they felt.

Fake food, fake beauty, fake exchanges, fake senses – people were sick of their lives chock-full of lies and they obsessed over the real. They craved real food made of real vegetables, real meat, real fruits and real spices, wanted to see real flowers in a real meadow by a real lake while breathing in real air, and desired to meet a real person and feel real warmth and real love. But those real things were too expensive, dangerous, cumbersome, filthy or otherwise non-existent. Hence the emergence of virtual entertainment, allowing them to watch at a safe distance instead.

Idols were one part of this entertainment.

‘Remember, you’re competing against virtual idols,’ Mikyeong explained patiently. ‘Dancing, singing, looks – they’re perfect in every way. People love real idols like you because you’re real but still perfect, as impeccable as those virtual idols. If you’re any less than that, the fans are gonna leave.’

‘I know, unnie, I know,’ Yichae quickly retorted to stop the nagging. ‘I’m trying, okay? I’m doing everything you’re telling me to do. When you called, I was watching the “Love from Four Seasons” music video. I told myself: I’m Yichae, I’m Yichae, I have to shine just like that, I can shine.’

‘Er, as you were shovelling ice cream down your throat.’

‘I know, I know!’

Yichae’s voice grew louder in irritation. She was annoyed at herself more than anything.

‘I don’t know. The more I watched the video, the more stressed I got. It’s like that girl isn’t me, and I’ll never be able to catch up with her. It’s her who people like, the real me. But she doesn’t look real to me at all. The real me is …’

Out of nowhere, a tear rolled down her cheek.

Strange. Maybe it was the alcohol acting up. Yichae felt a sorrow she hadn’t noticed swelling in her chest. Who, what is the real me? She tried to find the words to explain, but nothing came to mind.

But one thing was for sure.

No one liked the real Yichae any more.

When she had debuted with her mega-hit song ‘Love from Four Seasons’ at seventeen, Yichae had earned the nickname ‘the nation’s girlfriend’. But over a span of just four years, other younger and prettier real idols had made their way up, and the title had gone to someone else. Numerous virtual idols constantly threatened Yichae’s position, just as Mikyeong had said. Yichae had been trying – even harder than when she had debuted – but popularity seemed to be given or taken away regardless of how much effort she made.

How much more real did she have to look to be loved? How much more perfect? The more Yichae tried to feign perfection, the more it felt like a lie, while the more she tried to be real, the more unsure she became about who the real her was.

‘Yichae.’ Mikyeong tried to soothe her in a low voice. ‘Of course that was the real you. “Love from Four Seasons” – that was the real you. It’s what you’ve accomplished – that song, that dance, all of it. The same goes for your looks, too. You were really slim and pretty then.’

‘But that’s all in the past.’

‘Yeah, because you put on weight.’

Because you put on weight.

Mikyeong’s statement was dry and factual, but the truth pierced Yichae like it was the worst possible criticism in the world. You put on weight. Weight. Those very words choked Yichae.

‘You’ve gained four kilos, that’s all. Don’t overthink it, okay? The past you isn’t some incredible idol who you can’t live up to. Just think of it this way. Get back to your original weight, then people will like you again.’

‘But …’ Yichae could barely hold back her sobs. ‘But losing weight isn’t gonna cut it. The low music sales last time weren’t because I was fat. I was still forty-three kilos then.’

‘You don’t need to concern yourself with that.’ Mikyeong put on a stern expression. ‘You know how tirelessly the company is working on the next concept. You only need to do your part, that’s all. Are you gonna whine all day without even trying? Do some squats if you have time to munch on that junk.’

She pointed at the ice cream tub lying on the floor. It was right next to the VR helmet Yichae had thrown off. The beautiful fantasy had been so real until just a moment before, but the helmet that had enabled it was now lying around alongside an empty ice cream container.

Mikyeong was right. Yichae had to do what she had to do. It wasn’t like she was going to quit her job as an idol. She had no idea what else she could do.

But she was at a loss. She had been trying her best, since even before her debut. She constantly made every effort to get thinner, prettier, to be loved more. Looking back, she had looked perfect during the ‘Love from Four Seasons’ days, but she hadn’t thought so back then. She had always been walking a tightrope – what if she gained weight? What if she made a mistake on stage? What if the way she spoke annoyed people? What if someone talked behind her back? And that tightrope seemed to stretch out for ever.

Mikyeong started to talk about her upcoming schedule. Yichae hugged her knees close to her chest while she listened. As her sorrow slowly subsided, her stomach began to churn all the more. The sensation of food welling up in her throat couldn’t have got any more unpleasant. All Yichae could think about was throwing up as soon as the call was over.
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‘Now give it back if you’re done,’ said Daon, tapping Jinha’s shoulder.

She said it loudly on purpose so that everyone around could hear. Jinha noticed Daon’s touch a tad late and hurriedly took off the helmet, totally awestruck.

Soop wanted to ignore their conversation, but she couldn’t help but overhear since her seat was right across from them.

‘Whoa, that was sick!’ Jinha squealed.

‘Fire, right?’ Daon announced triumphantly.

Jinha nodded with all her might. ‘It’s so, so different from watching her on a tablet. Yichae’s so freaking pretty. Her voice is way clearer, and that scent …’

‘I know! How is this all real? How is Yichae a real person?!’ screamed Daon excitedly. She sounded truly in awe of the idol, but Soop knew that wasn’t the case.

Daon just wanted to show off her authority as the only person in the class who owned a virtual reality device.

‘VR is a must when watching idol videos. It’s a totally different level of experience from watching on a tablet,’ said Daon, stressing the word ‘level’.

‘Thanks for letting me borrow it. Can I use it again tomorrow?’

‘Of course. It’s all yours during the second-period break. You’re my best friend, after all.’

Daon held her chin up high and smiled. At that moment, Jinha marvelled at her as if admiring an idol.

In a way, Daon was already an idol. She had always been considered one of the prettiest girls in her year, not to mention being rich and popular. Her grades weren’t bad, either. Most kids from Seoul couldn’t make it out of the city, but if anyone from this class were to succeed after graduation and head south, it would be Daon.

Soop also studied hard, but not for her career. Unlike Daon, she would never have a future, even if she devoted herself to schoolwork. She studied because she enjoyed it and knew now was her only chance to focus on her education.

‘Don’t forget to lend it to me next break,’ said a girl sitting in the row ahead, and Daon replied, ‘Of course,’ and high-fived her. Soon, all the kids Daon had promised to lend the helmet stretched their hands out, and she high-fived them one by one. Those who couldn’t become Daon’s ‘best friends’ threw envious looks, but Soop buried herself in her tablet.

Everyone wanted to experience virtual reality. The teachers said they should be grateful for the school-supplied tablets in these times of scarcity. But to the students, the flat-screen devices symbolised the reality they longed to escape: public schools, in-person classes, Seoul, poverty, dust storms and the plague. Virtual reality, however, was a status symbol in itself. All prestigious private high schools operated in virtual reality. Children from wealthy families could purchase proper VR devices and afford expensive tuition to prepare for college without setting foot outside their safe, air-purified, disinfected homes. They would move on to work at a VR company, judge at a VR court, manage a VR start-up, give VR consultations or run factories manufacturing VR devices. The middle class of the twenty-third century was firmly rooted in virtual reality.

But Soop wasn’t interested in virtual reality. She couldn’t be.

‘I could become a celebrity, right? Do you think I’d pass an acting audition?’ Daon asked the same question she had repeated a dozen times already.

‘Course you would,’ nodded Jinha, reassuring Daon yet again. ‘You’re pretty, and you can act. You’re the best actor in our drama club. Talent agencies would also give you bonus points for going to our school, wouldn’t they?’

The thought alone seemed to excite Daon. ‘Right, because Yichae went here. Why didn’t I ever talk to her when she was here? I wish we’d been friends.’

‘We had no idea who seonbae was then.’

All Soop wanted was to plug in her earbuds and shut out the chit-chat, but that wouldn’t be a wise move. Daon and her friends were talking for Soop to overhear. If she put in her earphones now, they would retaliate. They had broken or thrown away her earbuds several times before. Those devices were expensive, and the school issued only one pair per student. Soop had felt so guilty when she had had to ask her mother to buy her new ones. She couldn’t live without her earphones.

She had told her mother they were required for schoolwork, but that wasn’t true. The tablet was sufficient for classes and homework. However, Soop needed her earbuds to listen to music whenever she wanted, like while walking to school and during lunch and breaktimes when Daon and the gang didn’t harass her. That music was what kept her going.

The kids sensed her desperation. Keenly, too. That was why they hated Soop listening to music or working hard.

While Daon and her friends giggled and gossiped about celebrities, Soop turned on the tablet and pulled up the materials she would present in the next class. The chatter made it hard to concentrate, but she was only reviewing the script she had already committed to memory. It was about how naive humanity had been in addressing the climate crisis in the twenty-first century. Soop was familiar with the topic. All their school subjects – history, science, literature and philosophy – dealt with that period.

The presentation itself wasn’t hard. But Soop didn’t want to do it. Not just the presentation but anything that would draw her classmates’ attention. But if she was going to get jeered at no matter what, Soop at least wanted to give it her best shot and do herself proud.

The bell finally rang. The students returned to their seats, and their history teacher entered the classroom. She was an older woman with neither the charisma nor the sense of humour that teens loved. Whether the students liked her or not seemed not to bother her. This sense of resignation was widespread among the teachers. Both students and faculty expected very little from each other.

‘Everyone, turn on your tablets. In the last class, we talked about various symptoms the Earth experienced in the early twenty-first century. Today, we’ll discuss carbon neutrality policies and the Climate Change Convention. Who’s supposed to present today?’

Soop raised her hand without a word. The teacher threw an indifferent glance at Soop and quickly looked away.

‘Okay then, let’s cover what the textbook says first. Come on up when I call you later.’

‘Yes, Miss.’

The teacher pulled up class materials on the screen, and a diagram summarising the climate policies of the UN member states appeared. As the class carried on as usual, Soop stole looks at the other students. Instead of concentrating, they were snickering silently and eyeing one another. Some leered at her and tapped away at their tablets, probably busy exchanging messages.

What were they scheming this time? In their Korean language class the other day, they had asked Soop all kinds of mean and taunting questions to fluster her. The teacher had ended up stopping her presentation. Though she hadn’t been able to say everything she had prepared, Soop had been evaluated based on the materials she had submitted beforehand.

They were out to get her again. No matter what others did to disturb her, all Soop had to do was firmly protect her own world.

The teacher sounded muffled, as if she were far away. Soop’s own pounding heartbeat drowned out the voice. Soop hated herself for feeling so anxious. She tried to persuade herself that there was nothing to be nervous about.


Heo Daon

Good luck with the presentation!



A message popped up on Soop’s tablet. It was from Daon. Next to the message was her profile photo, decorated with a sticker, which looked like the ribbon Yichae was wearing in the concept photo on her latest album jacket.


Heo Daon

Sooo looking forward to it! Hehe



Another message. Soop deleted both without replying.

‘Now, that’s all I’ve got to say about that …’ The history teacher laid her tablet on the lectern and looked at Soop. ‘Jeong Soop, you have your presentation materials ready, yes?’

‘Yes … It’s on the cloud.’

‘Will you come up to present?’

The teacher stepped aside from the lectern. Soop slowly strode to the front and turned to face her classmates. They had stopped giggling and stared back at her with expectant eyes. That made Soop feel rather at ease.

Whatever happens happens.

She tapped the classroom tablet a few times to open the file on the cloud. The icon unlocked, lighting up the screen. The second it took to load the file felt like a whole minute.

When the screen finally switched, Soop’s heart dropped.


I’M A VR REJECTION PATIENT



Along with the giant red text, Soop’s distorted face filled the wide screen.

The text flickered wildly, and Soop’s face squirmed into something monstrous. Laughter burst out all around her. The kids cheered and shouted. Soop hastily closed the file, but the words and the photo were already seared into her retinas. Her face was burning hot.

‘Quiet, quiet!’ the teacher yelled, but the commotion wasn’t going to die down any time soon.

‘She’s a V-rej!’

‘She’s finally dropped the act!’

‘Moron.’

‘Presentation, my ass.’

Soop dropped her head low. Her entire body was on fire, but her mind was numb and had floated far away. Her brain kept asking the same pointless question: How in the world did this happen? The file had been fine when she’d checked it before class. Somebody must have overwritten it after the class had begun. She could probably find out who it had been if she wanted to.

But what good would that do?

‘Stop it, all of you!’

The teacher banged on the lectern. The chattering slowly died away. Not because the teacher’s barking had worked. The kids thought they had insulted Soop enough. One scene of the play was over, and now it was time to move on to the next.

‘What happened? Who swapped the file?’

The teacher approached Soop and inspected the tablet. Soop also glanced at the screen. The file had a record left in its revision history. But it was something Soop hadn’t expected. It said it had been her own account that had overwritten the file five minutes ago.

The teacher looked round at Soop.

‘I-It wasn’t me.’ Soop shook her head. ‘Someone must have hacked my account. Or stolen my password …’

The teacher frowned and asked, ‘Is that so?’

Then, she fell silent for about five seconds. The silence welled up and filled the entire classroom. The whole class watched with interest to see what the teacher would do next.

Soop read a lot of things from her silence. The whole situation was a headache for the teacher. An annoyance. She seemed to be contemplating whether or not to pause the class to search out who had done this. Her face also showed a faint but unmissable sense of contempt.

Soop was unbearably lonely.

‘Class,’ the teacher finally sighed. ‘You can’t bully Soop like this. What did she ever do to you? VR Rejection is just an after-effect of the Akanta virus, which can affect anyone. You all know that, don’t you?’

Technically, the teacher was right. VR Rejection was a low-probability disorder left by Akanta, an infamous virus that had been widespread in the past several decades. The after-effect was so mysterious and unsettling that people had come to consider Akanta as another name for VR Rejection. When those who suffered from the rejection accessed virtual reality, they felt sick to their stomachs, convulsed or experienced errors in input and output, causing the machine to send out random sensations or execute orders that had never been issued. That made it impossible for VR Rejection patients to use virtual reality like others. No reason or cure for the disorder had been identified yet.

Soop had been twelve when she was bedridden with Akanta and its symptoms of high fever and diarrhoea. When the doctor diagnosed her with VR Rejection after her recovery, Soop didn’t fully realise what that meant. Her immediate life didn’t change that much. Only when she grew up a little more did she understand its implications. VR Rejection patients couldn’t have proper jobs. In a world where most business took place in virtual reality, there weren’t many positions people like Soop could work in. Naturally, there wouldn’t be many people wishing to be friends with her, let alone date or marry her. Early on in her life, Soop had been deprived of the opportunity to enter the paradise promised by virtual reality. Of course, those who would really make it to that paradise in adulthood would be only a few among her classmates. But the possibility was status in and of itself.

Kids immediately recognised a more inferior being than themselves and found comfort in tormenting Soop. What comfort, though? That they were doing relatively okay? That they were all united in that moment, at least? That they could take it out on her at school even when they were beaten at home? That they could forget about the future? No one deliberated over those questions. Kids just tried to grasp and cling to the solace right before their eyes. They couldn’t stand their lives otherwise.

‘Imagine you’re sick and weak, and someone bullies you on top of that. How hard would that be on you?’

The teacher continued to lecture, but barely anyone was listening. Some kids were openly sneering, even. It was the adults who hated and discriminated against VR Rejection the most. An adult telling them not to wasn’t persuasive at all. The teacher also knew that well. She didn’t seem determined to scold the class for long. Even if she did, similar harassments were bound to happen again.

All the while, one of the kids listened attentively to the teacher and nodded. It was none other than Heo Daon.

Daon always acted that way. Soop thought she was the one behind the incident just now, either directly or indirectly. She probably had messaged ‘Good luck!’ as sarcasm, knowing all about the prank. Daon was always at the centre of bullying Soop. There was no hint of that at a glance. She never stepped forward and sometimes even pretended that she cared about Soop. Unlike other kids, Daon had the means of planning for her own future and never engaged in any behaviour that might hurt her student records. From the teachers’ perspectives, she was a somewhat sly but mostly harmless, clever and charming student.

The history teacher wrapped up her speech with some formalities and turned to Soop.

‘Jeong Soop, you have the original file, right?’ she asked. ‘Do you think you can present?’

Honestly, Soop wanted to say that she couldn’t. She would have rather run away. She felt bitter towards the teacher who had made her present in the first place, who could neither stop this from happening nor resolve the mess.

But if she gave up here, her classmates would jeer even more.

Soop bit down on her lip and nodded.
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